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Creating an 
American 
Mythology: A 
Comparison 
of Branding 
Strategies in 
Three Fashion 
Firms
Abstract

Fashion firms must formulate and promote an identity that will be mean-
ingful and memorable. Ralph Lauren, Tommy Hilfiger, and American 
Apparel are brands that overtly define themselves as American. Each 
brand seeks out what they define as essential elements from the Ameri-
can cultural landscape. These elements are used to construct a unique 
and coherent narrative—or more precisely mythology—underscoring 
the values of the brand, and framing a lifestyle identity to be embodied 
within products and extended to the wearer. By formulating a cultur-
ally rich brand identity and presentation, the firm attempts to visually 
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and textually seduce the target consumer. These three brands are linked 
through their acceptance of democracy as a common denominator de-
fining an American identity; however, each brand links itself to radically 
different manifestations of American democracy.

KEYWORDS: branding, marketing, mythology, American style

Introduction

Myth is linked to fashion by von Samsonow (2009: 20) as the substance 
of fashion. “Myth supplies a highly constant baseline, an unchanging 
dimension, while fashion plays variations on top of it.” Von Samsonow 
explores this synthesis of myth embodied in fashion in the interpersonal 
realm, as a means by which women may fabricate and perform a femi-
nine identity and personality. Mythology is also infused in fashion in the 
commercial processes enacted by fashion firms involved in creating and 
marketing branded fashion products.

Marketing Culture and National Identity in Fashion

National identity in fashion coexists with a new global culture. Brand-
ing in American fashion reflects this local and global reality. Since the 
mid-nineteenth century, and for about a century, there was essentially 
one fashion and one center of fashion: Paris styles, which were created 
by couturiers, were copied. Marketing focused on the styles themselves 
and on their quality and newness. Poiret and Chanel, for instance, were 
influenced by a modernist aesthetic and not a specifically national iden-
tity (Lipovetsky 1994).

Gradually other fashion centers emerged and a distinct national 
identity—Italian, British, American—became a defining feature that set 
one apart from Paris (see for example Breward 2004; Edensor 2002; 
White 2000). Paulicelli (2004) shows how Italian fashion emerged and 
how under various regimes it embodied a unique type of national iden-
tity infused with a particular ideology. While there had long been an 
American style in fashion, the prestigious fashions originated in Paris 
and American fashion had its own local history. This changed in a con-
siderable way with the creation of an American style for an interna-
tional market, particularly starting in the 1980s.

National identity is expressed within the context of a globalized culture 
where main trends in fashion can found everywhere (see, for example, 
Edensor 2002; Goodrum 2005; Paulicelli and Clark 2009). Breward sees 
fashion as a form of material culture, like architecture, through which 
the history of a city may be told (2009: 60). Through fashion and other 
material aspects of a brand, such as its stores, we see the ways in which 
national culture is creatively blended with a brand’s own mythology.
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Methodology

Hancock (2009) contends that brands communicate on multiple levels 
to provide people with stories to relate to their products. This study fo-
cuses on the images conveyed through marketing and communications 
by three American firms. Each of these firms draws upon a national 
identity that they reinterpret in reference to the brand’s own identity. 
Though different in their methods, images, style, and in their mythol-
ogies, each has created a brand with a distinctive American cultural 
identity. The construction of mythologies embedded in American cul-
ture in these three firms is illustrated through reference to ethnography 
and interviews, secondary resources, visits to stores, and analysis of 
the firms’ products. Research in the Tommy Hilfiger (hereinafter TH) 
firm in New York was conducted over several years ending in 2006. 
Research at the American Apparel firm (hereinafter AA) was conducted 
over several months in 2007 and 2008. The author had several inter-
views with designers who work or worked at Polo Ralph Lauren (here-
inafter PRL) but has not extensively studied the firm.

Mythology and Its Connection to Branding

Brand equity is of great value to a company, particularly in the fashion 
industry where products are judged in relation to the image the com-
pany conveys. The organization itself must be marketed to the public 
and made meaningful to those within the organization (Aaker 1991; 
Harris and de Chernatony 2001; Urde 2003). Keller (2003: 595) de-
scribes how in a highly competitive environment marketers often try 
to achieve greater brand equity by “leveraging” a brand, or “borrow-
ing” equity through linking the brand to another person, place, thing 
or brand.

