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Final Exam: An Analysis of Counterfeit Culture

 For those that take an interest in fashion, wearing the latest trends in designer labels can 

be easy for the financially stable, yet prove to be very difficult for those that cannot afford them. 

From purses to jackets, sunglasses to high heels, the counterfeit merchandise culture has become 

one of the most popular alternatives to owning designer fashion. These counterfeit manufacturers 

are increasingly growing in expertise that it is now difficult to tell the real from the fake. In fact, 

a recent episode of the television show, The City¸ proved that even the creative director of Elle 

magazine could not tell the difference between a real and fake handbag. With price tags up to 

more than half the price of the original, the growing popularity of counterfeit goods leads me to 

examine how it shapes our society into consumer culture. Using the theories of Pierre Bourdieu 

and Jean Baudrillard, I will examine the extent of power the designers and consumers have in the 

reproduction and consumption of counterfeit goods. While both theorists agree that the power to 

buy knock-offs lies in the buyer, ultimately it is the consumer culture we live in that guides our 

desires in owning the latest trends. 

 Counterfeiting is illegal worldwide, yet there is always a high demand for knock-off 

designer goods. Selling these counterfeit purses and watches attracts naïve tourists and employs 

those that need to make ends meet despite the consequences of their vendors being shut down. 



Bourdieu would find the phenomenon of counterfeit merchandise as a result of culture because 

he sees it as a type of economy, or marketplace (Ritzer, p. 181). People utilize their cultural 

norms rather than economic capital. When people see a Rolex watch, they associate the person 

wearing it to having high status. However, if the Rolex is counterfeit, that person’s status is 

called to question. Bourdieu believes that “people pursue distinction in a range of cultural 

fields” (Ritzer, p. 181). Society distinguishes what is high or low class by the products that are 

consumed by each class. Counterfeit goods are most commonly associated with lower class 

statuses. Because they are sold on the streets of Chinatown and not Rodeo drive, counterfeit 

goods carry the demeanor of being cheap and low class. Bourdieu explains “rational” habitus as 

the “precondition for appropriate economic behavior” (p. 64). Thus, a capital that exists in a lower 

economic status will produce goods that are accessible to those living in that habitus. In relation to field, 

the acquisition of capital for the designer goods is low in economic, cultural, social and symbolic 

capital and therefore this habitus must provide an alternative—counterfeit goods.

Bourdieu finds a dialectic that “exists between the nature of the cultural products and the 

tastes,” so those that buy counterfeit goods are most likely those find it aesthetically pleasing 

(Ritzer, p. 181). These tastes for material goods are shaped by the habitus that person grew up in. 

The habitus is a historical construction for societies, “a product of history, produces individual 

and collective practices in accordance with the schemes generated by history” (Bourdieu, p. 54). 

Our thoughts and actions are shaped by our habitus and we are therefore limited to the social 

freedoms we can experience (Bourdieu, p. 55). This power source constrains agency to own what 

is desired. For instance, a girl growing up in South Central, Los Angeles, is restrained from 

wanting the latest fashion trends because they are not priced for her social class. The structure of 

that social class in South Central restrains her from pursuing the material objects that are not 



common to that habitus. Assuming that she has internalized the depravity of her surroundings, 

she turns to buying counterfeit goods. This is exactly what power structures desire for those 

beneath them on the social ladder. Bourdieu says that because capital governs society, those who 

are not in power believe in the legitimacy of that which dominates them. In the case of 

counterfeit products, those that cannot afford to buy the authentic designer product, are forced to 

buy the knock-off.

In a sense, Bourdieu classifies this industry as a power source because it continues to 

reproduce existing social class and power relations. At the same time, Bourdieu finds agency 

within the individual to go against social norms and buy what he or she chooses. Although the 

girl from South Central cannot afford the original handbag, there is a possibility that she can 

attain it. While this is not impossible, her social conditions make them unrealistic. Interestingly 

enough, Baudrillard would argue that the handbag is attainable; despite the cheaper price, these 

counterfeits are simulations of the real, authentic product. In his theory of simulation, Baudrillard 

describes the first order simulation as the product being clearly counterfeit, not serving any 

purpose other than to be a place-marker for the real object. Most would agree that today, the 

counterfeit fashion industry is at the second level of simulation, where mass production of 

counterfeit goods is worldwide. However, there is a slight chance that our culture has undergone 

the third level of simulacra where we can no longer distinguish between the real and fake 

designer goods.

