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Abstract

Fair trade has been praised for 'de-fetishizing' commaodities by providing consumers with information on the production of the
commodity. Various empirical studies of fair trade marketing materials have generated critique of this vision. However, these focused on
materials produced by engaged fair trade organizations. As the fair trade concept has entered the mainstream, fair trade products have
found their way into supermarkets. In this setting, these products are confronted with competition, both internal (with other fair trade
products) and external (with non-fair trade products). In this article, we argue for a broader focus when studying the relationship
between fair trade and defetishization. Our argument is based on a study of whether and how defetishization is advanced on packages
of ground coffee within the retail landscape of Flanders, Belgium. Several categories of packages can be distinguished, based on brand
(e.g., fair trade advocate, regular brand, retailer house brand) and label (e.g. fair trade label; other social label; no label, but origin is
emphasized in the product name). We demonstrate the difficulty of distinguishing these packages based on the visual and textual
information they carry (beyond the label), which complicates the identification of any clearly distinct 'fair trade message' on these
packages. Instead of serving a clear 'defetishizing' function, these messages are mixed, interchanged, and adapted. We argue that this
could be a direct consequence of perceived or actual changes in the consumer publics inherent to the mainstreaming of fair trade.

Keywords: Fair Trade, Commodity Fetishism, Mainstreaming, Marketing, Ethical
Consumption

Introduction

Although fair trade products represent only a small segment within the consumer market, they continue

to grow in popularity.[l In 2013, global sales of products certified through Fairtrade International amounted to
€5.5 billion, a 15% increase as compared to 2012 (Fairtrade International 2014). According to Webb @007), this
indicates the influence of organized consumer activism and the politicization of consumption. Moving beyond the
pervasive image of a passive consumer in the grip of global corporations' seductive marketing techniques,
scholars in the sociology of consumption and political sociology have become interested in studying fair trade's
potential to reconnect consumers and producers by revealing the social relationships underlying production and
exchange (Hudson & Hudson 2003). This reconnection is thought to be achieved by combining the creation of an
alternative trade system with the provision of information to consumers concerning the origins and production
processes associated with specific products, as well as about how consumption of a product affects its producers
and their living and working conditions (Fridell 2007; Hudson & Hudson 2003; Lyon 2006). In this sense, fair trade
is often perceived as 'removing the veil' (Hudson & Hudson 2003) from what Marx referred to as 'commodity
fetishism': 'a condition within capitalism in which the social relationships through which commodities are
produced are obscured in the commodity as it appears in the market' (Allen & Kovach 2000: 225). Given that
commodity fetishism 'is pervasive and intensifying," it 'has crucial implications for our collective abilities to
recognize and address the forms of environmental and social destruction unfolding within the social relations of
capitalist production' (Hudson & Hudson 2003: 414).

From this perspective, critical sociological analysis of the potential of the fair trade market to 'defetishize

the commodity' is highly relevant (Hudson & Hudson 2003; Webb 2007). Several empirical studies have pursued
this line of research, investigating marketing materials, including advertisements, websites and catalogues
(Bryant & Goodman 2004; Goodman 2004; Varul 2008; Wright 2004; 2009). Because these studies focus
predominantly on the distinct marketing materials of engaged fair trade organizations, however, they advance the
notion of a relatively homogeneous fair trade message. In this sense, existing research has not sufficiently
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a process of mainstreaming (Doherty et al. 2013; Geysmans forthcoming; Low & Davenport 2005a; 2005b; Moore
2004; Raynolds 2009; Webb 2007). The term 'mainstreaming' refers to a process in which an increasing number
of products labeled as fair trade are now being offered by conventional companies. They are thus being sold not
only by specialized 'niche' retailers (e.g., world shops), but also in ordinary supermarkets. Within this setting, fair
trade products are positioned in a much more competitive environment, both internally (competition between fair
trade certified products) and externally (with products bearing other labels, or no label at all).

The consequences of mainstreaming and increased competition for fair trade's potential to erode

commodity fetishism are insufficiently understood. Given that the Fairtrade label was originally intended 'to
address the "problem" of distinguishing fairly traded coffee from established, branded products, and of
destabilizing the meanings and qualities attributed to the latter' (Webb 2007: 5.6.), the mainstreaming of fair trade
and the proliferation of other labels risks undermining the distinctive and supposedly politicizing nature of fair
trade (e.g., Watson 2006). Some scholars have even argued that fair trade has become simply another 'niche,’'
subject to marketing techniques similar to those used with other products within an overall corporate strategy to
increase profit. According to this argument, therefore, the growth in fair trade sales is no longer critically
dependent upon public awareness and the understanding of global commodity chains (Alexander & Nichols 2006;
Goodman 2010).

This article aims to make an original contribution to the debate, based on the textual and visual analysis

of various product packages in the supermarket setting. The consideration of different groups of product
packages is indispensable to providing a more accurate reflection of the 'heterogeneous' landscape that
characterizes the supermarket shelf. We regard packages as key devices for providing information to customers
and thus for potentially achieving defetishization at the point of purchase. We consider whether and how
defetishization can be achieved through the textual/visual information appearing on product packages
associated with various brands and labels. By identifying key dimensions of distinction and similarity, we aim to
develop a more complex and relational conception of the defetishizing potential of fair trade products at the point
of purchase. The findings of this study thus provide a much-needed basis for enhancing understanding with
regard to the relationship between consumers and supermarkets in the context of ethical consumption and
consumer activism.

