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1. Introduction 

 
 

1.1. IDENTITY MARKETS AND THEIR DISCONTENTS 
 
How does 21st century capitalism act with promises of sexual liberation? 
What are the probable new constraints and conditions, into which Western 
economies seduce particularly LGBT people and more generally so-called 
minority groups? These were some of the questions I had in mind at the 
early stages of the present thesis. Having moved to Rio de Janeiro at that 
time, I found the width of both LGBT1 and, to a minor degree, racial iden-
tity-based consumer facilities to be striking. Anthropologists in Brazil 
have identified this phenomenon as representing an increased segmenta-
tion of markets, epitomized by GLS2 (França 2012; Gregori 2012). The 
latter includes flourishing tourism around lesbian-gay-friendly beaches, 
the growth of sex toy industries and shops that responded to presumably 
all sexual dissidents’ tastes, as well as a large offer of nightlife activities. 

                                                 
1  As Simões and Carrara (2014: 79) point out, LGBT currently corresponds to 

the categories of identity used in the political agendas of those social move-

ments in Brazil, which emanated from the national government’s program Bra-

sil Sem Homofobia in 2004. 

2  GLS is the Brazilian acronym for “Gays, Lesbians and Sympathizers”, a specif-

ic market label to denominate spaces, products and services directed mainly to 

homosexuals. Since the 1990s, GLS has been widely popular in the country, 

whereas its use increasingly vanished over the course of the last decade. Sever-

al human rights organizations such as the Brazilian national LGBT association 

(ABLGT) strictly reject the label because they criticize the exclusion of bisex-

uals, transgender and trans people. 
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As it seemed at first glance, these sexually directed markets had somewhat 
ceased to function strictly in terms of niches; they had significantly broad-
ened in number and turnover. Also, their audience was no more continu-
ously represented by or reduced to the exotic other. Given this shift in how 
LGBT and other minoritized groups appeared to be embraced and eventu-
ally normalized in economic terms (see the argument of Engel 2009), the 
question must arise as to whether the same was true for other cultural 
spheres, particularly those of rights and everyday life. 

As it happens, for someone to think about such different cultural 
spheres, the first point would be to delimit a more or less clear compass of 
what is actually meant by referring to the often blurry notions of “the eco-
nomic”, “the market” or capitalism. How, and driven by what economic 
forces or actors were the logics of sexual norms – as I suppose – about to 
change? Economic sociologist Zelizer (2005) has argued that the sphere of 
intimacy had never been as separated from economic activity as most peo-
ple believed. According to the author, economic transactions such as 
through gifts or money were but a mode of how people kept alive their in-
timate ties with others. In general terms, Zelizer endeavors to convince us 
that “the economic” has always been a consequence of cultural, private, 
intimate and even sexual motivation between people. Since she is at pains 
to deny any alienating or destructive effects of late capitalist modernity on 
social lives, her approach however fails to consider the historical specifici-
ties, which mold the very relation of the intimate with the economic. As I 
will argue with reference to the work of Arvidsson (2006), 20th century en-
trepreneurial spirits’ invention of the brand has profoundly re-engineered 
the latter relation. Knowledge, practice and power alike, brands are today 
the bundled governmental tools through which capitalism’s market logics 
are being aligned with people’s tastes, lives and aspirations.  

Starting from this assumption on the centrality of brands, “the econom-
ic” corresponds first and foremost to a complex and always contested cul-
tural sphere, which is specific to contemporary capitalist logics of market 
growth and neoliberal self-realization. It is complex since a brand’s suc-
cessful operation means that its practices may literally unfold within or in 
the name of its respective target group. On Valentine’s Day 2015, O 

