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r KEY POINTS 

•	 Consumers co-create their consumption experiences with producers. 

•	 Consumers have powerful and personall y signi ficant experiences in themed 

environments. 

•	 A form of playfu l consumpti on that we call " ludic autotely" occurs in 

therned environments, and smart marketers are recognizing this. 

•	 Consumers " play along" with marketers' r ules, but only to a certai n 

extent. 

•	 Spectac les are perhaps the ultimate form of consumer exper ience, and they 

may be changing and becoming more open to consumer co-creatio n. 

Did you ever fly a kite in bed ?
 

Did you ever walk with ten cats on your head ?
 

Did you ever milk th is kind of cow ?
 

Well. we can do it.
 

We know how.
 

If you never did.
 

you should.
 

These things are tun
 

and fun is good .
 

Dr. Scuss ( 196 0) "O ne Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish. Illue Fish" 

D r. Scuss ' sim p le and beau tifu l poetry artfully co m m u nicate; a bas ic tr uth . HIIIIl.lIl he­

ings are no t co nte nt sim p ly to lie in bed , to wa lk a straigh t line , o r to mi lk a rl'gllb r typ e 

of cow; T hey co nstantly se e k new ex pe rie nces. Marc import ant t han th e men: prod sion o f 

th es e ex pe rie nc es , hOWl'\'<:: r, is the ro le o f ima ginat ion in th eir e nac tme nt (Sher r); l OOS). 

TIll' " haran e r, in Dr. Seu-s ' sto ries - as in so many othe r ch ild ren', I:, hl..s fro m Peter Rm to 
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Dtaqon Toles, The :\ ·'· 'W" IJJJT).~ Story to Wiler" the Wild Thinifs fire - are act ivcl v cr eating their own 

ex periences out of the raw mau-rlals at ha nd . 

Con su mers have always lived in an experie nce econo my Uoy and She rry, 2003) . Consum­

ers have always engaged inhlgi nativel y, crea tively, an d constructively wi th the wo rld aro un d 

them. In recent tim es, many ma rketi ng managers have beco me ena mored with t he concepts 

o f expe rie nce econo m ies (Pi ne an d Gi lmore, 19 99 ) and e nterta inm ent economies (Wo lf, 

1999), which tend to be interpreted (su per ficially and, especially in re latio n to Pin e and 

Gi lmo re 's wo rk, we wo uld argue wr o ngly) as pr o m isin g ho rd es o f hungr y, empty consume rs 

wai ting to be entertai ne d by the vast the ma tic offeri ngs o f produce rs: th eme parks lead ing 

to theme ho tels, theme st ores, theme restaurants, wall -sized screens in stores, museu ms, 

churches, gym nasiums, sc ho ol s, and so o n (see Go tt de iner, 1997) . Yet, act s of co ns um e r 

imaginatio n are complex and mul tifacet ed , em bo di ed and ero t ic, often d rive n more by 

nee ds for auth enticity and sell-expansion than by the desire for enter ta inmen t . 

In th is sho rt cha pter, we seek to tu rn th e page on exp e rie nt ialitv as a provided phe­

no me no n an d reveal it as a co m plex lived ph en o m enon in co nsumer life. Exp erientiality 

- o r materiality, in th e terms o f co nsumer culture t heo r ists - with th e m aterial wo rld, wi th 

o bjects, places, brands, a nd ideas occurs in m ajo r ways o utside th e marketer 's ab ility to 

observe and ability to co ntrol. Co nsu mers tend to be tri cky wi ld t hings who find their own 

uses for marketed thi ngs and bra nds to be more in terest ing th an th ose intended by m ar ket­

e rs. Seeking authe nt icity a nd tr u th as we ll as fun a nd amusement , co ns u m ers b ri ng thei r 

own concept ual and creat ive apparatus to the part)'. 

To illu strate and develop t hese id eas, we will o ffer a range o f exam ples from o u r ethno­

graphiC and netnographic resear ch, ca r r ied out both indiv id ua lly and co llec tively. Thro ugh 

our con sumption loo king glass, we fo llowed con sum er exp eriences in place , t im e, theme, 

and imagin ar y, im m ersed ourselves in dive rse ma rke tscapes and .f1agship brand sto res, at­

te nded media fan co nve nt io ns , ro amed doll s to re s an d sports bar s, and participat ed in tr ad i­

tional village fe tes an d mass- m ed iated festivals. O ur in vest igative focu s has tak en us from th e 

middle of th e Ne vad a dese rt to the rural prea lpi ne mo un tains of Italy, fro m do wntown C hi­

cago to Toronto 's airport no ise -drench ed sub u rbs .' See king the elus ive " passive " co nsum er 

who see ks the out-o f-the-box ex perie nces of m odern marketing's experience eco no m ists, 

we were less tha n disap po inted ins te ad to find d iffer ent bran ds o f m ater ial ex pe rie nce rs , 

c reative co -pro d ucers who added a nd enhanced their experiences . These co nsum ers pla ced 

th emselves on multipl e stagcs, ac ted th e pa rt s , an d beca me th e expe rien ce . 

