Filosofi(e)Semiotiche, Vol. 12, N. 2, 2025
ISSN 2531-9434

On the Enunciatee’s side. Enunciational Functions in Branding
Processes

Nicolo Fazioni,
IUSVE University

n.fazioni@iusve.it

Abstract

[EN] The objective of this work is to verify, through the use of a post-
Greimassian semiotic apparatus focused on the theory of enunciation and forms
of life, the possibility of formalizing the enunciational positions concerning
the enunciatee (or ‘the consumer’) in branding processes and consumption
dynamics. This step would, in fact, allow for a methodologically grounded
and critical approach to the transformation of marketing into co-constructive,
hyper-participatory forms of co-enunciation. Through the analysis of a series
of texts, platforms, branding practices, and brand strategies, we intend to test
the feasibility of the semiotic category of the ‘ideal enunciatee’—the pivot of
the cognitive, ethical, and pathemic significations relating to the consumer’s
aspirations. To establish this category, we will attempt to integrate it within
Fontanille’s model of levels of relevance, questioning the possibility of
redefining brand universes as forms of life, while introducing the categories
of ‘secondary forms of life’ and ‘interceptors of forms of life’.

The article therefore aims to introduce two interrelated concepts, treating
them as semiotic operators for a critical analysis of communication and
consumption phenomena: 1. the ideal enunciatee as an extension of a
participatory dynamic capable of shifting attention from the agency of authors
and media to the cooperation, drives, and trajectories undertaken by those
who, only in a simplified way, we can define as “recipients”; 2. Brands as
aggregators and interceptors of forms of life, enhancers and facilitators.
Brand dynamics would thus not be resolved merely at the level of superficial
textualization, nor solely at the level of marketing and business strategies
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that often motivate them. The analysis focuses on the capacity of Brands to
generate effects of subjectivation, to promote attitudes, interpersonal positions,
and value-based choices (as seen in phenomena such as brand advocacy and
brand activism), but also behaviors, rhythms (modulations of time and the
relationship between body and perceptual space), and recursive, recognizable
forms of existence.

Understanding Brands in this light, beyond highlighting their power and
centrality in identity formation, also allows us to grasp how our present
is traversed by unstable forms of life, constantly ready to be reshuffled,
decomposed, and recomposed within increasingly short-lived yet ever more
fragmented, diffuse, and hybrid dynamics of collective enunciation. With
the concept of forms of life, we are not referring—at a sociological level—
to lifestyles, although there is an active dialogue and comparison with this
category. For a simple lifestyle to become a form of life, the presence of a
normative dimension is required, through which a) a vision of the world is
organized; b) criteria of judgment are produced (right/wrong, beautiful/ugly);
c) a collective identity is stabilized; d) a capacity for endurance is established,
together with the possibility of entering into crisis.

The experimental analysis of a specific Brand case allows us to begin
to understand the actual descriptive and operational capacity of the
methodological categories at play. The construction of an epistemological
and theoretical framework for a semiotics of the brand represents one of
the general objectives of this work, which is conceived in dialogue with the
interdisciplinary approaches of sociology and media theory, as well as critical
theory and visual studies.

Keywords: Enunciatee, co-enunciation, Branding processes, forms of life,
consumption
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1. Introduction. Co-enunciation Processes in Branding

When we engage with a Branding strategy (FLOCH 1992), considering
the entire set of physical and symbolic mechanisms that cooperate in the
construction of brand discourse (MARRONE 2007) and in its relationships
with consumers (CODELUPPI 2012a; FERRARESI 2003), we become aware
of the limits inherent in the classic unidirectional models of communication
“Sender — Receiver.”

Despite the efforts already present in Jakobson’s classical model (JAKOBSON
1966), which remains extremely useful for understanding the dynamics
of meaning at work in advertising (FAZIONI 2025a; DIOTTO 2018), a
methodological avoidance of considerable relevance persists, particularly
for contemporary Branding: namely, the reciprocal interaction—often
asymmetrical, always articulated and open—between the one who enunciates
and the one who reads, listens, sees, or otherwise perceives the product of that
enunciation. Referring to a broad archive of recent strategies implemented by
Brands across different product sectors, analyzed in depth in FAZIONI 2021
and 2022, we may argue that brand enunciation is never a univocal and one-
directional process, but rather a cluster that brings together and synthesizes
multiple cooperative, collective, and pluri-subjective enunciative dynamics.
Among the many examples on which our reasoning is based, particular
emphasis can be placed on the case of Lego Ideas, a paradigmatic instance
of co-enunciation and bottom-up audience activation deployed by the well-
known Danish Brand as a relational strategy during a period of particular
fragility in its commercial communication. The Lego Ideas platform (https://
beta.ideas.lego.com/), renamed as such in 2014 after having originated
in Japan in 2008 as LEGO CUUSOQO, a collaboration between the LEGO
Group and CUUSOO Systems, allows enthusiasts to propose actual sets or
ideas which, if they reach at least 10,000 positive votes from other users, are
then reviewed by the Danish company’s team for potential production. From
this point onward, the platform has taken on an even more complex form,
enabling multiple modes of interaction between Lego and its enthusiasts,
who may also receive support from the corporate team or make use of virtual
simulators to present their ideas.