After providing a brief description of commodity fetishism and how fair trade has been argued to

challenge this phenomenon, we discuss developments in fair trade marketing and provide a critical presentation
of the relationship between fair trade marketing and commaodity fetishism. Subsequently, we elaborate on
reasons for focusing on product packages in a supermarket setting, in addition to introducing the data and
methods used in our empirical study. In the findings section, we focus upon the ways in which packages frame
the producer, the process and the place of production.

Commodity fetishism and fair trade

As stated above, we proceed from the point that fair trade has been lauded for addressing the problem

of commodity fetishism (Hudson & Hudson 2003; Lyon 2006). In the first volume of Capital, Marx uses the notion
of ‘commodity fetishism' to describe a condition in capitalist society, in which commaodities seem to be detached

from the labor from which they emanated, such that exchange value is perceived as inherent to an object. In this
way, the labor process 'behind' the product is hidden from view:

The mysterious character of the commodity-form consists therefore simply in the fact that the commodity reflects the
social characteristics of men's own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the
socio-natural properties of these things' (Marx 1976 [1867]: 164)

Broadly interpreted, the notion of commaodity fetishism can thus be used to 'refer to the ignoring or denial

of the background of objects' (Carrier 2010: 674). In this context, David Harvey notably speaks of 'silent grapes":
‘The grapes that sit upon the supermarket shelves are mute; we cannot see the fingerprints of exploitation upon
them or tell immediately what part of the world they are from' (Harvey 1990: 423).

In contrast, fair trade products are supposed to 'shout' about their origins and production process

(Goodman 2004: 893). In this respect, the provision of information to customers is arguably a key factor in
defetishizing commodities (Hudson & Hudson 2003; Lyon 2006; Watson 2006). It does not suffice for the actual
production and trading process within fair trade systems to differ from 'conventional' systems (e.g., more
durable@trade relations, investments in social development), thus interfering with circumstances at the basis of
commodity fetishism. Defetishization also requires consumers who are better informed about all the elements
connected to the production of a specific commaodity. According to Alexander and Nicholls (2006), 'connectivity'
between producers and consumers forms an essential part of fair trade systems, thus 'shortening' the geographic
distance between production and consumption by 'lengthening' the communications network between consumers
and producers (Alexander & Nicholls 2006: 1240). Goodman (2004) argues that this should be accomplished by
adding specific 'translation devices' in the form of discursive and visual narratives to the network. Within the fair
trade market, these discursive and visual narratives are often contained in marketing materials (e.g., brochures,
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Defetishizing or refetishizing? Developments in and critical studies of fair trade marketing

This emphasis on fair trade marketing entails an apparent contradiction, as marketing has been

identified as a development within the contemporary trade system that has 'served to further divorce the end
product from the process by which it was produced' (Hudson and Hudson 2003: 417). Although Hudson and
Hudson (2003) note that fair trade uses marketing to advertise about the process of production, other authors
have acknowledged that fair trade marketing has undergone drastic changes. For example, Alexander and
Nicholls (2006) identify three evolutionary phases in fair trade marketing. The first phase was characterized by
communication emphasizing the production process. In an effort to move beyond the 'natural' consumer of fair
trade products, however, the focus of fair trade marketing shifted toward an emphasis on product quality and,
more recently, places (e.g., fair trade towns) (Alexander and Nicholls 2006). Also Goodman (2010) argues that
shifts in fair trade marketing have taken place, which has recently led to the extensive use of celebrities (i.e.,
celebritization) in fair trade campaigns.

Given the clear development of fair trade marketing beyond issue awareness, the tension — and even
contradiction — inherent in regarding marketing materials as potential defetishization tools seems to be
increasing. Several empirical studies on fair trade marketing materials have generated critiques that undermine
the unquestioning acceptance of fair trade marketing as contributing to the defetishization of commodities. Major
critiques relate to the portrayal of producers and geographic origins in fair trade marketing. First, the images of
producers used in fair trade marketing have been labeled romanticized and, in certain ways, even neo-colonial
(Varul 2008). It is the use of romanticized/simplified images that commaodifies the lives of the producers, and the
consumer/producer relationship itself, thus 'refetishizing' fair trade commodities (Wright 2004). As observed by
Michael Goodman (2004), this constitutes a process of re-working the commodity fetish. A second critique is that
fair trade marketing is not free of Edenic Myths (Bryant & Goodman 2004). As argued by Wright (2004), images
and descriptions of landscapes in fair trade advertisements tend to be overly 'natural,' and thus romanticized.

Given the presence of these romanticized images (of both producers and landscapes), Goodman (2004)

clarifies how fair trade can be linked to the 'double commodity fetish,' as described by Cook and Crang (1996).
Cook and Crang describe contemporary market actors that emphasize the geographic origins of products in
order to 're-enchant' commodities (Cook and Crang 1996). In addition to veiling certain information, an extra veil
of romanticized information is added to a commodity, thereby establishing a double commodity fetish. For
example, Bell and Valentine (1997) refer to 'exotic' fruit as a product in which the origins are promoted as a
unique selling proposition, closely related to the notion of 'authenticity." In this sense, images of distant places are
apparently used to offer opportunities for 'imaginative travel' (Urry 2000; 2007), transporting people to the other
side of the world without physically moving. Given the romanticized nature of these images, however, they do not
seem appropriate tools for defetishization.