Boticário, Brazil’s biggest cosmetic company, launched a television com-
mercial for an allegedly irresistible perfume. The meeting of three amo-
rous couples with chic clothing could be watched: a lesbian, a gay and a 
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heterosexual couple. Although the commercial was neither offensive nor 
slightly inventive in its forms of gender representation, it generated public 
controversy. As the media throughout the country reported (Redação/G1 
2015), a considerable group of consumers filed a complaint at the National 
Council for Media Regularization (Conar) and threatened to boycott the 
brand. Assured by Pentecostal and conservative voices, they said that they 
saw the Brazilian family disrespected. Open television propaganda, as 
some specified, was inappropriate to deal with such a delicate topic. But in 
addition to the homophobic statements, there was also a broad counter-
movement expressing solidarity with the spot’s idea of “diversity of love”. 
Aside from commentators and consumers, even some other brands of 
cosmetics and food industry adopted as well as explicitly defended O 

Boticário’s LGBT-friendly attitude in their commercials.3 
The example of the polemics around O Boticário illustrates that the 

question of how LGBTs are being aligned with market success needs to be 
seen in the context of ongoing and meanwhile harsh political struggles 
about preservation or pluralization of the traditional binary gender order4. 
What is recent in these conflicts may be the fact that the agents of hetero-
sexual hegemony see their highness threatened by unsettling initiatives of 
brands and private enterprises. This again stems from an economic con-
stellation, in which brands are already acting as political forces, participat-
ing in identity regimes that decide on the cultural (and eventually existen-
tial) legitimacy of an individual’s articulation of sexual orientation, sex, 
race or other social markers. In a certain way similar to political parties, 
brands do rely on a degree of how people identify with their messages. For 
identity offers can only work in the desired way if the targeted people ac-
cept or take them on as their social places. Marketing sciences have in-
vested a great deal in order to bring into perfection the techniques that 
strive to weave promising aspirations in brands. 

                                                 
3  This was also the case with advertisement of the soft drink enterprise Mate 

Leão that celebrated the “first gay kiss in telenovela” as a welcomed progress. 

4  In October 2015, a lower chamber’s commission of the Brazilian parliament 

approved a bill that seeks to further limit access to the morning-after pill, in-

cluding for rape victims, to which it is restricted under current law. At the same 

time, another bill plans to criminalize “heterofobia”. Former president of the 

chamber of deputies endorsed both bills. 
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Martins Filho (2012) points out that new logics of market and media 
have recently spread throughout Brazil, changing identity offers for black 
people. As an effect of growing markets specifically directed to Afro-
descendants, black people’s awareness of their role as potent, self-
sufficient consumers had risen. The valorization of the black way of life – 
including own styles of clothing, haircuts, cosmetics, music, and leisure5 – 
prevented, as the author argues, from exoticizing non-whites in consumer 
culture. Once established as an appreciable product, black people and their 
style were now about to be recognized as equipped with an own economic 
potential (Martins Filho 2012: 198). But is economic potential, we may 
then critically ask, equivalent or even the new warranty for one’s right to 
be different, in other words, different to the norm of whiteness or of heter-
osexuality? 

That is just what contends the rhetoric of a Brazilian fashion label, to 
which I have devoted the central ethnographic case study of the present 
book. Visibly Hot

6 is a Brazilian company specialized in sunglasses and in 
selling a young and “sexy” lifestyle. First and foremost, its brand is creat-
ing a whole architecture of attractive identifications for its own employees, 
unleashing manifold desires fueled by its slogan and entrepreneurial mis-
sion statement: be different. As this key slogan seems to bundle a variety 
of social aspirations, mainly those young people that are affected by lower 
education profiles as well as by sexual or racial prejudice like to work for 
Visibly Hot. As several salesclerks reported during my study conducted in 
Rio de Janeiro’s shopping centers, they felt a personal bond with the 
brand’s spirit. Unlike common fashion enterprises, they recalled, Visibly 

Hot gave them the sensation of being appreciated as individuals in their 
own right: “Here I can be who I am”, as their common saying goes. The 
example of Carol – a 20-year-old salesclerk who tattooed the brand’s logo 

                                                 
5  The author’s argument is also close to the theses of Gilroy (1995) on the Black 

Atlantic diasporic culture, which has been furthered by Costa (2007) with re-

spect to the Brazilian case. 