Throughout the platform https://beta.ideas.lego.com/how-it-works, statements
and keywords prominently recur that fall within the semantic area of creativity
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and imagination (“‘get creative,” “build and use your imagination,” “your
creation”) as well as participation (“participate,” “submit,” “share,” “product
ideas need your vote”).

More specifically, the platform presents itself as a cooperative, multimodal,
and syncretic actant, one that enables a complex mechanism of co-
construction of enunciation. This semiotic machine, embodied within the
specifications of the interface, operates not only at the level of graphic design
and user experience, but also through technological affordances such as
image uploads, the simulation of new sets, descriptive texts, voting systems,
and the highlighting of new ideas. We may conceive of this actant, drawing
on Latour’s categorizations (LATOUR 1996), as a collective composed of
humans and non-humans that interact in order to produce new communicative
forms.

What emerges is a progressive activation of the audience, previously
addressed by Brands as mere consumers, which has generated significant
social, subjective, and marketing transitions: followers and communities,
brand activism, participatory marketing, and gamification (KOTLER et al.
2016).

As is now well known and almost taken for granted, we are referring to
the dynamics of the prosumer—maker, sharer, fixer, tester—as theorized
by TOFFLER 2006, later complicated and extended, primarily in a digital
direction, by actors in marketing and communication. YouTube first, followed
by Instagram and TikTok, are literally saturated with these dynamics, and it
is precisely these platforms that are shaping the oscillating trajectory between
influencer and creator (FAZIONI 2025b), with an ever-increasing degree of
participation in branding dynamics understood not as the manifestation (fo
advertise) of an already constructed and pre-existing meaning, but rather as the
multidimensional creation of that very value, along with a series of subjective
forms or modes through which it is lived, actualized, and subjectivized by
audiences.

In this context, it is not possible to retrace in full the path that has led brand
communication to this turning point—an aspect that we now consider
established, almost as a foundational axiom for any reflection on branding,
advertising, and communication design (CERIANI 2001, BOERO, TRAINI
2006, TRAINI 2008, DANESI 2009, OSWALD 2012, ROSSOLATOS 2015,
BOERO 2017, 2018, MANGANO 2019). What is of primary interest for our
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line of research is instead the recognition of the role of digital platforms,
and social media channels in particular, as machines for the collective co-
construction of meaning (BIANCHI-COSENZA 2020), and of brands as
genuine aggregators of a plurality of significations, communicative drives,
and non-unidirectional interactive forms.

Following the perspective opened by MARRONE 2007, brands function
as actants occupying the position once held by major value centers, which
have dissolved in the hyper-modern era (CODELUPPI 2012b) and in the
post-globalization context (BAUMAN 2006). Brands construct grand
narratives and produce meaning capable of organizing worldviews, ethical
valorizations, and forms of identification that socio-semiotics seeks to map
and comprehend. Within this dynamic, it is necessary to note how such
construction is structurally and strategically programmed to bring together
heterogeneous enunciative positions and discursive regimes—an aspect that
was certainly not absent from past political, religious, or moral narratives, but
which did not constitute an indispensable and defining feature to the extent
that it does today.

This analysis lies at the core of the debate within brand semiotics, a field
that is progressively consolidating its international standing (OSWALD
2012, ROSSOLATOS 2015), as well as within the semiotics of platforms
and devices conceived as instances of enunciation (DONDERO 2025). In
this article, we do not claim to exhaustively analyze or catalogue the full
range of enunciative configurations; rather, we seek to investigate how certain
cognitive, cooperative, and interpretative mechanisms identified by semiotics
within so-called classical genres and texts—inscribed within the generative
trajectory of meaning—may, once suitably rearticulated, provide heuristic and
methodological paths of considerable relevance for the analysis of branding
strategies and of their actantial positioning, as well as for understanding their
social, narratological, and ethical-axiological functions (GREIMAS 1966).
Landowski (1989, 1997, 2005) proposed a semiotic analysis of interactions
between subjects—and, consequently, between subjects and devices—through
a series of regimes defined as programming, manipulation, adjustment, and
accident. Each of these regimes highlights a specific mode through which the
subject relates to the other, which in our case may also be a brand, a device,
or a brand discourse. The addressee constructs an image of the self precisely
through this dynamic, insofar as it indicates how they perceive themselves to
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be treated by the other’s enunciation, as well as the degree of initiative, risk,
and control they believe they possess.