Fair trade products going mainstream: Competition on the supermarket shelf

Our literature review reveals important critical insights into the relationship between fair trade marketing

and defetishization. Nevertheless, existing research focuses primarily on the marketing materials produced by
engaged fair trade organizations. The full understanding of this relationship also requires considering marketing
materials produced by other actors who seem to be/are situated in the fair trade market, as they characterize the
process of fair trade mainstreaming. To this end, we adopt the novel approach of examining a range of product
packages found in the supermarket setting.

Product packages play a central role in providing information at the point of purchase. As argued by Hudson and
Hudson (2003), fair trade attempts to make the 'conditions in which commodities are produceda very visible part
of the product (419, emphasis added). First, product packages carry fair trade labels, which are intended to
provide certain reassurances to consumers. For the fair trade movement, labeling is a key strategy with which 'to
distinguish, and impute meaning to, an alternative product' (Webb 2007: 5.3). Second, the texts and images
provided on a package can provide more explicit information on a variety of issues. Packages can thus be
considered prime sources of information about products, revealing, emphasizing, or hiding their visible and
invisible characteristics (Barrey et al. 2000). Packages thus offer a 'frame' (Goffman 1974) through which
customers can make sense of the products they see. The essential role of packages in framing relates to their
crucial role in defining the 'skills, activities and identities of consumers' (Cochoy 2007: 111).

The literature offers little empirical insight into how 'the symbolism of a critique of commodity chain
relationships' that fair trade seeks to build 'into the materialism of the pack of coffee' (Webb 2007, 5.8) actually
operates within a more diversified market setting. The defetishization literature has yet to reflect sufficient
acknowledgement that the introduction of fair trade products into the supermarket has brought these product
packages into a setting of both internal and external competition. Internal competition results from the nature of
the fair trade label. Although fair trade standards are not legal standards, the most widely known national fair
trade labels are united under the international umbrella of Fairtrade International. This organization sets
standards for certifying producers and products with the Fairtrade label. In practice, this implies that, with the
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established industries which understood the subtleties of local markets and were already well known' (Renard
2005: 423). As fair trade products become more numerous - and are not only sold by engaged fair trade
organizations -, they are thus forced to compete 'among themselves' for the attention of the customer. Obviously,
there is also external competition with similar products that are not certified as fair trade. Moreover, labels have
been developed that make claims that resemble those made by the fair trade movement (Hudson & Hudson
2003; Hudson et al. 2013; Arnold & Hasse 2015). Although the various labels are not at all interchangeable (e.g.,
Raynolds et al. 2007), they arguably could be confusing to consumers, who do not necessarily make clear
distinctions (e.g., Renard 2003; Hudson et al. 2013; Watson 2006).

Through analyzing a range of different product packages found on the supermarket shelf, we capture
this situation of market competition and diversification.

Data and methodology

The case of coffee

Our analysis focuses on packages of ground coffee. This choice is motivated by three arguments. First,

coffee has a clear link to fair trade. It is the earliest commodity labeled as fair trade, and it currently remains one
of the most popular fair trade products (Fairtrade International 2014; Raynolds et al. 2004; Webb 2007). Second,
many supermarkets currently offer fair trade ground coffee. Third, aside from (or in addition to) fair trade labels,
the world of coffee is characterized by a wide array of other labels and certificates (Raynolds et al. 2007;
Reinecke, Manning & von Hagen 2012, many of which are associated with 'caring for the distant producer.'

We studied the packages of ground coffee sold in the five dominant supermarket chains in Flanders (the

Dutch speaking part of Belgium). When visiting these supermarkets, we used two main criteria to select coffee
packages for our database. The first concerned the presence of a 'social' label or certificate (emphasizing the
impact on living/working conditions for the producer). Products carrying such labels/certificates were added to the
database. We should note here that although such labels formed an essential selection criteria, the analysis
extended further to include other visual and textual information on the selected packages. The second selection
factor concerned the name of the coffee. Packages bearing names referring to the place of production (e.g.,
'Brazil," 'Indonesia’) were also included in the database (regardless of whether they carried any
labels/certificates). Note that, to ensure the inclusion of all varieties of fair trade ground coffee from one fair trade
organization, all of its varieties were included in the database, even though only one variety was sold in one of
the 'big five' supermarket chains (the other varieties were sold in a chain of organic shops owned by one of these
chains and/or in specialized fair trade shops). Data collection took place in the spring of 2013.

Analytical strategy

As elaborated earlier in this paper, the fair trade literature often tends to treat the notion of defetishizing
commodities in terms of consumers gaining insight into commaodities' production. Scholars typically focus on the
provision of information concerning such issues as the place of production, the process of production, and the
people involved in production (e.g., Goodman 2010; Hudson & Hudson 2003; Lyon 2006). These three issues
form the focus of our analysis of the information found on the packaging of ground coffee. As mentioned, these
packages can be regarded as providing a frame to the customer. Advanced by Goffman (1974) as a basic tool for
shaping social interaction, a frame is essentially a way in which people make sense of a given reality (or
information about that reality). Rein and Schoén (1993: 146) adopt a relatively broad definition of the concept:
‘framing is a way of electing, organizing, interpreting and making sense of a complex reality to provide guideposts
for knowing, analyzing, persuading, and acting.' In our analysis of whether and how defetishization is advanced
on coffee packages, we thus focus on the framing of information concerning producers, process, and place of
production. When coding the information found on the packages, we focused on the presence of references to
producers, process, and place of production, as well as on the messages associated with these references. The
coding was applied to meaningful fragments of text, and not to individual words.