6  Due to copyright concerns, the enterprise’s name has been changed. Further ev-

idence has equally been covered in order to guarantee the anonymity of indi-

viduals surveyed during this research. Consequently, the web sources that have 

been consulted, for example, YouTube and Facebook, will not be thoroughly 

indicated. 
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on her forearm – seemed to suggest that her affective longing was rooted 
in her coming of age as a young lesbian, placed between outer threats and 
inner aspirations for recognition. 

More than constituting a question of consumption practices per se, the 
cases of Carol and other sales employees turned out to point to changes in 
the field of work. The detection that brands were central to their experi-
ences is an effect of the globally intensifying significance of identity as a 
resource of retail service labor (Du Gay 1996). Visibly Hot is emblematic 
of this trend. As common in Human Resources policies of other branches 
too, it adapted tools of so-called diversity management, which is aimed at 
making use of social plurality (Purtschert 2007). In a commercial docu-
mentary about its employees, which is primarily shown in training ses-
sions for arriving personnel, Visibly Hot communicates its idea of Brazili-
an diversity as embraced by the brand. The portrayals include four young 
people, one woman and three men. Each of them comes from a different 
part of the country, ranging from Pará in the North, Minas Gerais and São 
Paulo in the Southeast as well as Paraná in the South. But what they have 
in common is that they are all depicted as struggling for their individual 
visibility: first, there is the black Rasta and capoeira guy, who lives in a 
shantytown and has found his first profession as a salesclerk at Visibly 

Hot. Second, we meet a girl from the countryside, who is about to cut 
manioc roots for lunch and who reports that her father told her to always 
run after the good things in life. The third portrayal depicts a young, overt-
ly gay paulistano

7 who says that the company was like a “family” to him, 
and that within this “love story” with the brand, he was after personal 
“growth”. Finally fourth, there is a guy from a town in the South, who em-
phasizes his Pentecostal faith that led him not only to Visibly Hot’s ardor 
for pushing performance but also out of his humble surroundings. 

What is striking about this diversity concept is that on the one hand it 
offers plural and eventually many kinds of identifications, which in other 
spheres may be adversary and highly conflicting (as is the case with gay 
and Pentecostal). On the other hand, the portrayed employees’ broad 
agreement on performance, growth and stylization of their selves suggests 
that their articulations of identity, including the emotional and aspirational 
content, are unfolding as the main resource of labor, affective labor. In-

                                                 
7  Portuguese term for residents from the city of São Paulo. 
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spired by Lorenz and Kuster’s (2007) approach of  emphasizing the pow-
erful role of sexuality and concomitant identity politics in the realm of 
work, I will show how Visibly Hot is inducing an appeal for social recog-
nition within its employees; in other words, how it makes the latters’ job 
sexy and attractive. The brand in question deals with promises that mobi-
lize culturally aspirational identities (of sexual, racial, or other content im-
plying social capital) and turns their articulation into integrated parts of la-
bor. Sales employees are thus confronted with the general demand of play-
fully experiencing and individually working on their identities. As it will 
turn out, these demands have not only liberating, but simultaneously pre-
carious effects: firstly, because the employees’ work on their identity is 
virtually unpaid, since it is generally associated to one’s will for “personal 
growth” in life. Secondly, the individual achievement of recognition and 
beauty (as promised) demands uneven efforts. Paradoxically, those young 
people who are most addressed by the diversity politics – lesbians, gays, 
and blacks – need to give proof of additional assets, that is, performing 
their very difference in fashionable manners, if they want to be embraced 
by the brand’s “family”. 

Affective labor, by which I also reconsider the notion of emotional 
work as classically outlined by Hochschild (2003), has gained renewed at-
tention within the debates about the commercialization of feeling. In quan-
titative terms, this is due to the global expansion of service jobs as one of 
the basements of post-Fordist relations of production (Hardt and Negri 
2000: 285), a process that has lately intensified with even higher velocity 
in Brazil than in other industrialized countries. Today, the overall service 
industry represents more than 60% of the country’s GDP (MDIC 2014)8. 