Barthes (1972[1957]: 109) speaks of myth as part of a semiolog-
ical system of communication, whereby an object is defined. It is a 
construct that attains significance through culture, and not due to the 
“nature” of things (1972[1957]: 110). While myths are historical and 
situated reality, they are taken to be normal, obvious, and true. Holt 
(2004) sees brand myths as a powerful force reflecting cultural con-
tent. Cultural branding is seen as the most effective means by which 
brands can be infused with enduring meanings that enable them to 
become icons. When meaning fails, it is an indication that brands fail 
to understand how to apply, recast, and present mythologies correctly  
vis-à-vis their own personality or heritage thereby failing to create 
desired visual imagery, thoughts, feelings, and attitudes in consumers 
(Keller 2003: 596).

Mythologies are the conduit by which advertising and marketing 
reaches its target audience. The basic message that any firm wants to 
get across will be infused with meaning situated in a cultural  context. 
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Without an effective link between the product and its social and 
 personal significance to the consumer, the message will not resonate. 
The brand—particularly in fashion where image is a core part of what 
is being sold—must be linked to something outside of itself. By itself 
the brand and the products it creates has no inherent meaning. The 
mythology of a brand, and the mythologies it creates in its products and 
the communications about its products, is a second-order semiological 
system, containing already formed signifiers. These are signifiers that 
may be stripped of a previous context and history, reset, so to say, and 
redeployed for a new purpose.

Creating American Mythologies

For some American firms the brand’s image is linked to icons of Ameri-
can culture. Each reads the American cultural landscape differently: 
abstracting, re-appropriating, and inventing elements that resonate 
with the brand’s own vision and objectives. Democracy, a central 
characteristic that defines America, is itself open and lends itself to a 
multidimensional culture without a central focus. American democ-
racy equally inspires narratives that are based on nostalgia for tradi-
tion, on diversity, and are countercultural. That these mythologies are 
coherent yet unreal—or more accurately, hyperreal—makes them no 
less crucial. Cinema, television, music, and consumer goods possess 
their own mythologies but also contribute to what becomes a meta-
mythology of America. The result of such visions, whether deep or su-
perficial, fact or fiction, are real and meaningful in their effects. Each of 
these brands plays a role not only in constructing their own image, and 
that of American fashion, but of America. Table 1 provides an over-
view of the master narratives that comprise each brand’s mythology. 
Table 2 outlines the characteristics along social, cultural, and branding 
dimensions.

Table 1  
Comparison of master narratives of three American brands.

Brand Master Narrative: Defining Concepts

Polo Ralph Lauren WASP/preppy style. Timeless, elite American 
heritage. Wealth, luxury, privilege. 
Establishment. Nostalgia, classics

Tommy Hilfiger Fresh American classics. Youthfulness, fun. 
The new American dream: multicultural, 
apolitical, happy, optimistic

American Apparel Basic. Utilitarian. Raw sexuality. Anti-
establishment. Progressive. Libertarian. 
Young. American
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Case Studies

Polo Ralph Lauren
Vision and Culture of the Brand
The PRL empire is closer to the world of fantasy—of cinema—than to 
the garment industry or indeed to the real world of America’s elite. The 
mythology is built on Lauren’s vision of an old-money lifestyle, which 
he polishes up and re-presents to the consumer. Designers work within 
a narrative framework or storyline set by Lauren to create a line of 
products within each brand that bespeak the broader PRL aesthetic, 
and the dynamic or theme of a particular season. Lauren offers to all 
the promise—the facade—of a particular American lifestyle: the WASP, 
the Ivy League, the country club, the socialite, the polo player, the suc-
cessful businessman, the cowboy. This dream of upward mobility sold 
to a mass market, and on a smaller scale to the luxury market, relies 
upon visionary marketing and advertising. The brand strategically cre-
ated an elite heritage, without any real point of reference, by aligning 
itself with icons and images of American culture that signify wealth 
and independence. The connection must be straight and simple in order 
to be easily recognized and to be applicable to a wide range of brands 
under the PRL Corporation. Lauren chooses not to dilute this image by 
linking the brand to popular culture; rather, he seeks “timeless” or at 
least long-standing symbols of privilege. The PRL aesthetic goes against 
the grain of fashion in another important way: its essential identity is 
ageless and even though some brands like Polo Sport are more youthful 
in orientation, styles can be worn by older and younger people.

What does PRL say that it stands for?
On the website the company is described as having “grown into an entire 
world redefining American style.” The company presents its marketing 
strategy as its vision and mission. “Ralph Lauren has always stood for 
providing quality products, creating worlds and inviting people to take 
part in our dream. We were the innovators of lifestyle  advertisements 

Table 2  
Comparison of characteristics of three American brands.