Expectations concerning different packages

We divided the coffee packages in our database into four categories (Table 1). The first category

includes packages sold by 'fair trade advocates' (i.e., organizations whose primary goal is to promote and sell fair
trade products). The second category consists of packages sold by conventional brands and retailer house
brands that have adopted the Fairtrade label on at least some of their products. The third category includes
packages bearing other labels or certificates claiming to benefit the living and/or working conditions of producers
(thus excluding claims focusing exclusively on health or environment). The fourth category consists of packages
without any social label, but with names that clearly refer to the place of production.

Table 2 (in the appendix) provides an overview of the packages in the database, with info on the brands
'behind' the packages, the labels or certificates appearing on the packages, and whether the name on the coffee
package refers to the origins of the coffee.
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Brand Social Label | Origins in name | Nrof packages in
category
1. Fair trade advocates Fairtrade Sometimes 2
2. Regular and retailer house brands Fairtrade Sometimes 6
3. Regular and retailer house brands Other, non- Sometimes 5
Fairtrade
4. Retailer house brands No Always 5

Different expectations can be formulated with regard to the information provided on the packages in

each of the four categories. First, the packages of 'fair trade advocates' are likely to contain considerable
information on producers, conditions, and place of production, as these products are marketed by organizations
strongly engaged with fair trade. Second, packages of regular brands and retailer house brands bearing fair trade
labels are likely to provide less information on these issues. Although studies on the defetishizing aspect of fair
trade have yet to address the distinction between fair trade products sold by fair trade advocates and those sold
by regular companies, we base this expectation on the fact that none of the regular brands in our database
exclusively offer products certified as fair trade. If they were to provide a substantial amount of information on
issues relating to 'fair' production and trade, they might ultimately direct attention toward unfair practices within
their broader product range. Third, communication on the packages of brands with other labels is unlikely to offer
any profound revelations concerning the production process. We expect this because many of these labels are
identified as 'substitute labels' (Hudson et al. 2013: 138), which are actually 'certifications that largely hold the bar
on existing standards to foster corporate engagement' (Raynolds et al. 2007: 159). Finally, products without
labels, but with names stressing origins are likely to refer to the origins of the product, but in a manner that
actually invokes a 'double commodity fetish' (Cook & Crang 1996).

In the remainder of this article, we focus on our findings concerning the framing of 1) the producer, 2)

the process of production, and 3) the place of production on the various product packages. In the following
sections, the quotations from packages were originally in Dutch and translated by the authors, unless explicitly
mentioned otherwise. When referring to specific packages, we use the package numbering presented in Table 2
(in the appendix).

Findings
The producer

Bringing the producer into the picture

The first features to draw attention are the images on the product packages. It is interesting to note that

only the packages of the fair trade advocates displayed clear images of coffee farmers (or people representing
them). Other coffees with fair trade labels displayed only hands (supposed to be those of the producers) or no
visual reference to the producer at all. As different authors have shown, a critical lens is needed when viewing
representations of producers. This is because, although such representations may be interpreted as a means of
defetishization, 'in fact, social relations are but partially revealed, in ways that render them commodities in their
own right' (Wright 2004: 671). On the fair trade advocates' packages we examined, the images clearly portrayed
romanticized (Varul 2008) stories in certain ways. First, the vast majority of the individuals portrayed on these
packages were smiling into the camera lens, as if smiling to Northern consumers (Fig 1). These pictures are thus
clearly framed within the idea of fair trade's positive impact on producers' lives (in Wright's terms, the 'happy ever
after' story [2004: 671]). At the same time, however, they conceal the hardships of growing coffee. Second, the
packages of two coffee-varieties of one fair trade advocate (Packages 5) use images of people who do not
appear to represent the producers, instead highlighting the geographic origins of the product (Fig 1A). The
individuals on these packages seem to represent their countries or continents by wearing traditional clothing (or
at least clothing that consumers are likely to perceive as traditional). By stressing the 'otherness' of the people
portrayed, spatial distance is apparently magnified rather than minimized. Goodman's (2004) argument regarding
how standardized images and ideas about the exotic other seem to 're-work' the fair trade fetish appears to apply
here. As formulated by Jackson (1999), images of people in exotic clothing might constitute an illustration of the
‘commodification of culture,' emphasizing differences by using a frame of authenticity and tradition.
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of the packages are more clearly intended to represent the coffee producer. For example, some depict people on
a coffee farm, thus making it easy to identify them as producers. Moreover, many images depict the producers
within a broader context (e.g., the family or the cooperative; see Fig. 1B). Producers are thus not presented as
isolated entities, but as part of a group. The packages of the other fair trade advocate (Packages 7) place even
more emphasis on the portrayed person as a producer (Fig 1C & D). All of these images depict one person in the
act of producing coffee (e.g. picking, or weighing). The depiction of both women and men avoids providing a
unidimensional vision of the male coffee producer, as identified in Wright's data (2004: 668).

Given the visual representation of the growers, most of the pictures on the fair trade advocates'

packages seem aimed at providing at least some information on the people who produced the coffee. Although
this might support the defetishizing character of fair trade, the use of specific romanticized images might add
another layer to the fetish (e.g., Lyon 2006; Varul 2008). It is interesting to note that the other coffee packages
(both with and without fair trade labels) do not carry such visual representations of the producers. In this respect,
these coffee packages do not correspond to the notion of defetishizing the commodity and shortening the
distance between production and consumption.

