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Are you what you buy or where you’re born? 
 

“I buy, therefore I am”. This was Rita Clifton’s modern take on philosophy when 

proposing the motion ‘You are what you buy, not where you’re born’ at the Debating 

Group debate at the House of Commons on 23 May 2005. The debate was sponsored 

by the International Advertising Association UK. In the unavoidable absence of the Rt 

Hon Ann Widdecombe MP, the evening was opened by the Labour Deputy  

Speaker Lord Haskel, nobly standing in at very short notice, and chaired by  

Patricia Mann OBE, Chairman of the Debating Group. 

 

Rita Clifton, who is Chairman of Interbrand, argued that in an age where we have had 

a grocer’s daughter and the son of a trapeze artist as Prime Ministers, and when we 

have a Lady on the verge of having live sex on television in a tacky show called 

Celebrity Love Island, it is difficult to give credence any longer to any debate about 

the privileges and constraints of birth. 

 

She cited the many presentations she had attended about ‘the death of the age of 

deference’ and the advantages of having a human and rags-to-riches story lying 

behind a successful public personality to underline the point that there was 

considerable research and hard evidence about social mobility. 

 

So accessible have the manners and accessories of the ‘upper classes’ become, it is no 

longer true to say that you cannot buy good taste. You can buy just about anything 

these days – and you can watch it on television on 200 channels if you feel like it. On 

a superficial level, you can buy someone else’s good taste if you have the money, and 

make it good enough to be a convincing front. 

 

To the suggestion that one cannot fake it indefinitely, Rita Clifton pointed out that 

what you buy these days is not confined to ‘physical stuff’ and accoutrements. Many 

of the world’s most valuable brands these days are about services and experiences.  In 

the luxury sector, more and more brands are realising that, if time is the new luxury, 

luxury brands need to offer luxurious time. Time is what you buy at great cost, and it 

is nothing to do with where you are born. 



 

People are also buying transformational experiences. The deepest and most 

fundamental transformational experience is probably education, which is extremely 

buyable. The ability to buy is truly a great leveller.  

 

Moreover, you are what you buy simply because you have to buy everything in life in 

order to live.   

 

Business and trade is why we all get paid. So, in fact, we do a public good by buying 

goods and services. One-third of the world’s wealth is accounted for by brands. Just 

because the value is intangible, it does not mean it is less real. 

 

Rita Clifton suggested that there seemed to be a slight undertone to the motion that 

implied that brands are a little bit vulgar. She believes we should love brands – they 

allow us to get in touch with our ‘inner buyer’. In China brands and branded goods 

are seen as the way forward.  

 

Rita Clifton concluded: “We are what we buy, not where we are born. Not only is this 

true, but we should welcome it and run towards it with open arms”. 

 

Life chances 

 

Opposing the motion, Peter York, Director of SRU and well-known cultural 

commentator, acknowledged that brands are magical. They enable one to suspend 

rational judgement, they add intangible value and make people feel better about 

themselves.   

 

Peter York stressed: “Like every UK metropolitan liberal chattering class, marketing-

speak, lucky middle-class type I long for that magic to be true... I remember times – 

Golden dawn, bliss-was-it moments when I believed it was true, when the ties that 

bind, of geography, class, race and religion seemed to be dissolving in the lovely acid 

of modernity, of commerce, of new technology, especially InfoTech and that we were 

approaching the end of history, the end of inequality”.   

 

He accepted that the picture of inequality is much less clear now, when entrepreneurs 

from modest-seeming backgrounds have more billions in the Sunday Times Rich List 

than hereditary toffs. He also accepted that there may be a lot less ‘social 

determinism’.  Only in England could we believe when we change the details – the 

old order stuff – we change life chances. 

 

The idea of increasing social mobility and self-determinism though brands – through 

what you buy – is illusory.  It is in the interest of rich nations and rich people to 

believe in it but the facts do not bear it out.   

 

Happy Western democracies – the US, Western Europe (‘old Europe’) plus Japan not 

only remain vastly richer than the rest of the world – the vast majority by numbers – 

but the gap between average incomes, not exceptional ones – is growing.  That was 

what the globalisation riots were all about (we have forgotten Gothenburg because of 

9/11 as well as all the coverage for Naomi Klein’s No Logo).  So at an international 



level the chance of self-determinism through brands as a Calcutta beggar or a Chinese 

regional peasant (not a Mumbai movie entrepreneur or a Shanghai property 

developer) has not shifted much, if at all.  Indeed, there is a lot of hidden unrest in go-

go new China where there is rising prosperity but hidden inequality. 