Brand Aesthetic/ 
Style

Ideology Cultural 
Reference

Social 
Attitude

Political 
Position

Approach to 
Marketing

Target 
Consumer

PRL Traditional Elite Nostalgic Exclusivity Conservative Lifestyle All

TH Contemporary Mass Popular Diversity Apolitical Popular  
culture

Young/ 
middle age

AA Utilitarian Industrial Progressive Hedonistic Liberal/ 
radical

Anti-marketing Young  
hipster
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that tell a story and the first to create stores that encourage customers 
to participate in that lifestyle.” The “truth” about what PRL is and 
what it stands for is to be found in advertising, and no attempt to claim  
otherwise is made. PRL stands for itself. It is its own universe, a power-
house brand that prevails and continues to grow on the strength of its 
mythology.

Leadership Style and Culture in the Firm
The culture at the firm is described by many employees as harsh and 
competitive, with Lauren as an autocratic leader (Figure 1). The culture 
and the tone of the workplace is determined by Lauren. The office en-
vironment is carefully choreographed by Lauren to reflect his, and only 
his, aesthetic. Individual expression within one’s own physical space, or 
in one’s own appearance, is not allowed. A former menswear designer 
at TH who once worked for PRL says of Lauren, contrasting him with 
Hilfiger, that he is “elitist” and “snobby.” He tells me that he expected 
employees to treat him like the “King of England.” “When he walked 
into the room everything stopped” (Manlow 2007: 203). Yet Lauren is 
a charismatic leader strongly identified with and admired by employees. 
Employees uniformly describe him as a brilliant man, worthy of admira-
tion. Part of his appeal is his dramatic and entertaining persona. Joseph 
Abboud who worked closely with Lauren before going out on his own 
says he is “unremittingly motif driven” (2004: 104).

Jeffrey Banks, a designer who worked closely with Lauren, describes 
his presence at the firm. There is a progression from the fantasy world 
to reality in Lauren’s own life. “I want to be a cowboy. I want to be 

Figure 1
Ralph Lauren. Photograph: David 
Schwartz. Courtesy of David 
Schwartz.
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an English lord. I want to be in the tropics, in Monte Carlo.” Gross 
explains that he “got to be a part of it through clothes” and eventually 
he “owned it” (2003: 133).

Lauren’s own propensity for fantasy became the cornerstone of the 
brand’s identity. We can see aristocratic overtones and an air of inap-
proachability, and of separation from the masses, in Lauren’s designs 
and images.

Marketing
Lauren creates an idealized America that status-conscious people who 
identify with American taste find appealing. Lauren is often cited as 
the first designer to engage in lifestyle marketing. Lauren has amplified 
this principle vis-à-vis a lifestyle marketing approach that rather than 
treat each product, product line or brand as a separate entity, creates a 
meaningful universe that comes into being through an all-encompassing 
philosophy of classicism and tradition (Martin 2007).

The WASP aesthetic is key to Lauren’s definition of American style. 
This aesthetic extends itself to the way Lauren perceives that WASPs live 
and to the activities they engage in.

People think about beach houses, country. Out of the city. So nau-
tical, boating, beach houses, it’s always been a classic with me, 
one of the repertoire of things I’ve always loved. (Gross 2003: 
181)

Lauren transforms clothes worn by the elite into commercial products. 
He accompanies this with mannerisms, gestures, values, and actions, 
and with a variety of props creating the mythology to animate his uni-
verse. Kuczynski (2006) points out how Lauren’s idea of the WASP re-
mains at the surface.

Mr. Lauren has created a storybook fantasy out of the attrac-
tive parts of white Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture, leaving out all 
the ugly bits. ... on Planet Polo, families dress up for horseback 
riding, golf and tennis, and pack their perfectly weather-beaten 
satchels for Nantucket and Bermuda. There are no divorces or 
drunks there, nor do families squabble over the last shreds of 
a dwindled fortune that once, long ago, vaulted their ancestors 
briefly into the upper classes.

We see an editing and recasting of authenticity, a mythology “stolen and 
restored” (Barthes 1972[1957]: 125), or a hypermodern nostalgia. “My 
things, I’ve always thought, were in a lot of ways more English than 
the English,” says Lauren (Gross 2003: 237). Lauren mixes improb-
able elements: English gentry, WASP, international polo player, cowboy, 
an aristocratic restraint with the freedom of the West, Old World with 
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modern, tweed and denim, to form a new hyperreal aesthetic. Lauren is 
the premier example of a designer who has cobbled together an Ameri-
can identity from multiple sources: British influences as well as those 
that have become associated with the American white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant (WASP) culture.