                                                 
8  Antunes and Druck (2013) point to a couple of factors, which determine the 

deep transformation within production and wage labor in Brazil in the recent 

decades. Above the increased demands with respect to workers’ flexibility and 

cognitive skills, the authors identify widespread outsourcing [terceirização] as 

the country’s most devastating changes away from Fordist cycles of production 

and contracting. It is estimated that about one quarter of all formal wage labor-

ers today are employed under such outsourced conditions. This entrepreneurial 

withdrawal from social security benefits and workers’ rights could then also be 

described as one of the modes of neoliberal technologies, which unfold in geo-

graphically deterritorialized, but globally assembled spaces and logics (Ong 
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In qualitative terms, there is a strong tendency of “emotionalization” of the 
tasks of customer care. Even jobs in public administration, which formerly 
served as symbol for a rationalized and frigidly trained worker identity, are 
now part of this process (Sauer and Penz 2013). However, there is still a 
need for more explanation of how identity performances turn into direct 
resources of affective laborers and profit-oriented endeavors. As Penz and 
Sauer rightly note, sociological debates on the “entrepreneurial self” often 
ignore the affective dimensions of these processes and hence the literal 
“somatization of the conduct of the self and of others” (2013: 126). 

I aim to contribute to this debate by discussing the transformation of 
ordinary service work with the example of Brazilian fashion retail. By 
stressing the significance of desires stimulated through capitalist incen-
tives to improve workers’ self-conduct through tools of branding and di-

versity management, I argue that specific sexual and racial selves have 
turned into something akin to the new raw material of capital. As in the 
example of Visibly Hot, promises for social recognition unfold through ex-
cessive (self)identification by its employees, intrinsically linking labor ex-
ploitation with the lived aspirations of young salesclerks. Identifying these 
young people as precarious raises not only the question of salary and so-
cial securities, but also and foremost the modes of how they dispose them-
selves to inhabit such precarious positions. Where are the limits of one’s 
identification with the implied brand’s promise of difference? What are the 
experienced difficulties at work if one is urged to continually articulate 
both an authentic “sexy” subject and a restless profit motive attitude? And 
finally, what forms of critique, intended or not, may such unease advance 
against both the logics of personal growth and the marketed promise of 
freedom? 
 
 

                                                                                                 
2007). Following Antunes and Druck, the main vector of terceirização appears 

as a transfer of responsibility from the enterprise to the individual worker 

(2007: 221). 
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1.2 CULTURE, HEGEMONY AND  
(SEXUAL) DIFFERENCE 

 
Even if the identities in question are being articulated within an entrepre-
neurial context, their cultural contents are not to be seen as exhaustively 
determined, as Orthodox Marxism alleged, by means and relations of pro-
duction. As already the early sociologists of culture like Simmel (1903) 
claimed, culture needs to be looked at as an analytical and interpretive 
field in its own right. Starting from such an understanding, Weber 
(2005[1904)]) famously composed his thesis on the late 19th century spirit 
of capitalism, which he described as mutually pervaded by the protestant 
ethic. The latter denominated phenomena like individuals’ disciplined and 
rationalized attitudes to work, but in a broader sense also the mechanisms 
of capitalist sociation [Vergesellschaftung]. Boltanski and Chiapello 
(2005) have taken up and expanded Weber’s approach in order to describe 
the cultural contours of capitalism at the beginning of the 21st century. The 
new spirit of capitalism, they hold, refers to project-oriented and individu-
al self-perfecting attitudes as common in marketing and management de-
partments of leading global enterprises. Second, the authors elaborate that 
this spirit has developed the capacity of incorporating different strands of 
social critique9, now using them for its own cause. 

Similar to classical sociologists of culture, Boltanski and Chiapello 
however act on an implicit understanding of culture – and just so of capi-
tal’s spirit – as corresponding to a consensus, a common of values and 
meanings, which knits society together. Anglo-Saxon cultural studies10, by 
which my work is influenced, vehemently deny this presupposition (Hörn-
ing and Winter 1999). Culture may indeed contextually serve to create 

                                                 
9  The authors actually distinguish “artistic critique” and “social critique” as mo-

tives of indignation, an analytical approach that has been profoundly ques-

tioned in the international debate about the contemporary state of critique (Laz-

zarato 2007; Demirović 2008; Wuggenig 2008). 