Throu gh th eir exp erie nces, we ex trapo late pr incipl es to assist our un derstanding o f the 

types of powerful marketplace offerings that can b ridge the dista nce betwe en sp ectacularly 

med iated th eme worl ds and augme nted authentic grassroots expe rien ce. In so doing, we 

tr y to close ma ny gaps: be twee n m ass marketing and local m ean ing; betwe en co m m ercial 

co nstr uctio ns and communa l fee lings; be twe en d igi tal tec hno logy and me at puppet bodies. 

Th e result is co-crea ted exp eri ence drive n by m ar keters and co nsume rs in w hic h person 

an d p ublic pr esen ce become a part o f the re tai l co rpo ra tio n's stage, e ne rgy, expression, and 

m e<lning, and whe re m ark ete r authe nt icity ca n never be com pletely included in a b rand, b ut 

o nly be Sign aled by its 0 lkn ncss . 

AGENTS IN PARADISE 

THE INTERPRETIVE COORDINATES Of EXPERIENCE 
CO-CREATION 

We ca n exten d Turner 's classic me taphor t hat says t hat marketers study co nsume rs for th e 

reasons and in the ways t hat fish ermen study fish , whi le co nsumer researchers study co n­

sume rs for th e reasons and in th e ways th at m arine biolog ists study fish . Notwi th sta nd ing, 

fo r the m o m ent, th e fac t tha t rese arche rs and m arketers are, in thi s metapho r, actually 

the mselves fish as we ll, th e implicat ion is that go od co ns umer researc h ca n help ma rketing 

by teaching about co nsu mer hab its, th ou ghts, an d so for th, an d th us helping ma rkete rs to 

better bait t hei r hooks. We would argu e th at a n um be r o f scholars, thus far, have tak en a view 

fro m the su rface o f th e wate r. The c rit ical sc ho lars o f spectacle (e .g., Deb ord, 199 5) tend to 

see flocks of co ns u me rs being pro dd ed and tri cked in to market ers' ne ts t hrough t he usc of 

attractive th emi ng-as-bait. Consum ers ar e seen to be bo m barded and over whelmed , dazzled 

by design , blinded by behavio ral scie nce an d fren eti c engi neering int o evacuat ing first th eir 

m ind s, then their wa lle ts. 

On the o t her hand , pro-expe rien ce m an agerial gu r us su ch as Wolf ( 199 9) see sc hools 

of co nsume rs s\vim m ing hu ngr ily and fru itlessly throu gh th e waters of the market , loo king 

for t he righ t kind of lure. Wri ter s suc h as Wolf argue tha t shopping is an ou tle t not o nly for 

ba rgains but fo r the sat isfaction o f ge nuine nee ds fo r lightness, fun, and th e shar ing o f life 

expe rie nces th at make life wort h living. In sho rt , th e one school o f th ou gh t sees co nsu mers 

are over whe lm ed , driven by pro ducer in terests, an d the other sees consumer d ri ving the 

process of co mmercial exp erience creat io n, with produ cers re spond ing to th eir needs and 

feedback s . 

Recently, a mo re nu anced view has emerged, tr eating the prior polarizations as partial 

pr opositions. Man y sc ho lars (Eric Ar no uld, linda Price, lind a Sco tt , lisa Penaloza , John 

She r r y, an d Rob ert Kozin ct s) have written abo ut th e active rol e th at con sumers pl ay in th e 

process of experiential production-consumption. Co ns um ers tr eat th e comp lex com mon 

grou nd s o f ph ys ical co mmercial playspaces in many ways as th eir own dropdown menus, 

dri ft ing and choosing rapidly throu gh th eir nearly infini te comb in ations in a myri ad o f ways 

(se e, for exa m ple, Sher ry, 1998) . !\$ explored in some depth at th e sp o rt s-therned ente r­

tainment co m plex ESPN Zone C hicago (Koz ine ts et 01., 2004) , th e in terests o f co nsum ers 

and produce rs are e m be dded wi thin each o th er in a pro cess th ey ca ll "inter agency. " 

Inst ead o f a di ch oto mo us view o f age ncy in which two parties - co ns umers and produc­

ers - vie for co ntro l, o ur find ings at ESPN Z one (h icoiJo vividly illustrat e ano ther model: 

one of em bedded co ns um er-prod ucers, whe re co nsu m ers prod uc e pro du cers' prod­

uct s at th e sa me time and as mu ch as prod uce rs co nsu me co ns umers' co nsumptio n. 

Their argu ment is th at " t he will o f co nsume rs and p roducers turns out to be r.lf mor e 

overla pping, m utual, and inte rdependen t th an co m mo nly re cognized" (Kozincts cr ,,1,, 2004, 

P 67 1). 

l akin g th is intffage ncy perspe( rive as o ur starting point, we are beginning to ex plore th e 

th eoretical coo n lin.ltl's th at Ie'ad to th e promised lan d o f deepl y m eaningful and significant 
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consumer experiences. \Vh,lt do co nsume rs do with and in the freedo m o f movem en t gTant­

ed them by ope n environ ments? How are they creative, and not creat ive ? \ Vhen do th.-v 

push back and resist , and when do they simply sit back and enjoy? 'lNe are find ing th at play­

ing with agency is all a IJan of the play, tha t the succe ssive taking co ntro l and sur re nderi ng 

of the re ins of co nsumer experience is, in itself; an imp ortant part o f the game o f market ing 

(see B1'0 \\'11, 1995; Deigh ton and Grayson, 1995). Consumption is a dan ce of polariti es. 