The Polo logo signifies wealth, privilege, and leisure thereby connect-
ing its wearer to this lifestyle and its values. Polo players do not wear 
PRL they wear shirts that cost far less to which they have real numbers 
and team information added. Those who seriously identify with the 
sport might wear La Martina.

Tommy Hilfiger
Vision and Culture of the Brand
Like Lauren, Hilfiger deconstructs America and reassembles it according 
to his parameters. The TH brand has a core commitment to American-
ism. The brand, though it resembles the PRL style, trades an American 
elitist heritage for one linked to popular culture, a dream of the past 
for one of the future (Figure 2). The Ivy League is prominent as is the 
New England WASP aesthetic, though the gates of entry are opened 
much wider—we see “multicultural” models in fun and happy adver-
tisements. Upper-class life becomes inclusive. American popular culture 
is embraced and certain elements of music, sport, film, and television 

Figure 2
Tommy Hilfiger. Book cover 2007. 
Courtesy of Tommy Hilfiger.
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are deliberately connected to the brand in its advertising and in the 
events it sponsors. Hilfiger says: “I see everything through a pop culture 
lens” (Hilfiger 1997: 148). And he states, sounding like an ambassador 
of American culture: “I think pop culture connects young people glob-
ally, and if it weren’t for music, fashion, and entertainment, maybe we 
wouldn’t be so connected with the rest of the world” (Harris 2008). 
Certain places are privileged in Hilfiger’s (1997) idealized America: the 
American West and Nantucket/Martha’s Vineyard-like places). The 
military, and in particular the Navy, the Ivy League, rock stars, and 
cowboys are archetypes of American life.

Hilfiger embraces the ideals of individuality and freedom but also 
upholds conformity. Things that are familiar are good, and what is fa-
miliar and good is not seen as posing a threat to individual autonomy 
in both the PRL and TH universe. Hilfiger (1997) in turning to popular 
culture incorporates more inclusive middle-class motifs into his ver-
sion of America—the service station and the diner are “true American 
places.” There was a foray into the world of hip hop during the middle 
to late 1990s. Nevertheless, the brand remains reverential to the New 
England WASP, which is in part why it appealed to urban youth, for 
whom such a life was always out of reach.

Hilfiger, who often speaks of his pride in America and who sees Nor-
man Rockwell as a hero, believes that America is an uncomplicated 
place. Hilfiger says: “I love aircraft carriers, sailors lined up, and Ameri-
can flags billowing in the wind” (1997: 220). Hilfiger, referred to as 
“Mr. American Pie” (Lockwood 2005) shares a picture-perfect view of 
New England WASP life with Lauren: “I go to Nantucket every summer 
with my family. ... We ride bicycles, play tennis, go boating, and have 
clambakes and parties on the beach. It’s all white picket fences, green 
grass, blue sky, beige sand” (1997: 20).

In its outward image, values that are prominent in the firm, in-
dividual freedom and a communal ethos, are translated into an 
image of a tolerant, apolitical America in which difficult questions 
are never posed, and unpleasant things do not happen. Hippies and 
peace symbols exist easily alongside icons of a consumer culture that 
they would have confronted in a distant past. Freedom is a fragrance 
that everyone can wear (Figure 3). People in Tommy’s world appear 
happy and attractive. No one questions the boundaries though they 
are solidly in place. In the employee “brand bible,” it is written: 
“America defines the vision of the brand.” Americans are described 
as free, inclusive, and determined. They enjoy life and treat each other 
well. This attitude is embodied in advertisements such as the one in  
Figure 4. People, it would seem, live according to conventions but 
have some flexibility. The male who wears TH is described as inde-
pendent, strong, and ambitious. Women are pretty, smart, and have 
a great career but are focused on family life. The principle of fashion 
that Lipovetsky (2005: 37) contends has reorganized society can be 
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seen in the TH ethos as expressed through the brand’s communica-
tion and through Hilfiger’s own presentation of self. “Consume with-
out delay, travel, enjoy yourself, renounce nothing. The politics of a 
radiant future have been replaced by consumption as the promise of 
a euphoric present.”

What Does TH Say That It Stands For?
In the red, white, and blue “brand bible”: “Defining Fresh American 
Style,” the first line is: “It began as the great American dream.” Em-
ployees are told what TH is: “happy, camaraderie, gregarious ...” and is  

Figure 3
Tommy Hilfiger Freedom fragrance. 
Courtesy of Tommy Hilfiger.