10  One of the founding institutions of this perspective was the Birmingham Centre 

for Contemporary Cultural Studies (BCCCS) starting in the 1960s, where the 

focus was initially on analyzing texts form popular culture by using methods 

from literary criticism. Subsequently, media and subcultures established as 

their main fields of interdisciplinary investigation (Moebius 2009: 121). 
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states of commonality, but this does not mean that it is necessarily a pro-
cess neither of integration desired on all sides nor of consensually shared 
meaning. Not least in the eye of globalization, new migration regimes and 
the evolution of communication, it is increasingly clear that former con-
cepts of culture, which were highly thought of within the projects of mod-
ern Western nation states, need critical revision. Cultural studies debunk 
the idea of one culture. They insist on the ruptures and social struggles 
maintained around society’s morals, manners and norms. The bourgeois 
family, whiteness or (hetero)sexuality appear then as hegemonic, that is, as 
historical constellations of power. As such, they are always contested, rep-
resenting social arenas of both transforming oppression and resistance. 

In their epistemological interest, cultural studies can also be seen in a 
certain genealogy of critical theory of the Frankfurt School. As Kögler 
(1999) argues, the former’s creative efforts in detecting nonconformist 
practices not only in sub- and countercultures, but even within spheres of 
“standardized entertainment items” are a productive extension of the lat-
ter’s often elitist kulturkritik of media and mass culture. For what both 
theoretical approaches have in common is that they see culture as a media-
tor of power and subjectivity. In other words, they strive to grasp social 
processes of how power is anchored in the inner workings of the subject. 
More specifically, they give insight into the still topical question why in-
dividuals identify with disadvantaging and oppressive forms of life 11 
(Kögler 1999: 196). Influenced not only by Althusserian structural Marx-
ism, but also by Gramsci as well as poststructuralist thought (Grossberg, 
1992), cultural studies see oppression as an effect of dispersed power ap-
paratuses. According to Laclau and Mouffe (1985), former Marxist under-
standings of ideology are questioned, since they reduced culture to a strict-
ly class-associated phenomenon. In contrast, the significance of gender 
and race/ethnicity are particularly stressed. Contextually unfolding effects 
of sexism and racism, the latter two are seen on the one hand as intrinsical-
ly entangled with social class, while on the other hand acting in relative 
autonomy to it. 

Based on this critical expansion of the categories, through which the 
consolidation of hegemony under different social constellations becomes 

                                                 
11  Not least, this is also a very central question for the sociology of work, such as 

for Burawoy’s classical study Manufacturing Consent (1979). 
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analyzable, I indicate another central aspect of the present epistemological 
interest. How do Western, bourgeois modernity marked societies deal with 
difference? What forces and transforming power relations are involved in 
defining how or if cultural, corporeal, psychic or other differences of hu-
man beings in a society are recognized and sheltered as having equal 
rights? Feminist scholars have for a long time worked on this topic. On 
both sides of the Atlantic, difference as referring to the patriarchal inequal-
ity between men and women has led to critique and changes in social 
spheres as diverse as work, political participation, reproductive and sexual 
rights, the family or domestic violence (Heilborn and Sorj 1999). What is 
more, radical black and Chicana feminism in the US (Davis 1982; hooks 
1994; Anzaldúa 2007) have expounded the problems of the universality of 
“the woman” as feminism’s empiric and epistemic subject, because they 
saw it reduced to women who were privileged by social class and white 
race. Postmodern and deconstructionist critique have followed up on these 
intersecting concerns12, so that contemporary gender and feminist studies 
are living ongoing and highly productive debates on (not only gender) dif-
ference. According to Maihofer (2013), who defends the concept of differ-
ence, claiming recognition of difference must include two aspects: first, a 
critique of the modern Western idea of equality, which dialectically im-
plies sameness and adaptation; and second, the addressing of any form of 
discrimination, which is based on otherness (Maihofer 2013: 29). 