Recently, I visited a vintage designer store in Brentwood, a wealthy neighborhood in Los 

Angeles. As I browsed their pricey collection of designer clothes, it never occurred to me that 

any of the pieces could be counterfeit. I associated the high-class culture of the area to what the 



store sold, until I stumbled upon a Louis Vuitton purse. Priced at six hundred dollars, I took a 

closer look inside the limited edition purse and found it to be counterfeit. While I am not an 

expert, I am familiar with the design and manufacturing of Louis Vuitton and as soon as I saw 

the glued straps, as opposed to the authentic burned together straps, I knew the quality was 

undeniably cheap. As I continued to examine the purse, I also noticed the poorly sewn interior 

lining in addition to the inauthentic brass zipper. The list of flaws continues but the point is that 

even in a prominent like Brentwood, the authenticity of a designer handbag goes unseen.

The severity of an illegal counterfeit product sold at a consignment in a prominent area 

like Brentwood further proves Baudrillard’s theory of simulation dominating our reality. 

Designers do not reap the benefits of these profitable imitations albeit their power over their 

authentic creations. Baudrillard would argue that despite this, power is non-existent and explains 

why the counterfeit industry is on rise. The “power” a designer holds over his or her goods is 

“threatened by simulation…it gambles on remanufacturing, artificial, social, economic, political 

stakes” (Baudrillard, p. 183). Often times do designers have to remanufacture the way they 

varnish a logo on their product because counterfeits have mastered their design. This is why, 

Baudrillard argues, that material production is hyperreal, “it retains all the features, the whole 

discourse of traditional production, but it is nothing more than its scaled-down refraction” (p. 

183). However, because the hyperreal becomes objects of desire, any meaning and charm of the 

product it was reproduced from is deprived of it and lessened to authenticity. This could very 

well explain why the Louis Vuitton knock-off is still priced at six hundred dollars. Without being 

able to tell the difference, why not make a profit from someone that does not know it is 



counterfeit? The product is deemed “real” at the advantage of this consignment shop, further 

proving why the purse is a complete simulation.

Baudrillard would argue that the existence of counterfeit designer goods serve the same 

purpose as those that are authentic; all purses, despite it being designer or counterfeit, function as 

a purse and the same goes for any reproduction of a designer product. The fact that these items 

are labeled as authentic or fake is all relative to Baudrillard. Because all designer goods are 

reproduced, Baudrillard would say, “in fact, since it is no longer enveloped by an imaginary, it is 

no longer real at all” (Baudrillard, p. 170). The knock-off Tiffany’s ring or Rolex watch becomes 

hyperreal. These objects look exactly like the original yet they come at such a low price that it is 

too good to be true. Baudrillard would reason that the demand for counterfeit goods is so high; 

because they are hyperreal. The girl from South Central can take her “desires for reality” by 

purchasing the knock-off version of the designer purse (Baudrillard, p. 182).

Bourdieu and Baudrillard offer these insights to why the counterfeit culture is at rise. 

While both see agency as a factor in the increasing sales of knock-offs, there is a greater power 

that drives consumers in the direction of buying these illegal goods. Bourdieu’s theory allows 

human agency for acquiring taste albeit going against cultural norms for the habitus. For 

Baudrillard, the distinction between the real and fake designer goods is completely blurred. The 

consumer society we live in brainwashes us to thinking that it does not matter whether you own a 

real or fake Rolex watch so long as you have one, or a version of it. The answer for Baudrillard, 

therefore, is not what Bourdieu sees as rooted in a person’s social location but rather the 

irrevocable power society has on the consumer culture it governs. 



In analyzing these two theories, I come to the conclusion that perhaps a habitus is not 

necessarily the status of social class, but rather if a person lives in a consumer culture. While 

human agency is a guiding light for keeping the counterfeit market alive, the fact that we are 

buying these products is the effect of living in a powerful consumer culture. Though vendors are 

shut down on a daily basis, their goods are still up and running the next day. There is no truly 

objective reality of an authentic designer product and this must explain why the counterfeit 

industry is at large.