Within the regime of programming, the subject is configured as a competent
executor; in manipulation, as a destinatary susceptible to persuasion; in
adjustment, as a sensitive and creative partner; and finally, in accident, as a
vulnerable subject exposed to contingency. What emerges are thus relational
postures that do not depend solely on the identification of the enunciatee with
the role instituted, designed, or programmed by the enunciator.

Within a framework of interpretive cooperation (ECO 1979), for example,
one could argue that the author promotes a cognitive configuration defined
as the Model Reader, an ideal function anticipated and prefigured by the text
itself. In the world of branding, this corresponds to a capacity not only to
identify but also to construct the ideal user or ideal audience: one need only
consider how certain campaigns delineate a highly specific consumer profile,
a role into which the empirical consumer is expected to step and with which
they are invited to identify. Nike produces a consumer who “overcomes their
limits,” Apple a creative subject aligned with minimalist design, Barilla
someone who believes in the values of the home. This dimension is crucial
and enables the understanding of a range of highly contemporary cooperative
dynamics (FAZIONI 2021).

Here, however, our aim is to operate on a different plane: that of the cognitive
and meaning-making processes mobilized by the enunciatee. The latter
undoubtedly relates to the ideal constructed by the enunciator, but is not
confined to it. We must therefore ask how the discourse itself—more than
its presumed author—interpellates, recognizes or excludes, valorizes or
devalorizes the enunciatee. Within a standardized interpretative framework,
the enunciatee asks whether they understand a given text, whether they possess
the appropriate competences to position themselves within the discourse: am
I capable of overcoming my limits? am I truly creative? am I predisposed to
the values of the home? With Landowski—and even more so with Fontanille
(2004, 2015)—such questions are reformulated as: “who do I become if |
adhere to this discourse?”

In the next chapters (2 and 3), we will outline the operational boundaries of
the ‘ideal enunciatee’ category within branding processes through a series
of concrete case histories. In the fourth chapter, we will seek to ground this
category within the framework of the theory of levels of relevance in the
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generation of meaning; specifically, we will examine whether brand universes
can be understood as practices, strategies, or even as peculiar modes of forms
of life—discussing ‘interceptors of forms of life’ or ‘artificial forms of life’.
In the fifth chapter, we will analyze a Brand (Apple) as artificial form of life.

2. The Ideal Enunciatee in the Brand Discourse

Designing one’s reader-receiver implies the creation of a narrative strategy
capable of producing the desired outcomes: one must nonetheless consider
that the reader is not a static entity, but a subject with a dynamic evolution,
capable of changing visions, positions, and values over the course of his
existence. Narrative strategies cannot be immobile or excessively rigid with
respect to change and the internal acceptance of new and different elements
compared to the initial identity of the discourse.

We should note, as BETTETINI 1984, 1985 did, that the reader also performs
interpretative and cognitive processes: he formulates hypotheses about the
real author, even though he never fully reaches him, thus creating an “ideal
enunciator,” his own image of the author. These imaginary constructions are
very important, particularly in the world of enterprises and consumption,
because they allow us to consider how the author (the Brand) is understood
by consumers, who, for methodological reasons, must be divided into more
or less homogeneous groups and not considered individually. The search
for these ideal constructions is today facilitated by the presence of digital
communities and social networks, within which research can also be carried
out through the use of automatic tools.

In the digital and social world another dynamic also takes shape, often
neglected in predominantly unidirectional forms of communication, namely
the constitution of an “ideal enunciatee,” an ideal image that the reader
constructs of himself, specularly to what the author does by creating the ideal
author. I believe that companies should place great importance on researching
ideal enunciatees, that is, models, dreams, forms of identification, and self-
formative projects in which subjects (again grouped, as consumer sociology
teaches) recognize themselves: this will make it possible to speak directly to



Filosofi(e)Semiotiche, Vol. 12, N. 2, 2025
ISSN 2531-9434

those ideal consumers that empirical consumers aspire to become.
Following a typological perspective—non-exhaustive yet certainly useful for
framing the multiple dynamics currently at work in the field of branding—we
may derive a number of consumer “positions” or “figures” from the regimes
of interaction.

The regime of programming is widely employed by many brands in the
technological, banking, and insurance sectors. Its correlate is the promotion
of'a consumer who conceives of himself—or seeks to conceive of himself—as
efficient, rational, competent, and consistent in his decisions. Here we observe
a point of convergence with the critical consumer described by FLOCH 1990.
As the case of Intel (https://www.intel.com/content/www/us/en/homepage.
html) demonstrates, the brand does not merely construct a promise of high
performance; it explicitly invokes the modality of duty, thereby engaging the
consumer within a more complex actantial and modal scenario. To work upon
duty means to posit an object to be attained through the use of a “magical
helper” (the new Intel processor), but it also entails recognizing the subject as
one who acts rationally in order to fulfill that duty. What emerges is an implicit
qualification of the subject as an ethical subject—whatever the subsequent
specification of this work ethic may be.