 

In the democratic West, in leading the show-the-way economies, social inequality has 

increased and social mobility – the stuff created for clever people by the Butler 

Education Act – has declined.  A talented minority was ‘creamed off’ and seems to 

have shut the gate behind them. The achieving minority is not democratic. The reality 

is that there are more black men in prisons than in universities. 

 

Wayland Young wrote a satire in the 50s called The rise of the Meritocracy which 

predicted exactly that, namely the achieved minority who believed they had done it on 

merit were less compassionate not more.   

 

On all the indices the growth in UK social mobility slowed – even stopped – in the 

1980s. That trend has continued under New Labour and is a deep embarrassment to 

its leaders. 

 

The media illusion of classlessness and mobility is built on celebrity culture and mass 

produced (and faked) luxury brands.  That you are what you buy is a media illusion of 

equality. 

 

Brand names 

 

Seconding the motion, Jasmine Montgomery, Executive Strategy Director, 

FutureBrand, questioned what defines who we really are. Is it the place name on our 

birth certificate or the logo on our lapel? Is it our mailing address that people find 

attractive or do we attract males with a sexy dress? The other side argued that self-

determination through brands is a myth. But why is it that in today’s Britain the 

Beckhams can attain the status of tabloid royalty even though they were born into 

obscurity in Leytonstone and Hertfordshire. “Does Beckham’s fame have something 

to do with Leytonstone? Of course not...  His image has been carefully constructed 

through designer clothes, designer haircuts, designer sunglasses and beautifully 

designed cars. David Beckham is not Leytonstone but Prada, Paul Smith, Police 

sunglasses, adidas and Porsche 911... David Beckham is what he buys, not where he is 

from”. Other young boys in Leytonstone can grow up dreaming of what it would be 

like to end up on the cover of every magazine in the world. Not because they come 

from Leytonstone, but because of the promise that if they work hard enough and have 

talent enough to stand out from all the footballers one day they may also be wearing 

Prada, Paul Smith, adidas, Police sunglasses and drive a Porsche 911. It is the great 

promise of a meritocratic and capitalist society that one day they just might be able to 

be what they buy, not where they came from. 

 

Why is it that brands are such useful tools in helping us redefine our identities? 

Because brands have become the new caste system, the commonly accepted means of 

identifying oneself with a particular tribe. 

  



In our globalised world brands have become the new common language. A teenager 

in Tokyo has more in common with another teenager in San Francisco than he does 

with a forty year-old Japanese man. What unite these two otherwise diverse teens are 

their brands. 

 

It is not only teenagers for whom brands are the only truly global source of identity. 

Jasmine Montgomery asked the audience to imagine blind or speed dates with people 

based on cues from their places of birth and the brands they wear and use. She 

summed up “Few men get dates because of where they are from, but many get lucky 

based on what they buy”. 

 

Brands are better social indicators than your place of birth, nationality, language or 

even race or gender because the creators of brands use such precision about who their 

brands are targeted at that they give us a more richly drawn portrait of someone’s 

identity than other information.  “If I told you the brand and asked you to imagine 

who it was targeted at you would immediately be able to conjure up a pretty vivid 

picture of the person”. She cited Disney, Harley Davidson, Barbie and Laura Ashley. 

However, it is very hard to picture people if the cue is a place such as Reading, 

Macclesfield or Swindon.  It might be easier to imagine a person if she had used 

countries instead of towns. We might be able to make sweeping generalisations about 

the French, the Germans or the Nigerians, but actually of course the target markets of 

countries are even broader. 

 

Brands work so well as social identifiers because the people who create them have set 

out to define exactly the kind of person they want to buy their brand, secure in the 

knowledge that you are what you buy. Whereas the place you came from also 

produced a whole bunch of other people who are not necessarily anything like you 

because you are not where you came from. 