Demands for difference under global neoliberal governance are facing 
new risks of cooptation, just because they are often attached to the latter 
idea of equality, which transposes difference to similarity or sameness. 
Particularly sexual modes of existence are current examples of how recog-
nition is unfolding in paradoxical ways, including both the normalization 
and transformation of gender relations. Queer-feminist scholars have de-
tailed such processes with the example of same-sex-marriage (Mesquita 

                                                 
12  The concept of intersectionality, as originally suggested by legal scholar Cren-

shaw (1989), has recently become very popular in social and generally human 

sciences. Unfortunately, intersectionality ultimately often tends to be opera-

tionalized, reducing social exclusion to fixed categories of race, class and gen-

der, thus oversimplifying the historical and regional specificities, in which op-

pression is embedded. For a critical defense of the concept see Purtschert and 

Meyer (2010) or Erel et al. (2010). 
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2011), public images of sexuality (Engel 2009) or the increasing permea-
tion of technology in bodies through pharmaceutical and porn industries 
(Preciado 2008). On the one hand, both gender and sexuality appear as ar-
eas of liberated creative craft, because at first glance they match with ne-
oliberal logics of individualization and self-entrepreneurialism. On the 
other hand, patient information leaflets for industrialized testosterone, car 
advertising or legal texts for gay marriage are marked by a dense set of 
rules and norms, which rearrange rather than undo the normative weight of 
gender relations. Now the question still arises as to how affected subjects 
are dealing with these new demands in everyday life. How do individuals 
participate in molding such normalization through practices of 
(dis)identification? What is the role of contemporary work relations for 
young people’s lives once it includes identity and emotional work immi-
nently directed towards attractive sexual and racial self-staging? The pre-
sent book is thus finally an attempt to tackle phenomena of sexual and ra-
cial subjectivation under entrepreneurial market conditions as ongoing 
contradictory processes. In subjects, these processes unfold experiences of 
precariousness besides solidarity, conformism and cooptation in addition 
to sporadic liberation and empowerment as well as renewed oppression. 
 
 

1.3 NOTES ON METHOD AND RESEARCH PROCEDURE 
 
Qualitative research has been proven to give major insight in both subjec-
tive views of life and culturally embedded structures (Flick, Kardorff and 
Steinke 2008: 19). As the social is primarily seen as both structuring and 
being structured by individuals, the analytical focus is on and around the 
shape as well as the contents, which people give in order to explain their 
everyday practices to themselves and to others. Salesclerks’ narratives 
about their identities, their labor at the sales shop or their associations and 
critiques of the brand in question have thus become the reference point of 
the present study. For, as Grossberg (1997) puts it, daily practices and 
their subjective experience may lead us to a closer understanding of, on 
the one hand, the constraints suffered due to power and, on the other hand, 
people’s efforts to have a livable life. 
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“Cultural studies is always interested in how power infiltrates, contaminates, limits, 

and empowers the possibilities that people have to live their lives in dignified and 

secure ways. For if one wants to change the relations of power, if one wants to 

move people, even a little bit, one must begin from where people are, from where 

and how they actually live their lives.” (Grossberg 1997: 257) 

 
Ethnographic methods, as mainly applied and for decades self-critically 
discussed within anthropology (Rabinow 1977; Clifford and Marcus 
1986), may be one of the most sensitive approaches to such life-centered, 
and eventually transformative interest. First and foremost, it provides an 
adaptable range of tools, including observation, conversation, media, and 
not least the researcher’s self-reflexivity, which integrates the writing pro-
cess. Due to the latter aspect, it is closer to feminist methodologies, which 
strive to scrutinize the position and effects of the researcher’s knowledge 
production, especially when it comes to the question of how representation 
operates in identities (Pillow and Mayo 2007). 