Figure 4
Tommy fragrance. Courtesy of 
Tommy Hilfiger.
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not: “moody, cliquish, aloof ...” In the section entitled “Core Values” 
we see this statement:

We believe in:
The values embodied
In the American dream—optimism,
Determination and success
Having fun and enjoying life
Helping others succeed
Treating people with respect
Being a genuine company

Leadership Style and Culture in the Firm
Like Lauren, Hilfiger is a charismatic leader capable of instilling high 
levels of devotion in employees (Figure 5). Collegiality and freedom of 
individual expression are the two most prevalent themes in the firm. At 
TH egalitarian practices, aimed at diminishing status differences, are 
built into the work process. People address each other and are listed 
in the directory on a first name basis, designers work in teams and do 
not relate to one another on a competitive basis. Many employees de-
scribe the workplace as a family environment, Hilfiger being “an aver-
age guy,” a “buddy.”

Employees are not required to wear TH clothing. One person told 
me that when he wore something from PRL “Tommy” commented on 
how great it looked. Workspaces, particularly those of designers, are 
decorated according to one’s personal preference. When there is discord 
and competition, between design divisions and marketing or merchan-
dising for example, it is downplayed and perhaps not acknowledged 
openly as this is not “acceptable” behavior for people who are “Tom-
myized” (a term some employees use).

Marketing
Marketing, as in the other firms, spans advertising via print and broad-
cast media, social media, and outdoor venues, sponsorships of music 
events, and other promotions connected to celebrities and popular cul-
ture. The brand has its own television station (see Figure 6). Notably 
Hilfiger has appeared in two television ventures, one a Project Runway 
style show called The Cut where aspiring designers compete for a job at 
the firm, and a one-time special that aired October 2008 called Ironic 
Iconic America. The program was inspired by Hilfiger’s book collabora-
tion with George Lois, Iconic America: A Roller-Coaster Ride through 
the Eye-Popping Panorama of American Pop Culture. The program 
looks at the influence of American pop culture and explores the lighter 
side of American life.

Both Lauren and Hilfiger grew up in middle-class families, Lauren in 
the Bronx and Hilfiger in Elmira, New York. While neither Hilfiger or 
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Figure 5
Tommy Hilfiger. Courtesy of Tommy Hilfiger.
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Lauren had an Ivy League education (Hilfiger says that he barely gradu-
ated high school and Lauren completed two years at Baruch College of 
the City University of New York) the Ivy League was to figure promi-
nently in the branding of each firm. Lauren dreamed of becoming rich 
and being accepted in WASP circles. Hilfiger (1997: 9) instead speaks 
of his admiration for the way the Ivy League man looked in his chinos 
and Oxford cloth shirts. “I wanted to look rich, and I wanted to look 
cool,” says Hilfiger.

Hilfiger extends an invitation far and wide to participate in a col-
lective American identity of privilege. The brand sees itself as both as-
pirational and real. It is marketed in such a way as to define itself in 
opposition to other brands, thereby seeking to convey a clear, unam-
biguous message (Figure 7). TH defines the PRL master narrative, a 
brand with which it directly competes, as “country club aspiration.” It 
is aspirational but false—it embodies luxury, privilege, and wealth to 

Figure 6
Tommy TV. Courtesy of Tommy 
Hilfiger.

Figure 7
Tommy Hilfiger campaign image. Courtesy of Tommy Hilfiger.
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be sure, but perhaps, one might venture to guess, it has no soul. Calvin 
Klein is summed up as “sleek chic,” Prada as “modern, unapproach-
able,” and Guess as “trendy, cheap, posed.” Having these visual and 
textual signifiers helps the brand to keep its own real identity in focus, 
and to walk in a straight path.

American Apparel
Vision and Culture of the Brand
Barthes (1972[1957]) spoke of the bourgeois norm as the essential 
enemy because it creates a falsely obvious reality. We have seen it in op-
eration in the mythologies of TH and PRL. AA aggressively detaches the 
bourgeois norm from its foundation, upsetting what others may take 
to be a comfortable status quo. What it puts in the place of culturally 
accepted mainstream views about proper conduct and self-presentation 
is an amalgam of confrontational attitudes. AA, based in Los Angeles, 
projects a complex countercultural image, at once being progressive—
committed to fair wages, good working conditions, and immigrant 
rights, and its vertically integrated made-in-America values—and politi-
cally incorrect. Freedom of expression, rebellion, and individuality take 
on a tone that may be bold, loud, uncontrolled, offensive, subversive, 
indifferent, detached, ironic. Traditional decorum and rules of polite 
discourse are routinely violated (Figure 8).