In this way, the consumer constructs a horizon of desirability or a self-image:
“I am competent, efficient, and capable of carrying out a duty.”

The IBM example (https://www.ibm.com/) reveals one of the domains
in which this type of communication takes root most forcefully, namely
Business-to-Business relations, addressed to corporate managers or technical
buyers who perceive themselves as “responsible” and “competent” subjects.
2) The regime of manipulation presents the Brand as a seducer, while the
consumer’s identity is constructed as aspiration—a desire to attain a higher
level in terms of status. The fashion, automotive, and luxury sectors in
general make particularly extensive use of this regime, seeking to engage a
subject who fashions himself as “self-confident,” “successful,” “winning,”
“fashionable.” The theme of persuasion—today extensively addressed by
emerging neuromarketing (DIOTTO 2021)—finds here one of its principal
domains of application.

Whereas in the previous case we observed a form of recognition of a value
configuration already present in the subject of duty, here we encounter the
recognition of a pathemic configuration linked to wanting-to-be—or, according
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to certain critical interpretations of fashion phenomena, wanting-to-appear.
It is important to emphasize the significance of these “empty” modal forms,
insofar as their specific content depends upon the individual cases that succeed
in being inscribed within them.

3) The regime of adjustment presupposes a reciprocal adaptation between
Brand and consumer, aimed at eliminating the discrepancy between the
instance that holds enunciation and the subject who identifies with it. The
Brand does not impose a model from above, but co-constructs sense together
with consumers. The consumer conceives of himself as “himself—authentic,
aware,” and seeks to remain consistent with this self-image.

Although it is difficult to conceive of brand dynamics in which every
enunciative hierarchy disappears entirely—some community-driven forms
linked to slow, biodynamic, and organic production, as currently observable
in the worlds of wine and agriculture, may constitute partial exceptions—the
advantage of this position lies in its capacity to detach enunciation from the
unilateral control of the Brand, thereby creating bottom-up spaces and diffuse
relational forms.

These configurations often abandon the idea of an intentional agreement
rationally negotiated between Brand and follower, favoring instead a
model grounded in “common feeling,” in an increasingly intense pathemic
attunement: an adhesion—or even a form of trust—that helps bridge the
distance between what appears (the phenomenological plane) and what is (the
ontological plane).

This is not to absolutize the model or to suggest that demonstrations or critical
reasoning are absent in these domains (one may think, for instance, of the
technical rationales supporting biodynamic products); rather, such elements,
though important, tend ultimately to be surpassed by a fiduciary mechanism.
This “common feeling” requires a certain temporality in order to be installed
(the subject encounters texts, artifacts, discourses, proofs...), to be maintained,
and, in particular cases, to enter into crisis. One need only consider reputational
crises and the pathemic reaction that develops—negatively—when these
forms of fusional attunement break down and adhesion comes to be perceived
as betrayed.

As in the case of Legoldeas, adjustment takes the form of co-construction:
not a single enunciation, but a network of enunciations, relations, actions and
reactions, impulses and renewed proximities. The brand discourse remains
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open and plural, capable of mobilizing the enunciation and creativity of its
followers as elements in the construction of its own solidity or capacity for
endurance.

This activation of the user—who participates in the creation of the brand
universe—increases adhesion and emotional involvement; yet, on the other
hand, it exposes the Brand to the risk of unpredictability and contingency
generated by a proliferation of contents, micro-texts, and opinions (here the
social and digital environment is decisive), diffused and peripheral within the
network or collective assemblage of actants (LATOUR 1996; GUATTARI
1992).

In the Lego case, we are dealing with a network of enunciators and delegates
that includes the Brand and its communicational apparatuses, the users or
creators (as the aspirational image of the user who seeks to be “creative”),
but also the Legoldeas platform as an interface that “makes-do,” that enables
or constrains action, and, naturally, the Lego Research & Development
community, which subsequently co-participates in the realization of the idea
through a series of further non-human technologies.

4) The regime of accident, from our perspective, is not a regime like the
others but rather a limit (FONTANILLE 2005) —a breaking point of all the
other regimes. A limit may occur by defect (crisis, catastrophe, rupture) or by
excess (creative unpredictability, unprogrammed virality, a contingency that
becomes fashion).

Here, it designates an event external to the system that tests the consistency
of interactive regimes, styles or forms of life, and brand universes, thereby
revealing their open, dynamic, transient, and mixed character.