Although the allegation of unmethodical procedures against both an-
thropology and cultural studies may be widespread within “hard” or “ex-
act” social sciences, Gubrium and Holstein (2013) rightly state the oppo-
site. In their view, most qualitative and ethnographic researchers tend to 
stick too closely to pre-defined procedures, thus “shackling” their imagina-
tion as well as causing conceptual-theoretical confinement (2013: 35). In-
fluenced by the basic idea of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), 
which insists on theory acting as an ongoing systematic process of re-
reading and coding gained data, Gubrium and Holstein call for “analytic 
inspiration” as a compass for theoretical findings. Qualitative researchers 
“entertain particular concepts, but they do so provisionally until data col-
lection suggests something different” (Gubrium and Holstein 2013: 36). 
The authors therefore discuss the example of Abu-Lughod’s (1993) femi-
nist study on Egyptian Bedouin life. Observation as well as close attention 
to people’s narratives led the anthropologist to rethinking the common 
view, which reduces women’s place in Arab society to a result of institu-
tions that are uniquely supported or animated by men. The story of an old 
Bedouin woman revealed not only her direct partake in patrilineal mar-
riage arrangements, but also her personal and situational resistance to it 
(Gubrium and Holstein 2013: 38). 
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I see “analytical inspiration” primarily as a fruitful way of how to mu-
tually situate, knit, if not critically reconsider, theory and empiric data. 
Certainly, this has immediate consequences for both the procedure and 
choice of research methods. As mentioned above, I started my research 
with the question of how LGBT people were integrated in new identity 
markets; a question that guided me through the first steps in “getting to the 
field”, that is, reaching out to the stores and employees of Visibly Hot. But 
as soon as the first interview was conducted, I found that the question of 
“being different” was narratively commented on in much broader terms 
than only with regard to sexual orientation or sexual identities. At the 
same time, I realized the importance people attributed to all channels of 
the brand’s on- and offline campaigns, an aspect that was obviously cen-
tral to the processes of self-staging and identification I was interested in. 
There were matters of questions I could not address without working on 
theoretical-analytical revisions and designing a multiplicity of research 
methods that would complement spoken language and one-sided perspec-
tives. 

The present study comprised nineteen semi-structured interviews, con-
ducted between 2012 and 2015 in five different shopping centers in the 
city of Rio de Janeiro. They comprised employees of Visibly Hot, mainly 
the “ordinary” salesclerks, but also three team leaders and one supervisor. 
Conversations focused on their daily tasks in selling products and their 
strategies as well as their comprehension of their own and the brand’s 
identity. On average, interviews lasted between thirty minutes and one 
hour. They were however not held en bloc, that is, within a short time re-
stricted period of a couple of months or so. This was especially advanta-
geous as I could meet with three salesclerks for a second time, comparing 
their experiences and subjective evaluations of their employment at two 
different points in time (two of them had already left the company by the 
second encounter). What is more, the timely displaced meetings with the 
salesclerks turned out to be indicators of whether I was still “on the right 
track”. In other words, they helped me to crosscheck if my epistemological 
interest still accompanied what was actually “at stake” for the sales em-
ployees. Technological devices further facilitated this procedure of seeing 
both data and theories as decidedly co-constructed by the researcher. All 
interviews were recorded, transcribed and subsequently coded with 
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MAXqda, which proved to highly contribute to the open analytic approach 
of theoretical sampling (Thornberg and Charmaz 2013: 155). 

Transnationally circulating identity offers have changed the world, and 
so have the needs and challenges of an ethnographically defined field of 
sociological inquiry. However, it is still a familiar representation within 
social and cultural anthropology, that fieldwork 

 
“involves travel away, preferably to a distant locale where the ethnographer will 

immerse him/herself in personal face-to-face relationships with a variety of natives 

over an extended period of time.” (Amit 2008: 2) 

 
Amit, who challenges such “spatial and social encapsulation” (2008: 5) of 
anthropology’s dominant definitions of fieldwork, sheds light on two main 
aspects of how “the field” is already being practiced in alternative ways. 
First, participation as an immersion in social relationships and groups of 
analytical interest does not necessarily mean a physical presence in space. 
It can also refer to the researcher’s partake in (former or parallel) profes-
sional or political contexts. Carrara (2013) shows this quite clearly with 
the example of anthropology’s close relation to the LGBT movement in 
Brazil. Second, in an ever more digitally entangled world, the encounter 
with research participants is not in any case best managed as face-to-face 
meetings or relationships. Phone calls, emails, and maybe more than ever 
chats and social media can serve as complementary (or even independent) 
tools for integrating oneself in the social field of inquiry. As Amit empha-
sizes, it is the circumstance which defines the method “rather than the 
method defining the circumstance” (2008: 11). 