Speaking about producers

Most of the packages carry written messages about the producers. The packages of the two fair trade

advocates contained textual elements referring to individual producers or cooperatives. One (Packages 5)
accomplished this by naming the specific producer organizations/cooperatives that produced the coffee,
explaining how they work and benefit the producers. Customers can thus learn how a cooperative brings several
families together, and how these families benefit from the cooperative (e.g., through access to microcredits). This
information -provided under the heading 'Effects' on the back of the package- apparently addresses consumers
as people who are moved to purchase by the product's socially just background. For example, customers can
learn that 'the co-operation [...] has seen its role in local development been strengthened. It has been able to
provide many services to its members, such as access to credit for the purchase of agricultural machinery'
(Packages 5). Remarkably the text represents the benefits gained by producers, as mediated by the cooperative.
The direct role of the consumer is stressed in a brief standard text, stating that, by buying the product, the
consumer is helping to improve living and working conditions for the producer.

The texts included on the packages of the other fair trade advocate (Packages 7) presented individual
producers. The images on the packages were accompanied by brief texts rendered in English handwriting on the
back of each package (thus emphasizing authenticity, even though the original messages probably have been in
Spanish, French, or Swahili). In these short texts, the producers greet the consumers, introduce themselves, and
briefly tell something related to the coffee purchased. This brief introduction is followed by a link to a website,
where consumers can read the 'stories' of specific producers. As stated by Wright, the relationship 'is, of course,
visual, virtual, and entirely one-way' (2004: 671; see alsoLyon 2006). Nevertheless, it creates a situation in
which the abstractness associated with distance is surpassed and replaced by concrete faces to which
customers can relate the coffee they drink. One rather disturbing observation involves the framing of this
relationship on some of the packages of this fair trade advocate. Some of the brief citations reflected a
hierarchical relationship between the consumer and the producer. For example, some texts contained statements
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coffee' (Packages 7, in English). It is difficult to regard the relationships portrayed in such statements as equal.
Varul (2008) observes that, despite the goal of promoting equality in trade relationships, fair trade advertising
often builds on images relating to colonial inequality. For example, a short text on one of the packages states:
'Meanwhile, think about the farmer who carefully selected these coffee beans. Know that he and his family got a
good price and that you've made a difference in their lives' (Packages 7, in English). In this case, it is the privilege
of the consumer to consume, while the producer is portrayed as a provider. The idea of consumers who are
moved to action by claims about social justice is merged with a notion of consumers as people who also (or
primarily) enjoy the position of being able to consume the product. Of course, as stated by Wright, the actual
dependency of the producers on the coffee trade (whether fair or otherwise) is greater, given that 'all the
consumer would be without is a particular coffee brand' (2004: 672).

Overall, the fair trade advocates seem to aim to bridge the distance between the consumer and the

producer (albeit only in this direction) by establishing a personal bond between the coffee consumer and a
symbolic representation of the person(s) who grew the coffee (Goodman 2004; Wright 2004, 2009). It is
interesting to note that only two of the other packages (one with a non-fair trade label [Packages 8] and one
without any label [Packages 9]), both belonging to the same retailer house brand) made any reference to a
specific producer. Both provided the name of the plantation at which the coffee was grown. For packages bearing
a fair trade label but that were not sold by fair trade advocates (Packages 2, 3, 6, 13, 14 and 17, the producer
remained an undefined category, indicated only broadly, with such terms as 'farmers' or 'cooperatives.' These
terms were used predominantly in relatively standard explanatory texts, briefly mentioning the fair trade label and
how customers could obtain additional information on the subject through a general website (e.g.,
www.fairtrade.net, managed by Fairtrade International; www.fairtradebelgium.be, managed by Fairtrade Belgium
[formerly known as Max Havelaar Belgium]). For example: 'The independent Fairtrade/Max Havelaar label
guarantees you that this coffee is certified according to the international Fairtrade standards. By buying this
coffee, you are contributing to better living and working conditions for farmers, while supporting the protection of
the environment. Info: www.fairtradebelgium.be' (Packages 3). Although similar texts also appeared on the
packages of the fair trade advocates, the regular and house brands' packages differed by providing only
standardized abstract references to producers.

Packages bearing non-fair trade labels (Packages 1, 8, 11, 12 and 16)used similar abstract references

to producers. One package bearing the Rainforest Alliance label included a statement that the company strives to
achieve 'good working conditions and a decent wage for the coffee farmers (Packages 16). One retailer-specific
label assured consumers that its guidelines 'guarantee the compliance of the social and environmental criteria
and improves the living- and working conditions of the producers' (Packages 12). Although such texts might
establish a connection between consumers and producers (as argued by Whatmore and Thorne 1997), the
information was very brief, making it difficult for consumers to arrive at any concrete interpretation of
circumstances at the local level. In such cases, the label could become a positive asset for the product,

assuming that consumers have no need for detailed claims about social justice, instead being reassured by the
label itself, which thus adds value to the product.