Through thi s ancient ritual, sel( co mmunity, and ide nti ty in ,1 co rpo rate co nsume r cultu re 

are incu lcated , re info rced , clarified , played with, and transformed . 

FIRE: A COMPARISON OF GRASSROOTS RITUALS WITH 
THE IRRESISTIBLE UGHT 

We begin our overview ofgTassroo ts par ticipat ion with a rath er occult example d rawn from 

our field work. Rob and Joh n have been studying the Burn ing Man festi val since first en­

countering it in a Wired magazine art icle in 1996. Th e Burning Man fest ival is a large , proto­

Utop ian gathe ring ce nte red up on the burn ing of a b rge woo d and neon figure of a man, 

in which co mmunity fo r ms Cj uickly and , th rough the large area of space of the Black Rock 

deser t , is liberated and freed up for playful, ideo logical, and spiritual pursuits that take place, 

in some sense , outside th e strictu res of or d inary market and social logics (Figure 2.1). After 

several months of wo rking together, the three of us began discussing overlapping fire festival 

trad ition s. Ste fania no ted similarit ies between the BI<1Ck Rock festival and the Burning Old 

Man and Wom an Joy Fire of her nat ive Italian ' i llage of Prem osello Chiovenda (see case 

vignette 2.1 for a general over vi ew). 

AG E NTS IN PA RADISE 

O ne of the key aspec ts of Bur ning Man is what has been termed in another invi -vt i­

gat ion the event 's " ludic auto tely," whi ch is the pheno meno n th rough which the event' s 

participants are largd y respon sible for creating and mainta ining the playspa cc for othe r 

part icipants, ou tside of centr al o rgani7..1tion, linancing, o r planning. It is play lor play 's sake, 

which o f nece ssity plays havoc with fo rm al organization. As with Burning Man 's grassroo ts 

gro wth, participant enthusiasm, and creativity, the par ticipants of the folkl or e traditi ons in 

the north of Italy and in the rest of Europe feel a stro ng se nse o f communal connectio n 

and part icipatio n through their lire ritu als. As in many cases of ancient traditi ons d rawi ng 

from pagan o r religious o rigins, these rites involve the use of tire as propitiat ion , ,1 neee" ar y 

111<'.,n, o f achieving " purification" from evil, old age, o r pain , and/ o r to ward a ir death . Th ey 

are sacrificial in the liter al sense - fire is used to leave behind that which is und esir ed. 

A similar neo-Pag,ln ritual meaning has eme rged - largely un bidden by th e event 's orga­

nizers, it seems - by the pa rticipa nts in Nevada's Burn ing Man . Participants ask each other 

what th ey came 10 burn , and use the ritual fire as a lace to psychically puri ty their lives by 

see king sel f- transforma tion th ro ugh the removal of encumb rance s in th eir lives (l'igu rc 2.2 ). 

O ften, they wi ll burn ph otograph s o r ot her persona l memo rabilia that link them to past 

negative hab its, people, and ways of th ink ing. 

Figure 2.1 Sel f-expression and creat ion of Sacred Space/Time at Burn ing lIJIan. Figure 2.2 The Infini te Fin: at Burn ing lIJIan. 
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In recent yc~rs , studies ofc onsum er behavio r in a co mmunity o f yoling people in " , m ~1I 

village located in the moun ta in, o f northern Italy, Pre rn osello Chiovenda , have- revealed an 

analogou, re interp retation of this sacrificial tire (see case vigncn <: 2 . 1) . Thi s ritual , called 

Carcavegia, involves the burn ing of a male and a female figur e, which are ce remo nially 

named for the o ldes t man and woman living in the village. Th e nam ing and burn ing are 

thought to be goo d luck for the elder ly citizens, bu t very likely draw from earlier tim es when 

th ey, o r stand-ins for them, were sacr ificially burned , probably in a fe rt ility ri tu al o r other 

appc ~semen t o f supern atural for ces. 

In this village, a few voluntee rs have bee n given the responsibility of or gan izing the event 

for th e rest of the co mmunity by the local authorit ies and associa tio ns respon sible for or­

gan izing cultural act ivities . Over a per iod o f t ime of six years, we repeatedly obser ved this 

grou p of young people. Th ere were about a dozen young males, who stri ctly followed local 

tr ad itions . We obser ved them as they organized th e event as well as durin g the res t of the 

yea r. In the past , the event was conside red by these peo ple to be a t ime for parti cipati ng in 

village socia l life , which they fo und enjoyable and reward ing. Howeve r, th e new o rganizers 

have recen tly begu n viewing the event in a special way. Rath er than regard ing the bon fire 

Simply as a game o r social event to occ upy th em for one week in the year, as was th e case for 

their fathers and grandfathers be fore th em , this generation seems to be treati ng th e event 

mor e se riously. Unlike their pred ecessor s, they spe nd mo re time on a number of act ivities 

which transcen d ceremonial preparations. T hey invest considerable time in the fo rest , cut­

ting wood, prepa ring th e efhg)', and th en running th rou gh th e village streets signa ling th e 

dat e of th e approaching event. Th ey invest sign ifican t time to prepare peop le socially and 

emotionally for the ritual exp er ien ce, just as organizers did in the d istant past when the 

ritu al was not on ly conside red tr aditi onal o r ente rta ining, but was also rich and red olent 

wit h religiOUSand magical meanings. 