One may also identify brand discourses in which the Brand deliberately
plays with contingency, unpredictability, and novelty, encouraging a self-
enunciation on the part of the consumer along the lines of: “I am someone who
dares, experiments, goes beyond established patterns.” This can be observed
in the branding experience of certain travel destinations, in experimental
gastronomy, or in various non-conventional products.

It is particularly interesting to observe how shock advertising—such as the
campaigns by Oliviero Toscani for Benetton, or Burger King’s “Mouldy
Whopper”—as well as the use of non-conventional, non-idealized bodies as
interpretants of the Brand (as in Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign), or norm-
breaking messages (for instance, campaigns by the Indian brand Fastrack
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aimed at young audiences), represent cases in which risk/accident functions
as a pivotal modal and pathemic operator.

In recent years, particularly in relation to the anxieties of Generation Z, the
acknowledgment and normalization of the risk of failure—unthinkable within
the success- and strength-oriented advertising culture of the early 2000s—
may be considered another significant example of the accident deployed as
a tensive element capable of harmonizing diverse forms of aspiration and
desire. Consumers are invited to see themselves as “someone who accepts
their own limits without being defeated or settling,” or even as “someone who
helps others to do so.”

Conversely, we also encounter elements of risk marketing in brands such
as Nike or Red Bull, which frequently stage extreme situations in which
protagonists must surpass their limits. This is the case of the iconic slogan
“Just Do It,” conceived by Dan Wieden in 1988, as a hymn to determination—
an invitation to act and to test oneself beyond one’s physical capacities.

3. Who I would like to be?

The enunciative and subjective modalities of the ideal consumer do not,
therefore, designate the image that the Brand forms of its model user—as was
already clear in the Echian perspective (ECO 1979) and in profiling marketing
and market research. In that framework, the task was to determine “who” my
ideal addressee is: what his characteristics are, his economic possibilities, his
interests.

What is at stake here, instead, is understanding “who this addressee would
like to be”’: what his expectations, desires, and forms of subjectivation are—
that is, how the consumer imagines himself to be or to become. We are thus
dealing with a process of cognitive self-signification, one that is not devoid of
pathemic and axiological elements.

There is no doubt that in certain market domains—those that FLOCH 1990
would define as practical consumption—this nuance tends to fade, and what
matters is identifying a specific target in order to satisfy an existing need.
In most forms of consumption, however, it is not sufficient to identify an
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ideal addressee as though it were an already given and static category; rather,
we are confronted with a dynamic and temporalized evolution in which the
addressee promotes a vision of himself and seeks to actualize it through his
decisions.

Indeed, it is precisely the presence and action of brand discourse—together
with other media discourses that traverse the semiosphere of consumption—
that progressively transforms the user it addresses: the more it intervenes
upon him, the more it renders possible his actantial evolution.

Consumption, in accordance with the socio-semiotic perspective
(CODELUPPI 2016, 2020), functions as a dispositif for the construction and
transition of forms of identity or forms of life. Sense, in this framework, is
no longer understood as something produced by the brand text (advertising,
website, video, etc.), but rather as emerging from the lived and embodied
interaction between Brand and consumers.

Brand discourse articulates and actualizes itself as a network of relations,
encounters, and perceptual clashes (BASSO FOSSALI 2008, 2017),
combining canonical dynamics of the actantial model with modal, pathemic,
and interactive mechanisms. Within this discourse, the consumer assumes a
relational position in which he expresses—and seeks to realize—an identity
aspiration, a potential self (often, and especially, collective or group-based).
We frequently concentrate on the side of the Brand, asking what kind of
consumer it presupposes, what it promises, and how it formulates that
promise. At the same time, however, we must also ask what kind of Brand is
presupposed by the consumer, and which promise effectively resonates with
his aspirations.

Digital tools for community listening and the new methods of digital ethnology
significantly enhance this phase of understanding consumer aspirations
and self-image. Platforms such as Brandwatch, Hootsuite, Talkwalker, and
Mention are among the most advanced web-listening systems. Through them,
it becomes possible not only to aggregate opinions about a Brand, but also to
trace values, broader issues, and more extensive positions, thereby partially
reconstructing the cognitive and pathemic dynamics of the consumer.
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4. The Brand as Builder and as Interceptor

We might argue that brand discourse functions effectively when it succeeds
in identifying a style of life, consumption, and even esthesic behavior within
which its followers can, in turn, realize their own ideal self-image.

At this stage of our inquiry, it becomes natural to ask whether it is the Brand
that creates such a style, or whether it merely intercepts styles that are already
circulating within the socio-cultural sphere.