AA refuses to subscribe to mainstream myths of a happy and whole-
some America, but it nevertheless succumbs to American mythology in 
its own way. Charney, the firm’s founder, is the superhero, the paragon 
of fairness, freedom of expression, and freedom of the market. He keeps 
jobs in America, and that is good for the economy. He provides the 
world with superior made-in-America garments, he protects democracy 

Figure 8
French advertisement American 
Apparel. Courtesy of American 
Apparel.
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by paying fair wages, he brings freedom and dignity to the oppressed, 
he supports American values of hard work and individualism, allow-
ing people to higher earn wages according to their level of production. 
Myths on the left are rare, and are limited to a few political notions 
(Barthes 1972[1957]). Although Charney’s political position is not co-
herent, even to his own employees, he can perhaps only go so far in 
marketing based on his labor, employment, and production ideology. 
Enter raw, hedonistic sexuality as a force that Charney effectively uses 
to invigorate the brand.

What Does AA Say That It Stands For?
American Apparel claims in its advertising and within the culture of the 
firm to be defined by the following practices:

Made in America
Immigrant rights
Labor advocacy
Environmental responsibility
Individual freedom/independence DIY
Sexual liberation/hedonism
Rejection of blatant consumerism (logos, trends, slick 
marketing)

Employees have described the brand as progressive, subversive, anar-
chic, anti-establishment, countercultural, provocative, politically incor-
rect, young, liberal, loose, non-corporate, vintage.

We design for ourselves. Our clothing reflects true ideas. We stand 
for something. Vice, My Space, Hipsters, West Coast Punk, all 
subcultures. People gravitate from all directions. Even hip hop.

AA proclaims its rejection of establishment ideals but how can it at once 
be progressive, libertarian, anarchic, and hedonistic? To be so indicates 
a lack of discipline and rigor, indeed a mania and a hyper-indulgence. 
This incoherence works well for AA. It is part of an appeal that it uses 
strategically to set itself apart from other brands.

Leadership Style and Culture in the Firm
The culture of AA is animated by sex. Charney, its founder, has openly 
advocated sex in the workplace, has lived with more than one female 
employee at a time, and more recently with male employees as they 
are “easier,” and has had several charges of sexual harassment brought 
against him, and then withdrawn (Figure 9). Applying a mainstream 
logic, one would tend to see the positions held by Charney as “abusive” 
or as constitutive of sexual harassment. Charney sees it quite differently 
and during the research the author found that employees did not see 
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him as abusive. One might say, to be very polite, that Charney does 
not restrain himself. The author’s first meeting with him began with a 
stream of expletives condemning academics. What might appear to an 
outsider as abusive was often described by employees as posturing, as 
high drama, as comedy, and not as insulting. The work environment 
can be described as so relaxed and unstructured that people often did 
not know who was in their department, what department they were in, 
what other people in that department did, and what had been done in 
the past. There was no rational system of record keeping in most de-
partments, and there were no formal schedules or job descriptions. The 
factory, however, is run according to strict bureaucratic principles. Its 
location within the firm allowed for a laissez-faire culture amongst the 
non-factory employees—that is until Charney decided something had to 
be done. At this point, one enters into what one employee described as a 
combat mode. Employees are very devoted to Charney, to the company, 
and what it stands for. In this way, Charney qualifies as a charismatic 

Figure 9
Dov Charney. Courtesy of American Apparel.
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leader, though not a typical one—referencing now Lauren and Hilfiger 
as exemplars. Not many CEOs appear in their own advertisements—
with full frontal nudity—and certainly not many of them conduct inter-
views nearly nude, wearing what Charney called a “cock sock.”

Charney has set up a factory paying garment workers the highest 
wages in the world, with a base salary of US$12 that can go up to about 
US$20 per hour depending on productivity. He offers on-site family 
medical care, subsidized meals and transportation, free bikes, fitness 
and yoga classes, and massages at one’s workstation. In the on-prem-
ises factory Charney plays a non-sexualized paternalistic role. He is the 
hero, the great benefactor who never fails to proclaim demonstratively 
how much he has done for the workers, sometimes at the top of his 
voice, trembling, with arms outstretched (see Figures 10–13).

Figure 10
Company entrance.  
Photograph: Veronica Manlow.