CASE VIGNETTE 2.1: CARCAVEGIA2 

Red sparks and smoke are illuminat ing the darkness of a fr eezing night in early 

January, ri sing up over the fl ames consuming two human-li ke fi gures, whil e 

around the great bonfi re, the dark and heavy sound of the horn mixes wi th a 

repeti tive, plangent ri nging of the bells. 

This scene, which hark ens back to faraway t imes and placeswhen human sacri­

fi ceswere common, unfo lds in contemporary Premosello Chiovenda, a mountai n 

vi llage in Valle Ossola, a valley in north -east Italy about 100 km from Mil an. 

The celebratio n is the "Carcavegia," a tradit ional ceremony that vi l lagers have 

perpetuated f rom t ime immemoria l, when every 5 January they meet in the mid­

dle of the village to burn al veee (the old man) and la vegia (the old woman). The 

ritu al begins with the bui lding of a pyre from any combust ible materia l avai lable. 

The two human-li ke, stuffed fi gures representing the oldest persons fro m the vi l­

lage are placed on the top the pyre (Figure 2.3) . 

AGEN TS IN PAR ADISE 

Figure 2.3 The fire of Careave gia . 

As for other events in variou s local it ies along the Alpine chain and in the Po 

val ley that are comparable in terms of both period and means of celebration, the 

origins of Carcavegia remain as mysterious as ever. We can attrib ute Celti c ori­

gins to thi s ancient traditi on; according to some local histori ans, this ceremony 

recal ls th e pagan feast of the dendrophors who raised a pine dedicated to Cibele 

and Attis. Foll owing other interpretatio ns, we can lin k these ri tuals to the pagan 

sun theory and the natural cycle of the seasons or to the puri fica t ion theory. In 

many instances, the bonfi re r itua l symbol izes burning and keeping wit ches, and 

therefore evil, away. 

Nowadays, the ceremony has lost its or iginal meaning; nonetheless, it has 

kept a magic and spi ri tual allure. l n the Carcavegia, the bonfi re is merely the 

epi logue of a festi val that begins on 2 Ja nuary. Teenagers and young men are the 

ones who are in charge of staging the ceremony as part of a t ouri st event that 

combines tradition and enterta inment in a folkloristic mood. Up to the evening 

before Epiphany, the st reet s are full of young people coll ect ing combustible ma­

teri al for the pyre to the sound of horns and bel ls, whi le others make the stuffed 

fig ures of the veee and the vegia with a card around their necks bearing the 

names and surnames. Year afte r year, obviously, given the longevity of the locals, 

22 23 



SH ERR YJR ETAL. 

the chosen persons change. At the last Carcavegia, in 2005, the man had been 

born in 1914. This is certain ly not a sign of disrespect toward senior cit izens but, 

rather, the cont inuat ion of a t radit ion based on the idea that burnin g the oldest 

two in the vil lage can brin g good luck. If the two persons cannot go out in the 

evening, the day before, they can even invite the young people wi th the pupun (the 

stuffed fi gures) to their home and off er dr inks and sweets. Rarely are the man 

and woman to be burnt in ef figy offended by the honor received (Figure 2.4l. 

I n the recent past, the event in Premosello Chiovenda has begun to embody a 

differen t meaning for th is community of young organizers. The performan ce of 

the bonfire ritual and its staging activiti es are becoming more and more a rep­

resentati on of their ident ity and the significa tio n of their shared and distincti ve 

social project. 

Th e- yo ung ma le o rganize-rs do no t view th e event as a transition al period in their lives. 

Th ey have invested themselves in it and mad e it a sym bol of their lifestyle. Ind irectly and 

u n kno \\~ngly rebe lling against the more libe ral and sec ular lifestyle of thei r pa ren ts and 

fellow villager s , a tr end starte d b), the ambitio us yuppies of the 19 80 s, their role in maintain ­

ing their gra nd fathers ' and gre.1t-grand fathe rs' lifestyle involves laying claim to their gro up 

identi ty by way o f contrast to the co nte m porary life o f their local co mm unity. T his see ms 

ver )' much like th e ge ner.lt ional pendulum swin gs between sec ular and religio us ideologies 

and conser vative and liber al ideologies noted by a num ber o f historians. 

During the rest o f the year, these yo ung males study, practice spo rts , and go to ba rs and 

Figure2.4 AI vecc (the old man) and la vegia (the old woman) burned in 2004 . 

AG ENTS IN PA RADI SE 

o the r places o f e nte rta inme nt , just JS mo st o the r peopl e o f thei r age. But their lives arc 

spartan , based o n the sim ple and gt'nu ine values of life in the mountain s. They relish authen­

ticity. To them, thi s ancient ritu al is a way to strip aw,ly the mod ern wo rld and its multiple 

levels of falseh ood s and wr ongs. Alth ough they live the life of well-o ff ado lesce nts and young 

people alon gside that of peasant lire, they are retu rning to a simpler agrarian lifestyle based 

upon t radi tio n and nostalgia. Th ey devot e them selves to agricu lture and anima l re-aring, 

having bought, e ithe r ind ivid ually o r collect ively in the last two years, an ima ls fo r breedi ng. 