To address this question, we must make explicit a theoretical step, drawing
on the semiotics of Jacques Fontanille and his introduction of the concept of
formes de vie:

“le syntagme “forme de vie” commencera peut-étre a avoir
un sens. Une trés grande part de la sémiotique narrative
s’est construite autour d’une seule forme de vie, procédant
d’un seul type d’intentionnalité: celle de la quéte, organiséc
et convocable en discours grice au syntngme-type qu’est
le schéma narratif canonique. Pourtant, avec la théorie des
modalités et celle des passions, d’autres cheminements se
sont fait jour, d’autres manieres de “donner du sens a la vic”
ont émergé. 11 reste a radicaliser le projet, et a partir au ceeur
des cultures individuelles et collectives, pour commencer a
comprendre comment une théorie générale de la signification
pourrait rendre compte de cette immense variété qu’on
devine et qu’on redoute a la fois” (FONTANILLE 1993: 12).

Forms of life, then, are not purely linked to classical narrative models but,
as already indicated, include modalities, passions, valorizations, and esthesic
dimensions within a theory of embodied signification. They are global semiotic
configurations and forms of stabilization that confer coherence upon specific
configurations of sense, modes of existence, values, and practices enacted
by the subjects involved. Stabilization and coherence are the key terms here
- « styles stratégiques cohérents, récurrents, relativement indépendants des
situations théematiques » (FONTANILLE 2015: 142).

To a conception of sense as dynamic, unstable, and perpetually marked by
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tension and conflict, there corresponds an understanding of forms of life as
institutions of “holding” or endurance —structures capable of maintaining a
recognizable equilibrium and constancy across actions and passions, discursive
positions, and decision-making processes. These are not generic ideologies,
but concrete forms actualized within a specific network of practices.

It is not sufficient to observe a quantitative similarity among a number of
behaviors; what must be evident is an intelligible axiological hierarchy
capable of organizing them. To each form of life corresponds a mode of being
of the subject—an identity configuration, to reconnect with the thread of our
previous paragraphs.

In accordance with the theory of levels of pertinence developed by Fontanille
(2008, 2015), a form of life cannot be equated with a style of consumption or
lifestyle, nor with the rituals of a community or fan base. As is well known,
the levels of pertinence are:

1. texts (discourses, images, advertising forms),

2. objects (both “what a brand sells” and the platforms through which
texts emerge and circulate),

3. practices (reiterated, socialized behaviors and uses),

4. strategies (the construction of strategic communication that takes into
account positioning as well as targeting and the “ideal consumer”),

5. forms of life.

A style of consumption may be a passing trend (one might think of trends
promoted on TikTok), grounded at the level of practices; it may be a specific
niche that leverages efficient positioning and precise targeting, thus operating
at the strategic level; or it may constitute an entire universe of reference—and
only at this point do we reach the level of forms of life.

Brands certainly create forms of practical-strategic coherence, empirically
observable through the tools of the sociology of consumption and scientific
marketing. But do they also create deeper forms of coherence such as forms
of life? The world of branding often captivates us with its rhetoric of the great

88



Filosofi(e)Semiotiche, Vol. 12, N. 2, 2025
ISSN 2531-9434

Genius, of the inventor in his garage who would create ex nihilo experiential
novelties capable of defining an era and aggregating thousands of enthusiastic
followers. Post-Greimasian semiotics helps us to temper this rhetorical
impulse, offering a less heroic but more concrete and heuristic conception.
Forms of life are not created from nothing; they are modes of stabilization
of practices, regimes of sense and passion, and circulating values. Consider,
for example, how nostalgia (BOERO 2026) for the 1980s—reinforced and
narrated by media and television series such as Stranger Things—is assumed,
stabilized, and articulated with other behavioral modalities (the search
for vintage), consumption styles (flea markets, second-hand), and even
generational values.

A Brand may intercept forms of life already in circulation or may even assist
in their emergence, organization, and stabilization—this is the case of Air
Jordan by Nike, which has literally coagulated a series of drives, tastes,
and axiologies within streetwear culture. A Brand is rarely the sole author
or univocal manager of a form of life—a concept whose ethical, political,
aesthetic, and psychological scope is far broader. Rather, it may be understood
as an operator of stabilization, an accelerator of coherence, an interceptor
of emerging tendencies. Particularly powerful brands, capable of expressing
intense symbolic power, may promote the restructuring of a form of life
within a semiosphere in tension (PEVERINI 2024).

For a simple lifestyle to become a form of life, the presence of a normative
dimension is required, through which:

a) a vision of the world is organized;
b) criteria of judgment are produced (right/wrong, beautiful/ugly);
c) a collective identity is stabilized,

d) a capacity for endurance is established, together with the possibility of
entering into crisis.