Figure 11
Working inside factory.  
Photograph: Veronica Manlow.
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When Charney ran through the factory in his underwear, to a cheer-
ing mass, he was seen by employees as a lovable prankster. This was a 
way of breaking down hierarchical boundaries while still asserting au-
thority (insofar as Charney is the only person able to act in such a man-
ner). The author asked a woman in the factory if she was bothered by 
the posters of women in postures that could be taken as offensive. She 
laughed and said no, drawing an important distinction between playing 
with sexualized images and actual sexual misconduct. She had worked 
in factories where women were obliged to provide sexual services to 
retain their jobs. Charney, she described as a man who respected women 
and provided a safe work environment where one was not afraid.

Marketing
AA’s marketing is a reflection of its identity as a firm, and that of its 
products. Marketing like the clothing and the attitude at AA is basic 

Figure 12
Cafeteria. Information on family 
medical services. Photograph: 
Veronica Manlow.

Figure 13
American Apparel factory and 
employees. Photograph: Veronica 
Manlow.
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(Figure 14). AA espouses an anti-marketing, anti-branding position, 
specifically hiring people with non-marketing backgrounds and calling 
the department “web design.” Terry Richardson’s documentary style 
photography, which rejects the use of professional models and photog-
raphers, is much admired by Charney. At AA there is a deliberate use 
of low-grade files to downgrade the quality of photos. Strategies used 
in high fashion that take on an artistic ambiance are “moved down” by 
Charney. While luxury brands play with concepts of high and low, elite 
and common, Charney aspires for the lowest common denominator. 
Photos are done in-house by Charney or other employees, sometimes 
with an old Polaroid camera. Models are often ordinary-looking em-
ployees or friends of employees. When they are hired they may, like 
Lauren Phoenix (Figure 15), have accomplishments such as a porn film 
entitled Anal Delinquents. Helvetica typeface is used in all communica-
tion. An employee in marketing states:

He hates the commercial fashion establishment viscerally. That is 
the reason we are here. We hate the established formalities of the 
fashion world. We think it is a joke. Advertising has gone off the 
rails. It has gathered so much momentum but it is all Prozaced 
out and the barbs are cut off.

Figure 14
Clothing American Apparel. 
Courtesy of American Apparel.
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Charney gravitates toward the irreverent, that which exists out-
side the boundaries of popular taste, be it in fashion, art, politics or 
pornography.

According to an employee in marketing:

There is absolutely no testing/research. No cool hunting. We make 
what we want to wear. We do what turns us on (Figure 16).

Advertisements are intended to be controversial, overtly sexual. This 
too reflects the identity of the firm and the brand, at once countercul-
tural, progressive, and libertarian.

Figure 15
Lauren Phoenix. Courtesy of 
American Apparel.
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Discussion

Each firm has a particular vision and culture that shapes the brand’s 
communications. One can begin by looking at the overall vision of the 
brand. There are some similarities in the way the creative process un-
folds, even though TH and PRL are far more bureaucratic in structure 
than AA. Each of these firms is headed by a designer who sets the tone 
of the culture of the work environment and personifies the image of 
the brand. Designers and others work within a narrative framework or 
storyline set by the founding designer that is connected to the overall 
mythology of that brand. The charisma of the leader becomes “routin-
ized” in the brand. For example, the “cool uniformity” of the work 
environment as described by employees at Calvin Klein is mirrored in 
the brand’s minimalist style which can be seen in clothing, advertising, 
and in-store design. The initial work of creating and building a brand 
relies upon subjective phenomena—of associating signifiers with the 
brand’s identity, products, visual and textual representations, and its 
stores. As we are not dealing with objective phenomena it is possible to 
make leaps that defy a logical order, and to create mythologies that ab-
sorb contradictions—stripping politics from multiculturalism, shooting 
a PRL African-themed safari collection in Hawaii rather than in Africa 
(McDowell 2003), being at once modern and classic, aristocratic and 
“urban,” polite and rebellious.

The firms selectively extract ideas and ideals, and ways of being and 
expressing oneself within the context of American life. The Statue of 
Liberty, cowboys, Elvis Presley, the shores of Nantucket are examples 
of significations that brands can work with and which are edited to be-
come something new and different. The significations the firms produce 

Figure 16
Marketing Department, American 
Apparel. Photograph: Veronica 
Manlow.
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are dislocated or emancipated from any connection to the real, referen-
tial object (Baudrillard 2000[1976]).