They renovate o ld stables. T he)' are su pporting them selves mainly by physical labo r and 

economic sac rifices. 'I he ir day is d ivided between doing th ings co nnec ted with the ir soc ial 

status as high schoo l and uni ve rsity students, sons, wor kers and so on, and per forming acts 

co nnected with cr eating a lifestyle that mor e faithfu lly brings them into to uch with a pri mal, 

older way of life that th ey co nside r to be authentic and ge nuin e. O bse rv ing the multitask­

ing represented by th e ir beh avior , act ions, speech, an d con sumer styles, it is inter est ing to 

note how this form of ident ificat ion and di stin ct ion fro m pr eviou s ge ne- rations req uires the 

pe rforman ce o f the tire ritu al fo r its legit imi l ati on . 

Thi s ritual p rovides the stage o n whic h they act out th eir chosen lives, enact the ir ref­

erence values . It represents the ability, str engt h, and ene rgy catalyzed in the boys ' daily 

lives, the part that o the r people do not see during the y"ar and which, in the tinal analysis, 

sho uld not be see n because it is link ed to th e value of simplic ity. It is an enac tment o f local 

e- thos more than merely a rer ro -t ouristi c pe rformance for outside rs. Mountain life do es not 

require ind ivid uals to make- their lives into a spec tacle ; only nature and t ranscendent forces 

are requi red . Bontire tim e , o r Carcavegia as it is called in Prcrnoscllo, is a tim e fo r turning 

nature's lite cycles into a spec tacle , from birth to deat h, tell the appea rance o f magic, the 

sense of th e wo nder o f nature that follows its course as it always has, year after year. Natu re 

is incorporated , e mbodi ed , and harn essed in the ritu al giving local ethos a primal charge, in 

classic Tirrn c rlan fashion. 

Given the importan ce of this tim e and the intrinsic sacredness of the ritual, the spect acle 

has to be magni ficen t. Just as wi th Burning Ma n's ever growing and ever more mass-m edi­

ated spectacle , th e bon fire must be very high as it sym bolizes the .str en gth and ene rgy of the 

peopl e wh o have created and tended it. Competi tive and mascul in e , the bigger the fire, the 

stronger and more su itable th e male. T he fire sho uld be huge, fright ening, and imp osing, 

Signaling a more powerful village than the neighboring village, halfwa y down the mounta in, 

whi ch is ho ldi ng its O'Nn fire ritua l. Th e bonfi re glows out on the mountain, pr oclaiming an 

existent ial "w e are here" once a year, and Simultaneo usly symbolizing th e cont inuity o f life . 

T he yo ung men , far from conformists , have their own sense o f right and wro ng, driven by 

the fire 's innate co mpetitive rul es Th ey resist th e safe ty restr ict ions imp osed by the local 

authority for th e event, viewing them as antith etical to the even t 's co mpet itive Im 'anings and 

striving soul. Th ey are un willing to co m promise; "their " fire mu st be large and frighl t'lling, 

not small and unimpressive. Much is at stake . 

Th e fire' s success sym bo lizes the abilities and legitimacy - the worthi ness in the eyes 

o f whichever gods on e choo ses - o f this small village co m munity. Likewise, it elevates the 

team of )'oung me-n who, fighting against th e pos tmo de rn tide o f ca pricio us and supe rficial 
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demands o f the ever-cha nging globa l present , ar e able to prove through a rite o f pa" age th aI 

th ey ca n handle well th e fire passed o n to th em by prior ge nera tio ns . 

Th e Burning Man and Burning O ld Man an d Woman Joy Fire rituals haw co m mo n 

ori gin s and surp risingly sim ilar th emes. The deep involvement of co nsum e rs in th e Burning 

Man lestival has been documented ex te ns ively elsew here (e .g., Kozin ets , 2002; Kozine ts and 

Sherry, 2004) . However , the orga niza tio n, co m pe t it ion , spir itua lity, and self-governan ce o f 

th ese shared experien ces are, we believe, no acci dent. They are ce ntr al to our under stand­

ing o f th e forces th at drive th e co m m unal adopt ion o f parti cip ati on in so cial enviro n me nts 

(Figu re 2 .5 ) 

Th e specta cle, the em ancipato r y, p ur i ~'in g, clea ns ing , and liter al po wer of tire , is no 

dou bt part of th e ri tu al, but " tire " is an energe t ic co nc e pt th at could be app lied to m any 

spectacl es in our world , incl ud ing co nce rt s, celebrity, m ass m edi a appear ances, rel igio n , 

sports, war, and even majo r bus ines s spectacles suc h as tr ade shows. Eac h, like t he bo n fire , 

promises its own variety of tra nsce nd en ce as wel l as e ntert ain me nt. Each has a fanati cal 

foll owin g. Each has its lead e rs an d its more passive aud ie nces. But especially in th e tire 

ritu als we have d escr ibed ,1ho ve, th e act ive participati on by d evoted a ttenda n ts, whic h we 

ca ll a form of " ludi c auto re ly," is cruc ial to beliefand to psychic reson an ce . At flurning Man, 

wher e th ou sands o f people build th eme cam ps tor o ne ano the r, wh er e people are co nstan tly 

admon ish ed to " rad ica lly participat e" and that th er e are " no specta to rs" at th e eve nt, ac­

tive co-cre atio n is woven int o th e ver y tabnc of th e gathe ring. The grass roo ts result o f thi s 

participat ion is Sim ple, primal , and pr o found . When people pa rti c ipa te - whe the r th ey be 