The packages of products with fair trade and other certifications (not belonging to the fair trade

advocates) can sometimes be identified as following the strategy of using labels as positive assets. In some
cases, the packages offered frames explicitly linking the brand to the positive attributes of social justice inherent
to the label. The consumer is informed how company x 'does everything in its power to distribute Fairtrade
products' (Packages 13, 14) or can learn more about company y's efforts in the field of sustainability and our
principal partner UTZ Certified' (Packages 11)on the company website. These examples illustrate how brands
build their images at least in part by emphasizing activities that are intended to benefit producers. This issue is
also closely related to the concept of 'fair-washing,' which refers to practices in which corporations try to 'confuse
consumers into thinking that the products being sold are certified fair trade products (or are an equivalent) when
they are not' (Reed 2009: 14). For example, the use of labels resembling the fair trade label could reflect the fair-
washing strategy of 'captive certification.' In this case, corporations associate with or develop labels/certificates
that resemble fair trade labels, but that do not provide the same high social standards, and that often align with
business interests (Reed 2009; see also Hudson & Hudson 2003). Although such labels can have their own
value, they become problematic when they are mistaken for fair trade, as the standards emphasize different
aspects of the production and trade process (e.g., Hudson et al. 2013; Raynolds et al. 2009). The similarity of
standard texts referring to producers on packages bearing fair trade labels and those bearing other labels
indicates how easily such mistakes could be made by consumers who are unaware of the exact content of the
various certification schemes. To illustrate, we refer to a claim found on one coffee package bearing both retailer-
specific and third-party labels. This package stated that 'the local producers are paid in accordance with market
prices' (Packages 8). Although this might seem noble at first glance, it ultimately says nothing more than that the
price paid to the producers is regulated by the market — a risk from which the fair trade movement aims to protect
producers.

Interpreting the abstractness of producers on these packages as a strategic use of labels is but one of
several possibilities. Another interpretation, which can co-exist with the previous one, is that such abstractness
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producers, as identified in literature and our own analysis. Companies might thus explicitly decide to avoid using
romanticized pictures of smiling producers wearing 'traditional' clothing or messages that could be interpreted as
reflecting neo-colonial dependency of distant producers.

Process and place of production

In general, the product itself occupied the central position on all of the packages. Visually, this was clear

on the packaging materials of both house brands and regular brands bearing fair trade or other labels (Fig. 2). On
most of these packages, images of the actual product featured most prominently. Some packages (3 & 6)
featured unprocessed coffee: coffee beans, sometimes presented by hands holding them (Fig. 2A). Others
depicted the end product — a cup of coffee — as with Packages 1, 2, and 12 (Fig. 2B). Yet another group
displayed a combination of both (Packages 13, 14, 16, and 17). In this case as well, several explanations are
possible. The focus upon pictures of the product might signal the company's disinterest in or lack of knowledge
about the producer. Alternatively, it could reflect a strategic decision to avoid relatively superficial representations
of producers, or it might be a strategy inspired by the will to market the brand as coffee of good quality, without
profiling it as an 'ethical' product (an image that is sometimes associated with poor quality). It is interesting to
note that, in the UK, Goodman (2010) identifies how fair trade advocates' packages have started to eschew the
use of images of farmers, while major brands do not (the opposite of our findings).

A.

Figure 2. Product images

Quality appears to be a unifying element in the ways in which packages 'talk' about their coffee. Almost

all packages (including those of the fair trade advocates) devoted a substantial amount of their space to
convincing consumers of the quality of the product being sold. All but one of the packages (Packages 3, a
retailer-specific brand of fair trade coffee) made explicit references to the quality of the coffee, usually by
emphasizing excellent taste. For example, a package sold by one fair trade advocate noted that the coffee has 'a
pleasant balance and fruitiness. The pleasant character is enhanced by a touch of acidity’ (Packages 7). Others
mentioned a 'sublime aroma,' 'pure delight (Packages 6), or 'subtle aftertaste of citrus and coriander (Packages
9). In this regard, no straightforward distinctions could be made between categories. This finding corresponds to
Wright's (2004) analysis of a fair trade advertisement, which contained a substantial amount of information
intended to convince consumers that the product was 'better' (with much less reference to its ethical aspects).
Studies in the marketing and business literature also indicate the importance of more hedonistic values in fair
trade marketing (see De Ferran & Grunert 2007; De Pelsmacker et al., 2005). From the perspective of
defetishization our analysis provides more specific evidence of how quality can form a central frame when
referring to both process and place of production.

Producing quality

Packages in every category contained explicit references to the process of production as the basis for

the excellent quality of the coffee. In this context, the process of production refers to various stages of production,
which were emphasized on specific packages: cultivation, roasting, and (in some cases) even packaging. For
example, on one of its coffee varieties, one fair trade advocate argued that 'the use of coffees of the past and the
method of growing under shady leaves provide this coffee with its strength, full taste, and abundance of flavors'
(Packages 5). A package without a label but emphasizing origin stated that this 100% Arabica coffee was

picked, washed, and dried using traditional methods, developing its unique flavor under these conditions'
(Packages 9). The line of argumentation is clear: a specific characteristic of the process of production leads to the
specific characteristics of the end product. This suggests that such information might actually defetishize the
commodity, implying that it contributes 'to a greater understanding of the process by which the product was
created, ' which Hudson and Hudson @003: 418) argue is quite rare in advertising.

It is important to consider the extent to which such statements actually tell anything about the process of
production. Except in the case of those who are unaware that coffee is grown, roasted, and packaged,
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‘with special attention,' or 'with extensive experience' do not provide consumers with much additional insight into
the production process. Only a few packages contained information on the production process that actually said
anything about the social and environmental issues interwoven in this process. One example was on a package
from a fair trade advocate, briefly mentioning that coffee grown in the shadow of trees secures biodiversity and
protects the soil (Packages 5).