The world of fashion is a world of simulations. Nevertheless, we are 
left to make sense of mythologies in various forms: discursive/enacted, 
textual, pictorial, or those embodied in a physical form: Coca Cola, 
Tommy Hilfiger sunglasses, a Louis Vuitton purse. This is not a minor 
matter; rather, it is connected to the very foundations of economic and 
social life.

Polo Ralph Lauren, Tommy Hilfiger, and American Apparel are ex-
amples of firms that build an identity around the idea of being Ameri-
can. Each firm represents America through the products they create, 
sell, and market, and each contributes to a global vision of the Ameri-
can lifestyle. The mythology a firm adopts will influence the design of its 
products and will define its message. It reflects and has a role in shaping 
the internal culture of the firm and its leadership. This creates value for 
the brand, for fashion products are not sold primarily on their use value 
but on the basis of the images they call to mind in consumers.

Though quite different ideologically, each firm is linked to democ-
racy and an American identity constitutive of this broad and open prin-
ciple. Each firm claims to capture the essence of the American spirit, 
two by appealing to mainstream values and embracing a reverent, apo-
litical vision of America, and the other by assuming an oppositional 
stance—defying mainstream values, engaging in politicized discourse 
and action, and identifying with countercultural aspects of American 
life. At AA, both elitism on one end, and pop culture on the other, are 
rejected. The founders of the first two firms see themselves as ambas-
sadors of American culture, elitist in the first instance and popular in 
the second. Where PRL colors inside the lines of an Establishment logic 
reconfigured by the brand, and TH takes the PRL standard (which it 
sees as aspirational) as real, going outside the boundaries drawn by 
this firm, AA responds to an alternative, subversive discourse. Certain 
aspects that would be repulsive to PRL and TH, that are factored out or 
ignored, are embraced by AA. While Lauren and Hilfiger seek to elevate 
their brand through American icons bespeaking a mythology reverent 
to mainstream values and norms, Charney wishes to infuse his with as 
much “depravity” as possible—should we use PRL and TH as our point 
of moral reference. In a post-productivist consumer society dominated 
by simulations Charney does something quite interesting. He calls at-
tention to something that remains hidden from view in the mythologies 
of other fashion firms: the fact that fashion is a material product that 
is produced through the labor of workers who do not share in the pro-
ceeds of the American “dreamworld” of the WASP and who are barred 
from access to this world, both real and imagined.

All three firms inhabit a new moment in the marketing of iden-
tity. Each has found success through marketing a coherent American 
identity, reflective of the past but cast in ways that are relevant to 
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 consumers today. Each brand, through its selective use of icons, ide-
als, and themes, creates an American brand culture that it launches 
through images and associations it claims as its own. Within these my-
thologies, built into clothing, stores, and messages of multiple types, 
we find the enactment of an American identity that can be purchased 
and worn. The consumer may choose to partake of individual prod-
ucts, mixing one brand with another—certainly it would not be inap-
propriate or shocking to wear an AA tee shirt with a pair of PRL Jeans 
and a TH jacket!—or he or she may seek to experience the lifestyle in a 
more comprehensive way that reflects or gives shape to his or her own 
commitments.

Conclusion

The brands are very different and no one best represents America. Each 
glorifies and provides a critique of America. No one firm embraces 
America as a whole. In the myth-making activities of these three firms 
we see fragments of a hyperreal America melded with brand histories, 
consumerist ideologies, and new marketing strategies.

Mythologies not only provide a coherent structure to firms—even if 
that means, as in the case of AA, to not be coherent—they contribute 
to a system of logic present within the increasingly important and influ-
ential world of fashion, which has become a force that gives meaning 
and direction to the larger culture. The narratives of American life and 
values created by these three firms are taken to be genuine expressions 
of an appealing American lifestyle.

Suggestions for Further Studies

The issues explored in this article raise some questions. Why do these 
brands rely so heavily, so blatantly, on an American identity when 
nationalism in fashion in most European brands is subtle, if mani-
fested at all? How well does the American dream of upward mobility 
expressed by PRL and TH translate outside of America? How does 
AA’s more subversive vision of America, and their “made in America” 
sensibility, resonate in the rest of the world? As each brand markets 
on a global level, it will be quite interesting to know how people in 
a variety of cultures respond to the idealized America these brands 
portray. It is equally interesting to know how much the mythologies 
created by the brands themselves contribute to one’s overall impres-
sion of America. More fundamentally, can these branded American 
mythologies survive a post-capitalist society where social media 
has transformed the way consumers connect to brands and share 
information?
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