Mountain Men re -en act ors, Civ il War re -e nac to rs, Ren aissan ce Fair re -enact or s, Sta r Trek 

fans, X-files co nve ntio n org,m ize rs, Sta r War s movie line cam pouts, river rafters, sky-d iv­

er s, ant i- N ike acti vists, Mac user gr oups, o nline co ffee co nno isseurs , mas sively mu lti playe r 

Hal0 2 gam ers , o r Harl ey- Davidson br and fes t o rgan izers - th ey are b ro ug ht in to th e ci rcl e 

of th e tire . In lud ic au to tely, th e)' cr ea te for eac h o t he r. They sh ar e with an d care fo r one an -

c o nta m in a tio n puri ficatio n 

spectacle 

playoppress ion self-expression 
burdens energyfreedom 

co ns trains love 
ma s s ifica lion sense of magic community 
secularization sacralization 

liminoid spa c e 

Figure 2.5 The co-creation of fire rituals. 
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other, T lwy build 0 11 th e lH',lti", l' J1('fg)' o frhe ir hr c. T hey c rea te a sc'p,l r,lll ' 'p,Ke, ,)way from 

the mundane. Through th eir sac rifices and g ift>, th ey co -co ns tr ucta Sl'n>e o f th e s.Kr ",!. 

The liminal is a thresh old quali ty of the seco nd stagc' of ritual tha t in vo lves a change to 

particip ants, o fte n a transformation o f th e ir soc ial status (Iur ne r, 1'J74 ). Th e limi nal state, 

whe n ritual ac to rs arc' betwix t and between th eir o ld and new identities, is characte rized by 

amb iguity, o pe nn" ss , di sor ientati on , tr an sit ion , and ind et er minacy. In ind ust rial societ ies, 

the pro cess is called " lim inoi d " (Tu rne r, 197 4 ) . Th e process o f p urihcation in h gure 2.5 

ta kes pla ce in a part icular l im inoid zo ne, with all o f the limi nal' s se nse o f unce rt ain ty and 

po ss ibi lity, but wit h non e o f its formalized r itua l status ch.m ge . 

IN ANOTHER FUEGO: THE COMMERCIAL PRODUCTION 
OF CONSUMER PARTICIPATION 

\ Ve \\~II co nsid e r a lorm of co nsum p tio n th at is re late d to the c xpcr icntia] thcmc d env iron­

men t of places such as ESP N Zo ne , a sup er- rhcmcd multifa riou s sport' bar-b ased e nte rtain­

ment co rnp lex c rea ted by the ma ster imaginer s at th e Di sn ey Co m pa ny (Figure 2.6) . 

In Ital y, \ \'C have studied and found sim ilar t)Ves of beh avior at two major lairs lor car 

lovers and relat ed spo rts , Motor Sh ow and My Special Car Show (see case vign ette 2.2) . l-or 

live da ys e\·cr y yea r, f:ln s sharing thi s int erest meet in Bologn a for a regul ar annual meeting 

to p revi ew new ca rs and rac ing spo rts items, to tr y out new tec hn ol ogy, to ha ve " hands-o n" 

ex perience wit h th e ca rs and mo torbikes o f th e futu re , to see their favorite cham p io ns rae­

ing. Thcv gather lo r th e pure pleasure of performing in fro nt o f en thusiasts. In th is co nte xt , 

Figure 2.6 The atri um of ESPN Zone, Chicago: the gateway to the wor ld of 
tetevisuel exper ience of spor t. 
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co nsume rs tem po rari ly IiV<' in J world full of ., urpri, ,,, and fun linked to their favorite Spo rt, 

they build o n their own identi t ies as exp er t" and they gathe r information and enjoy the 

expe rience of living at th e fo refront of innovat io n. By t rying out the new cars and new 

technology, visito rs can not only exchange ide as abo ut the pr odu cts and develop th eir own 

bra nd preferences, bu t can al-o test their expe rt ise and build their Own ident ity as racing 
co nno isseurs. 

CASE VIGNETTE 2.2: MOTOR SHOW AND MY
 
SPECIAL CAR SHOW
 

The Motor S how, held for more th an thirty yea rs in Ita ly, is a sec tor-focused ex­

hibiti on dedicated to th e wor ld of motoring, ca rs, and motorcycles. In December, 

mo re tha n a mi llion moto r ing enthus ias ts keep an ap pointment for nine days, 

duri ng which the most important global pr odu cers pre sent th e innova t ions in th e 

sec tor to deal ers a nd to the pub lic. The exhibit ion covers an a re a of 460,000 

squa re fee t, of wh ich 300,000 squa re feet is dedi cated to competitions, per. 

form an ce exhibit ions, a nd pr odu ct te st s. In this area, th er e are more th a n 4 0 0 

exhibito rs of ca rs, mot or cycles, a nd related products and se rvices. 