Filosofi(e)Semiotiche, Vol. 12, N. 2, 2025
ISSN 2531-9434

FORMS OF LIFE

—— Primary Lifestyles & Values

instability of sense

MNerms, Values, Passions

— V o —
STRATEGIC ASSEMBLAGE

FE— 1 o o
[ Seleetion & Yalue Marrative Emotional
P Adeptatien Integration Framing Tuning

B == SYNTHESIS & INTENSIFIEATION

“"*"’

l;” f.;imL.iluteznzi..-.~ B R A N D ;xmmgjg;ﬁ]
.\&-I___ifesty!g ; U N I v E Rs E ___Me«:liutioif f

B —= SECOMDARY SYNTHESIS —

~ Consumer ‘\:I
Engagement
\_ [1e) o

-—

"fﬁ;spimtinnnl s
Km__[_ilent'ty____, / | " ;

T

Stabilized & Coherent World of Meaning

Fig. 1 Brand’s Secondary Syntheses Model



Filosofi(e)Semiotiche, Vol. 12, N. 2, 2025
ISSN 2531-9434

If we adhere strictly to the position of Fontanille, we should conclude that there
is no autonomous brand-specific form of life. What exist, rather, are micro-
identities of the brand—niches, clusters, segments—that are subsequently
subsumed within broader and more coherent forms of organization of sense,
uniting ethical and ontological dimensions.

ABrand does notinstitute a form of life insofar as it cannot control or regulate an
entire social configuration. It can, however, intercept, connect, and formalize
a set of diffuse forces and orientations into a coherent proposal. A brand form
of life would thus be a specific modulation of other, more encompassing
forms of life. For example, neoliberalism—with its performative conception
of the individual, competition, and success—may be inflected, ritualized, and
even staged (that is, rendered visible) by a Brand, but it is not created by it.
Should that form of life collapse or its axiological structure enter into crisis,
the brand universe would inevitably be affected as well.

Environmentalism, the aesthetics of authenticity, fast and slow culture,
experiential capitalism, digital culture—these are forms of life that precede
the institution of any brand universe. The latter may function as a powerful
vector of intensification and transformation, but not as their origin. Instead
of considering brand worlds as totalizing horizons of sense, we should
understand them as local configurations capable of intercepting, shaping,
and activating elements belonging to specific forms of life and collective
identities—potentially more than one at the same time.

The Brand thus founds a secondary universe of sense: it does not create the
forces at play, but orients them, linking them within a plane of coherence.
It does not merely select elements from a single form of life; rather, it
strategically composes different forms, cohering their outcomes—for
example, performance + authenticity (as in Nike’s “Why Do It?” 2025
campaign), sustainability + social status (as in TESLA), and so forth.

What emerges is an “effect of coherence,” artificial insofar as it results from
a strategic operation of assemblage (as theorized by DELEUZE-GUATTARI,
1980) and of bricolage (in the sense of LEVI-STRAUSS, 1962). Every brand
world is a simulated form of life—not because it is false (we are not on the
plane of classical veridiction), but because it produces a secondary, artificial,
and partially voluntary selection and composition.

Their strength depends precisely on this capacity to manage and deactivate
contradictions among different forms of life which, over the past twenty

91



Filosofi(e)Semiotiche, Vol. 12, N. 2, 2025
ISSN 2531-9434

years—and with increasing acceleration today—seem to collapse into one
another, lose their distinctive traits, and enter into a phase of profound
metamorphosis.

In the face of the radical crisis of institutional signifiers—indicators and
designated representatives of a form of life (as suggested by LACAN, 1991,
and LACLAU, 2005)—and of a stable normative order, brand worlds impose
themselves as managers of conflict, resolvers of contradiction and axiological
chaos. This task, far from warranting an apocalyptic critique of branding,
should instead ground a critical awareness of the axiological role they are
called upon to assume in contemporary society, taking seriously their capacity
to produce effects of subjectivation.

5. Apple as secondary form of life: a semiotic analysis

The case of Apple, one of the most discussed, can still tell us something in
this regard, positioning itself as a reference case in outlining an “artificial
form of life” and its functioning (POGUE 2026).

For those who follow its mythology (BARTHES 1957), from its very first
ventures, a subtle yet decisive shift becomes evident in the way the Brand
grounds its semiotic pertinence: it progressively moves from the level of
objects (Mac, iPhone) and texts (successful images and advertising videos)
to the level of practices (behavioral patterns such as scrolling and pinching,
and models of vision such as minimal, user-centered interfaces), eventually
reaching the level of forms of life.

The semiotic ecosystem is not reducible to hardware or software; rather, it
aims to construct a modulation of the rhythm of life of its users.

In a social space where the antagonism between human and machine appears
to be at the center of debate — Videodrome by CRONENBERG 1983 perhaps
serving as the current manifesto of technophobic anxieties — Apple creates
a form of life that denies precisely this conflict, producing an aesthetically
pleasing continuity between the human and the device, translated into
prosthesis (MCLUHAN 1964, FLUSSER 1984).