My own relation to the field can be described as at the same time close 
to people and critically distant to the enterprise’s official operations. I got 
first introduced, in 2012, to a sales team at Visibly Hot by being attributed 
the role of one of their former temporary salesclerk’s boyfriend, who was 
doing a sociological study about work among young Brazilians. From the 
beginning, access and relationships to the sales staff were thus amicable, 
to the extent that they once invited me to a barbecue at the house of one of 
the employees. While making appointments for interviews with the indi-
vidual salesclerks from this first team was easy due to the their helpful 
manners, the same was the case in later situations, in which I had no social 
references, and in which I hoped for spontaneous cooperation as I ap-
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proached a sales shop. Generally speaking, I was surprised at the sales-
clerks’ drive to tell me about their personal experiences and especially 
about all they knew of and about the brand. At the one hand, this was due 
to the fact that I am not Brazilian, for which reason they might make spe-
cial efforts to share a good and well-explained picture to the “foreigner”. 
On the other hand, my appearance at the sales shops was not different 
from that of any given consumer, a fan of the brand, or maybe even a 
salesclerk, as some of them immediately suggested.  

The slightly closer relationship to the first sales team in the field en-
tailed that its members sent me friendship requests on Facebook. Rather 
unintentionally, I got daily insight on how they presented themselves – 
mainly through pictures and videos, but also through commentaries and 
other posts – to the public, a type of data which is lately being discussed 
and used in netnographic analysis (Kozinets, Dolbec et al. 2013). While 
pictures turned out to be very interesting, additional material on self-
staging and singular aspirations for the “different” identity in question, the 
posts on social media further helped me to track the main sources and 
links employees referred to when commenting on the brand’s latest goals 
and projects. Books, newspaper articles, videos, party events and TV ad-
vertisements were all isolated and sorted by what seemed to be of main at-
tention in the salesclerk’s digitally shared information. These sources 
again did not only allow for tracing the contours of Visibly Hot’s “spirit” 
(this was the critically distancing step), but also for better embedding the 
employees’ experiences within relations of power that both subject and 
enable them to act. What channel, if not the stage of social media, could 
better map the relation young people strive to establish with the brand, its 
managerial discourse and finally the cultural contexts relating to sexuality 
and race? 

Timely displaced interviews and the ongoing follow-up via social me-
dia and advertising maintained the research process in a productive tension 
of, to use the words of Saukko (2003), simultaneously trying to “do justice 
to the lived experience of people” and “critically analyze discourses, 
which form the very stuff out of which our experiences are made” (2003: 
3). In cultural studies, the often interdisciplinary inspired combination of 
diverse research methods is thus seen as the key to capture both the “lived 
and general history” (2003: 7), in which the research is contextually as 
well as politically embedded. Insisting on the immediate links between 
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people’s lived experience and discourse is not least an attempt to over-
come a researcher’s temptation to see her or himself as the expert. As 
Rancière (2008) so vividly argues through his reading of Joseph Jacotot 
(Rancière 1987), we should overcome the idea of passivity or indifference 
in social actors, challenging the dominant concept of how emancipation is 
thought to be achieved through hierarchic education and explication. Once 
we strive to radically promote the equality of intelligences (Rancière 2008: 
15), everyday experiences of what is socially effected by heteronormativi-
ty, brand capitalism or neoliberal precarity regimes can be recognized as 
equal constituents of critique. It is in the encounter of intelligences that a 
“third” knowledge arises, one that cannot be owned and that refuses top-
down transmission (Rancière 2008: 21).