 

Jasmine Montgomery concluded by asking the audience whether where she comes 

from or what she buys best defines her. She gave a list of her preferred brands and 

intimated that she is English, with parents from the Home Counties and she lives in 

London. She then confessed that this was a lie and she is an American citizen who 

was born in Indonesia and has lived in 15 countries in Asia and Africa. However the 

brands she likes are the same. “Because I am what I buy not where I am from”. 

 

Icons 

 

Bill Bachle, Chairman of the Luxury Marketing Council UK, in seconding the 

opposition, gave an almost silent presentation, relying instead on a series of display 

boards which depicted brand and place icons. The boards illustrated some of the 

brands he buys and the places (and some of their more famous inhabitants) which had 

influenced him. He suggested that the most powerful icons are those relating to where 

you were born. “Real blood will always be thicker than any blood of a brand”.  

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

Against the motion 

 



Contributors made the following points: 

 Why it was that in this country Crossroads and Emmerdale are popular 

television programmes? If we had this debate in the US the motion would be 

true, but not in the UK. The US celebrates success. 

 The biggest brands do not necessarily rely on buying. Princess Diana was a 

brand without buying anything. Prince William will emerge as a brand in a 

similar way. 

 Once you can buy everything you want something else. You are not 

necessarily what you buy. 

 We are defined by things other than what we buy such as volunteering or 

playing football in the park – these activities are not connected with brands or 

consumerism, but they form part of our personalities. Only some specific 

brands tell you anything about personality. Our nationality profoundly affects 

us. Core values are nothing to do with the products people buy. They come 

from where people are. 

 When you travel the world people are interested in where you come from. It is 

about where you are from in a deeper sense than the brands you buy. Brands 

are transient and not to do with the deeper formation of a person. You can’t let 

brands define what you want and what you are. 

 The contributor pointed out that he was wearing Prada shoes, but couldn’t 

recall with what brand of shoe polish he had cleaned them that morning. The 

reason he had cleaned them was that his father had told him it was always 

important to have clean shoes. 

 Where you come from gives you identity; brands give you sameness. 

 David Beckham might be the face of aspirational brands, but people with 

similar socio-economic backgrounds get together. 

 Brands offer false hopes and dreams. Chavs (Cheltenham Averages) have 

devalued Burberry. You cannot buy your way into a particular life. 

 The best way to gain status is by buying a good education. Social mobility 

comes through education. 

 The key reference points for brands are where they are from. That is how 

brands identify themselves. 

 Some kinds of transformation of identity are predictable on the basis of class. 

Travel, culture and the like are the very hallmarks of middle class 

consumption. 

 

For the motion 

 

 The contributor pointed out that Guy Ritchie, husband of Madonna, did 

not want people to know that he came from a privileged background. He 

wanted to be the very opposite. 

 

      Neutral 

 

 The contributor suggested that what defines him are the books he reads. 

 The contributor believed that everyone desperately craves to be part of a 

group and we gain membership of a group by buying products. In wars 

people desire to be part of a national group. Lord Kitchener’s call-up in 



World War I, arguably the most effective British advertisement ever, was a 

call to be part of a group. 

 

 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition Peter York confessed that he would like the motion to 

be true. But the world looks different from where we are. Our life chances are defined 

by our origins. Geodemographers can predict what sort of life chances and even 

health people will have simply by knowing only their postcodes.  

 

There will always be the situation of ‘little millionaires’ created for the convenience 

of big millionaires such as the footballer classes and lottery winners, just as in the 

1930s there were Hollywood stars, who rose above their birthplaces.  

 

But for the moment we have to delay our beliefs about what brands can do. 

 

Summing up for the motion, Rita Clifton argued that brands make people feel better 

and bring magic to people’s lives. It is a normal impulse for people to want to better 

themselves. Brands are good for you; they provide reputation, social benefits and 

wealth creation. People in developing countries want branded goods; they want strong 

brands to invest in their countries and thus provide them with a higher quality of life. 

 

Brands provide transformation experiences. You can buy many different things. 

Brands say more about you these days than your birthplace. Rita Clifton concluded, 

“It’s not cool to oppose this motion. Support people’s hopes and dreams around the 

world by supporting it”. 

 

Result 

 

The motion was defeated by a show of hands. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 11
th

 July 2005, sponsored by The Market 

Research Society. Details from Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 

8202 5854)  e-mail: dblythe@varinternational.com          www.debatinggroup.org.uk 

 

 