Many statements thus embellished the veil of fetishism instead of lifting it, through the use of

romanticized descriptions of how 'only the ripe' (Packages 15) coffee beans have been 'selected with the
greatest care' (Packages 4) and ‘harvested by hand' (Packages 2), after which 'the master coffee roasters
compose the most delicious blends in a traditional way' (Packages 8). Such statements left no room for
information on the industrial side of coffee roasting, or the hardships inherent in the work on coffee plantations.
This information might distract consumers away from the images of authenticity, care, and tradition. We are
convinced that this issue is also essentially connected to the notion of 'shortening the distance' between
producers and consumers; because the distance must be shortened, excessive complexity or distractions could
potentially lead consumers away from the intended short route to the producer.

The origins of quality

During data-collection, we were surprised by the number of coffee packages which, through the name of

the coffee, contained clear regional references to the origin of the raw commaodity. This reminded us of Crang's
statement that 'talking about a veil [central in the idea of commodity fetishism] misses how commaodities talk
loudly about where they may have come from, what places they want the consumer to think of and so forth'
(Crang 1998: 133).

Some packages thus falk loudly about the landscapes in which the coffee was produced, enhancing the
traceability of the product in an easily recognizable manner (Crang 1998). This practice is also familiar in the
organics market, which is often dominated by potentially deceptive images of rural landscapes (Johnston et al.
2009). Bryant and Goodman (2004) — with a focus on products claiming to benefit the rainforest- comment on
deceptive imagery with reference to 'Edenic Myth-making'. They demonstrate how specific images and narratives
are used on product packages to refer to the rainforest as exotic, lush, or untouched, thus obscuring the political
ecology of the rainforest. Wright (2009) argues how similar issues are sometimes at play in fair trade marketing.

The packages in our database reflected how the fair trade advocates (Packages 5 and 7) clearly

referred to the regions in which the coffee was cultivated. Especially the packages of one of the fair trade
advocates (Packages 5) carried different references to the place of production, which moreover were often
strongly linked to the quality of the coffee. The landscape of production has thus been made functional: it yields
good coffee (Cook & Crang 1996). For example: 'On the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro, one of the finest and most
aromatic Arabica coffees in the world is grown. The height and fertility of the volcanic soil generate a slightly
acidic coffee, full of rich and intense aromas' (Packages 5). In contrast to the illustrations identified by Bryant and
Goodman (2004), these descriptions however are much less visual.The only visual image was generated by a
small picture of the landscape on some of the brand's packages. These images did depict unspoiled scenery in
which nature prevails.

The geographic references on the other fair trade advocate's packages (Packages 7) were not as

extensive, often mentioning only the country of origin. Also in this case, the origins were combined with
references to the high quality of the coffee, but not necessarily in a functional way (e.g., 'a coffee of top quality
from the highlands of Lake Kivu'; Packages 7). Other packages of this fair trade advocate employed more
'Edenic' imagery in the 'advice' to the consumer: 'Buy this pack. Hurry home. Open it and smell the exotic scent
of faraway places' (Packages 7, in English). This phrase commodified the origins as 'exotic' and open to the
consumer's enjoyment.

None of the other packages with a label (fair trade or other) provided much detail on the origins. One

brand mentioned the specific countries or regions of origin on the package (Packages 14), and on another
brand's packages (Packages 2) an unclear picture of a sandy landscape provides the background to a picture of
a coffee cup. A third brand's packages carried an image of a natural landscape and a sentence describing the
location of the coffee plantation (Packages 8). References to the place of production were thus limited for both of
these categories.

Packages in the fourth category (no label, but with a name emphasizing origin) used the distance

between the place of consumption and the place of production as an exclusive characteristic of their coffee. For
these coffees, origin and quality were intimately connected, with origin equaling quality. In this regard, they
resembled the packages of the fair trade advocates (mostly packages 5), which also linked the origins of the
coffee beans to the quality of the coffee. On the packages in the fourth category, however, the references were
more extensive, containing more exotic superlatives. For example, one brand stressed the quality of its coffee's
origin as follows: 'In the heart of the valley around Antigua, this plantation-grown coffee gathers all of its richness.
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of 1450m, the local farmers enjoy highly fertile land and the shadow of the Guatemalan tropical rainforest'
(Packages 9). Another package of Guatemalan coffee stated that 98% of the coffee in Guatemala grows in the
shadow of trees. This allows the coffee to grow more slowly, allowing top quality to develop. The best coffee
comes from Antigua, a region in the southern part of central Guatemala, a volcanic region at the elevation of
1400m-1700m. This offers a perfect combination of soil, rain, humidity, and temperature' (Packages 15). In visual
terms, these brands use pictures of exotic landscapes (Fig. 3B) and ethnic prints (Fig.3 A, C) on their packages,
consistent with the notions of Edenic Myth-making and the commodification of culture, as discussed before.

Figure 3. Origin pictures

The references to the origins of the coffee seem intended to transport consumers to faraway countries,

thus fitting the concept of 'imaginative travel' (Urry 2000; 2007). The kind of imaginative travel evoked on these
packages, however, does not raise awareness concerning the global interdependence between consumers in the
North and producers in the South. By emphasizing the natural and untouched locations in which the coffees are
grown and associating them with high quality, these brands actually transform the distance into an exclusive
asset. In this regard therefore, the packages seem to magnify the physical distance between producer and
consumer. By looking at the coffee packages, consumers can be transported to the other side of the world, only
to be bewildered by the amazing differences between their own living environment and the ravishing mythical
landscapes that produced the excellent coffee they are holding in their hands. The challenge for fair trade
products thus entails avoiding the trap of Edenic Myth-making, as it might add to the fetish (cf. Cook & Crang with
regard to the double commodity fetish) instead of making people aware of the living conditions of the producers.