The exh ibit ion ha s been enr iched over tim e. Today, alongside the presenta t ion 

a nd testing of product innova ti ons, compet it ions and product exhibiti ons of the 

highest level a re held in which cha mpions fr om va rio us discipli nes pa rti cipate, 

me eti ng thei r fan s in an atmos phere of en terta inm ent an d in celebra tion of the 

mo tor indust ry (Fig ur e 2.7). 

In line wi th the st ra tegy of ma king the visitor/c onsumer ever more the protag­

oni st, t he orga nize rs have held a second event al ong sid e th e ex hibit ion, dedica ted 

to ca r enthus ias ts, and in parti cular to ca r tuning . S ince 20 04 , Rim ini ha s been 

th e loca t ion for the " My Specia l Ca r Show" ded icated to th e "ce lebrat ion" of 

th e per sona lized ca r. During this eve nt, not only ca n the player s in the cust om 

a nd sports ca r sec to rs pr esent th eir pr odu cts a nd services, but cons umers ca n 

Figure 2.7 New product exhibition and entertainment at the Motor Show. 
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a lso exhibit t heir own pe rsonal ized car s an d share a common passion with th e 

vis itors. In t he " My Specia l Club" sec tio n, c lubs can hire spec ia l a rea s whe re 

they can show their mem be rs' ca rs . In this contex t, t he exhib it ion spa ce a nd 

opportunity are imp ortan t occa sions not on ly to sha re a pa ssion but al so to "ex­

hibit" a nd to be observed, even rewarded. 

O f major interest to us was the part icipa tor y aspect of the show, its ow n brand of ludic 

auto tely. Because so me of the consu mers wish to star in th e show and feature th eir ow n 

persona l expe riences, and resist the limited ways in which the mark eter s expec t them to 

parti cipate, lo r several years, the fair has had a sec t ion ded icated to custo m cars and cars 

per sonali zed by co nsumers. Much as with Burn ing Man' s many art cars, them e camps, and 

technological innovatio ns, o rdi nary peopl e at these shows exhibit thei r ow n person alized 

cars, showing int er ested visito rs th e devices and inn ovations that they have created with their 

own taste and creativity 

Gradually, th e sec tion took o n the ro le o f a stage lo r a person's own per form ance , fo r the 

intermingling of indi vidual identity project, lite them es, interests , and brand ed prod ucts. 

In th is si tuation, the consume r/build er and the visitor s who shan' interests and curiosity 

co ntr ibute to the creation of an event and a pheno me no n, going beyond the bo undaries 

ori ginally envisioned by event o rganizers. Thi s transfo rmati on fro m trade sho w to star or the 

show see med to make all the d ifferen ce to part icipants. Th e level and lkgree of ente rtain­

men t shifted, and the experime ntal area assumed the coo rdinates of limin al space (Tur ne r, 

1974 ) . New laye rs of authe nticity and mean ing accreted . Ove r time, the phen omenon be­

came so sign ificant that th e o rganizers created a spec ial fair ded icated exclusively to this 

sect ion of the main fair, which is held toda y in anot her City, Rim ini , at a different tim e of the 

year. Tod ay, therefore, car enthusiasts have their own physical space and time for an ad hoc 

event which ultimately ratifies thei r "sovereign ty." 

As one o f the parti cipant s explained, these co nsum ers/ bu ilders somet imes dedicate hun­

dred s of hours of their free tim e to work on their cars, using their cre ativity and practical 

skills to make them un ique. Du ring the event, their "baby" co mes to life in front of an 

audienc e th at can appreciate and und erstand its value and also relate to its creato rs (Fi,l,'urc 

2.8) . 

W hat is I:lscinat ing to note abou t these examples is the role of consumer participation 

in even th e mo st industrial events. Th e indo mitable creat ivity or the hum an spirit shines 

th rough th ese examp les, as consumers usurp ESPN Zo ne 's therned em ironment and, ' ~); 

use a rifle simulat ion to tu rn int o snipers preying on inn ocent bystand ers, o r to hl"l'onw 

celebr ities in a pickup game of basketball on a mini -court (s"e Kozinets et ,1/., 200·j) . In 

Burning Man , major degrees of freedom are titHy utilized , produ cing an out-o f-this-world 

art ist ic and experime ntal experi ence . In lact , th e etymology of bo th the word , experiment 

and experience are the same : the Latin root experiri, a rest or J trial. Consum. -r-, OIn: h 'sl ­

ing creatively, trying th rough their ac tions to express themselves, their indh·idu.llity. This 

L 
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Figure 2.8 Exhibitin g creativi ty at My Special Car Show. 

experimenta tion is found th roughou t all fo ur o f our example sites in vary ing degrees but , 

in each case, the results are pro found and unmistakable: where co nsumers are g iven large 

degrees of freedom to create o r co-create with o rganizers, they feel it as authenticity, a type 

o f soulfulness and meani ng, and they respond with enthusiasm, energy, and action. Mark et­

ers may thi nk that their job is to provide a prepackaged to tal exp erience - but co nsumers 

must add th eir dr eams, ideals, values , histor y, meanings, and person alities to these raw 

ingredients. In the e nd, it is o nly the co nsumers ' experience that co unts. 