From a careful analysis of the ensemble of levels of pertinence mobilized
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by the Brand, we can almost draw up a grid. At the aesthetic and perceptual
level, we find a syntax of materials — aluminum and glass — producing
an effect of transparency: cold materials that become warm only through
use. Morphology is characterized by fluidity, shaped by rounded forms and
continuous surfaces, by “infinite” screens without margins. Gesturality is
based on continuity of gesture, with predominantly vertical developments
that increase the speed of use and content consumption.

At the level of the media ecosystem, there is an uninterrupted continuity of
action that can begin on a Mac and continue on an iPhone or iPad, breaking
the anthropomorphizing dimension of space and separation, and reducing
time to the instant (FAZIONI 2023). Ultimately, the object matters precisely
because it is destined to “disappear,” integrating perfectly with the user’s
gesture. The ludic-aesthetic pleasure lies in an object that truly functions
when we no longer perceive its objectual nature as opposed to the subject
who uses it — that is, when it does not break or generate bugs. The object is
always available, always-on, like — or even more than — a part of the body
(technological anxiety, objectal lack: LACAN 1966).

At the level of rituals, we find unboxing, relaunched by social media video-
texts, loading processes, backups, or real “magics” such as AirDrop. It is part
of the ritual to show these tricks to non-Mac users, highlighting the carnal
baseness of their universe of meaning, made of contacts, cables, USB drives,
emails. Once again, an aesthetics of the disappearance of space.

In terms of value vision and behavioral typology, the Apple user delegates
all technology to the Brand and stands in opposition to the “tinkerer” who
customizes their PC, to the bricoleur who mixes and assembles. The purity of
the system must not be contaminated.

At the ethical level, the Walled Garden system presents itself as a closed
system, a kind of sanitary cordon protecting against contact-contagion with
other, less “healthy” environments. There is a limitation of freedom in the
name of functionality, operativity, and an aesthetic coherence carried to its
extreme consequences.
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As the Apple’s Campaign “Get a Mac” (2006) shows, the idea of contagion is
pivotal in Apple’s World'.

Following the brilliant analyses of FLOCH, we should position Apple on
the side of existential valorizations, probably at a utopian level. Yet we must
not overlook this cleverly concealed mechanism — unlike luxury brands —
of a ludic-aesthetic nature, where we can no longer speak of object design
but rather of “a system of forms” and aesthetic judgments, a collective
interpretation of beauty.

We are no longer talking about a phone, but about behavioral coherence: the
way one chats, but also pays, listens to music, organizes time, and represents
mental operations and passions. As is evident when considering the famous
advertising “Think Different” (1997 and 1999), Apple explicitly invokes the
scientific philosophy of Descartes” and the theoretical physics of Einstein?, as
overarching worldviews. These interpretants, especially the latter, foreground
rationality, innovation, problem solving, and the simple genius and elegance
of mathematical formulas®.

An aesthetics of simplicity, of Cartesian clarity and distinction; closure
as “sanitary” protection or hygienic guarantee; an anti-libertarian (open-
source) ethic of loyalty and functionality (if it works better and allows me to
“think differently,” to create better content, it does not matter whether [ am
“imprisoned” within it); thythm of gestures; the magic of “spacelessness”;
body—machine fusion; screen—reality continuity.

The most recent campaigns centered on privacy and data protection reaffirm
the articulation of this form of life, deepening its capacity for stability: a
closed system does not deny freedom,; it protects individuality, reconstructing
— sub specie technologica — the regime of the private sphere. Outside lies
danger; everything that exceeds the network of delegated devices (Mac —
iPhone — iWatch ...) can potentially compromise the user.

The aesthetics of the technological dandy has, as its reverse side, an underlying

! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2kjmRqPVn5k
2 https://www.solopress.com/blog/business-marketing/apple-macintosh-best-ever-print-ads/
3 https://lowendmac.com/2013/think-different-ad-campaign-restored-apples-reputation/

4 CRUIKSHANK 2006, KAHANEY, PIERINI 2019. The reference to Descartes is also an
ironical re-writing of IBM’s Campaign by Ogilvie & Mather (1988) with the slogan “I Think,
therefore IBM”.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2kjmRqPVn5k
https://www.solopress.com/blog/business-marketing/apple-macintosh-best-ever-print-ads/
https://lowendmac.com/2013/think-different-ad-campaign-restored-apples-reputation/
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pathemic state: the anxiety of the “outside” (FOUCAULT 1969).

The commercial Flock (2024)° stages an atmosphere inspired by ORWELL,
with a tensive climax built around a direct quotation from The Birds by
HITCHCOCK (1963). The claim “Privacy. That’s iPhone,” referring to the
Safari browser designed to guarantee what, in Apple jargon, is called “Privacy
by design,” reinforces this narrative construction.

There is no practical normativity that is not also aesthetic, just as there is no
functionality that is not simultaneously pathemic tension.

5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R3-N8SPGm-E


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R3-N8SPGm-E
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