Discussion

This study is based on the analysis of the packaging materials of ground coffees offered within the

Flemish market. We focus on how these packages attempt to address customers within the competitive
environment of the supermarket and, more specifically, how the issue of defetishization operates in this context.
The analysis does not reveal a consistent distinction between the packaging materials used by the different
brand categories in our database.

One important distinction could be made with regard to the ways in which the brands of fair trade

advocates and the regular and house brands referred to producers. The two fair trade advocates adopted a more
personal approach, allowing the consumer to 'meet' the producer. Other labeled coffees adopted a more
standardized approach, in which the producer remained an anonymous entity.

No clear distinctions could be drawn on other aspects. All of the selected packages placed heavy

emphasis on the quality of the coffee. Moreover, references to the process of production were advanced within
this context, emphasizing characteristics of the production process as the foundation for the excellent quality of
the coffee. Nevertheless, most of the references presented a relatively uninformative/romanticized image of
coffee production. Finally, we observed at least partial similarities between the packages of the two fair trade
advocates and those of the unlabeled 'origin' coffees, in that they all contained references to the geographic
origins of the coffee, often linked to the quality of the coffee.



7.5

7.6

8.1

more 'personal’ portrait of the producer. This strategy could re-work the fetish, however, through the use of
romanticized images. The other packages remained much more abstract, with some providing no information on
the producer at all. With regard to other aspects that could be perceived as contributing to defetishization, we
observed that all product packages placed heavy emphasis on the quality of the product, which provided an
important frame for information on place and process of production. Instead of 'lifting' the veil of commodity
fetishism, these practices 'embellished' it.

In our introduction, we emphasized the challenges posed by the supermarket setting for the notion of a
homogeneous fair trade message, due to internal and external competition. In this discussion, we relate the role
of the consumer in this setting to our findings concerning the information that the packages provided on
producer, process, and place of production. First, we believe that the use of romanticized images and
descriptions in fair trade campaigns could be better understood by considering the consumer. The use of such
images and descriptions could be seen as the consequence of efforts to resonate with the consumer public.
Certain images might be more easily recognizable or more readily associated with fair trade. In this study, we
had no data on consumer reactions to or interpretations of the packaging materials. In the literature, however,
various scholars have argued that the public expects certain images when confronted with specific societal
issues (e.g., Dean 2015 on homelessness; Campbell 2011 on famine). For this reason, although specific images
could be characterized as romanticized or stereotypical, they could also be perceived as necessary in order to
achieve recognition with the public the brands are trying to address (Dean 2015). A similar line of thought could
be applied to explain the prevalence of quality information in the framing of both the process and the place of
production. The central point in this regard is that the supermarket public extends 'beyond the 5 per cent of the
population that are its [fair trade's] natural consumers' (Alexander & Nicholls 2006: 1243). The introduction of fair
trade products into the supermarket was thus expected to broaden the consumer base of fair trade products.
However, as demonstrated in various studies, in order to appeal to a broader range of consumers, fair trade
marketing shifted towards a focus upon product quality. It is thus the consumer (or, more precisely, perceptions
about consumer preferences) that seems to stand in the way of profound defetishization on product packages.

Subsequent research could focus on the reception of fair trade packages by the consumer public. The
production of such marketing materials should also be explored further. As argued by O'Boyle (2009: 8),
‘constructions of identity in advertising are contingent and context bound and are as much about alleviating
producer uncertainty as they are about the prevailing cultural climate or the putative preferences of consumers.'

Conclusion

Returning to our point about the complexity associated with fair trade (marketing) messages within the
competitive supermarket setting, our results indeed do not provide any straightforward 'message' provided on all
analyzed packages. The desire to broaden the fair trade market has produced a situation in which many different
actors are present in this market. For this reason, and based on our findings, we argue that it is no longer
accurate to speak of a fair trade network that offers a single, clear message to consumers. Instead, specifically
within the supermarket setting, multiple actors (in this case, packages) appear with messages that resemble
each other to some extent, while also exhibiting clear differences (e.g., abstract farmers/producers 'with faces;'
mentioning/not mentioning the place of production; degree of focus on quality). These similarities and differences
do not follow sharp dividing lines between categories that might be validated by some experts (e.g., who know
the meaning of various labels and claims; who can distinguish between 'true' fair trade products and weaker
imitations; or who are interested in the companies behind products). Average consumers are unlikely to make
such distinctions consistently, due to the similarity of messages across the boundaries of the various categories.
The packages could thus be seen as actors attempting to translate the message of the fair trade network to suit
their interests (e.g., supporting farmers; building an image; maximizing sales), linked through a general desire to
appeal to customers within a competitive market setting. This obviously imposes serious limitations on the
potential of fair trade to develop into a genuine alternative to conventional trade.
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Notes

In its most widely used definition, fair trade is described as 'A trading partnership, based on dialogue,
transparency and respect, that seeks greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sustainable
development by offering better trading conditions to, and securing the rights of marginalized producers and



supporting producers, awareness raising and in campaigning for changes in the rules and practice of
conventional international trade' (Fine 2001; cited inMoore 2004, p73-74).
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Table 2. Overview of the selected packages and their characteristics.
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*Packages are grouped according to brand. Different colors indicate different brands: one brand can encompass several packages, as
different labels and/or names can be attributed to different packages of the same brand.
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