Play becom es a co mpe titive ,Ktivity in these enviro nments as well, and th is is ano ther 

powerful fo rce (Figure 2.9 ). Co nsumers str uggle' against tim e and each o the r, in rituals 

o riginally designed - and perhaps still cultu rally and biologically wired - as placernarkers in 

tim e and space . T hey co ntend wit h o the r elements as well, notably an arrallgemenc if/he 8ame 

which sur rounds the process. Thi s includes the r ules and order o f the game, the hedo nisti c 

aspec ts o f th e game , the degrees o f freedom , the typ es o f players and referees, the crea tion 

of " game- playing co mmunity that shares the game and th us realizes it o r makes it real. It 

also inclu des the real and imaginwJ sr a.:e in wh ich the game takes place, the place wherein the 

game 's co ntrasts with day-t o-d ay rea lity are made evident. 

Playfulness in these ri tuals becom es not a side-b enefit, but an expression of their very 

essence, as luminous, frightening, and powerful crea tive forces play wit h lives and human 

events, so too do humans play with the fo rces of ritua l and nature. Th e play, the ritu al, 

the parti cipation, the gro ,,·th , and allusions to transform ation and transmu ta tion are esse n­

tial and fun damental ac tivities in themselves, o ntological constitu ents o f hum an life (Fink, 

1986) that, we woul d argu e her e, are fundamental to expe rient ial mar ket ing practice and 

consumption. "T he play's the th ing" is a barrlic encapsulat io n o f ludic auro te ly 

Figure 2.9 Play at ESPN Zone. 

WALKING ACROSS THE BONFIRE: CONSUMER 
CREATION AND CO -CREATION 

Anth ropology and ph enomeno logical geograph y tell us that the importance o f the physical 

and tangible' environme nt o f a space cannot be understated and must be carefully man,\ged . 

Space is tr ansfor med into place throu gh the inco rporat ion and acknow ledgme nt of cultural 

meani ng. of boundaries, rules, str uc tures, paths, which co nsum ers inte rpret and use a' 

journey-m akers to find their own ways. As markete rs de' ign c xpc riencc» it is power ful to 

co nsider what co nsumers will use these expe rie nces for. Each pilgrin1.1ge may be part o f a 

larger pyram id , each experience part of a larger journey. Exper ien ces become the raw mate­

rial o f life . Place beco mes a Sp,Il',' fo r need fulfillment, interpret ed, sculpted , modeling. 

T he co-c reat io n of co nsumer expe rie nce' by a self-aware, creative. am] act ive consumer 

who is able to inte rpre t and freely redefine rules and pro posals from mark eters can be based 

on several foundat io nal elem ents that we have described in this chapter: rules, challeng('s, 

competiti on , community, tradi tion , history, enac tme nt, and embodiment. Th e pn 'sence of 

stro ng cu lture enhance, all of these elem en ts and , in today" society, as sugg"st,'d hy the 

Italian and Ame rican fire ri tuals, a st ro ng sense of tr ad ition and nostalgia seem to sign"I 

aut hentic ity to co nsumers. "Vith thei r own creat ivity, imaginat ion , and openness, mark eters 

and their companies might design experiences respo nsive to custornizatio n by the consumer; 

Mar keters might view even the most elaborate experiences as ingred ients that consumers 

" i ll use in d ifferent ways for their own di ffe ring reci pes for life and happi ness. Consumers 

beco me th e co -autho rs o f the ir own expe riences, assisted and listened to by marketers who 

offer an incredi ble profu sion of images, myth s, sto ries, and expe riences . 

T he never-endi ng story of co nsumers as re -c reat ive wild things will then continlle, ,..s 
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the children's stor ies for etell that th ey will. Wi th rna rkr-u-rs m 111\\; ronv umers will mix and 

match, blending, as our opening Dr. Seuss rhyme avers, kit,·" ,HI d their bed s and walking 

with a row o f upright cats on thei r head". T he boundless creativity orthe consumer is, and 

always was, the so urce of marketing expe rience and co nsumption c-xperi entiality 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

•	 What other examples can you th ink of that involve the stro ng consumer co-creat ion 

of experie nce? 

•	 If consumers create their own experiences, doesn't th is mean they are pr oducers? 

Can you create and consume at the same t ime? 

•	 Does it reall y make sense to cal l all shopping mal l experiences creati ve or 

experient ial? Or might these ideas just apply t o certa in stores or spaces? 

•	 Wh ich are some of the st rongest forces that drive consumers' participation in these 

envi ronments? 

•	 What do you think the future holds f or playful consumer experie nces such as the 

type we descri bed here? W ill we see more or less of them? Why? 

NOTES 

Containing some or ig inal mater ial, thi s chapter also summarize s and combines the 

find ings of al ready publi shed research, whi le both recapitul at ing and advancing 

new theory. Through citat ion of thi s larger body of work, we refer readers th rough­

out to these other studies. 

2	 We are grate ful to our key inform ants, Pierantonio and Si lvano Ragozza, for their 

cont r ibut ion in collect ing data about the origins and evolut ion of the Carcavegia 

ritua l. 
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