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Abstract: Considerable exploration of the manufacture of counterfeit goods exists
in literature, however very little can be found on their consumption. In part due to its
location at the confluence between the Atlantic and Indian Ocean sea routes, South
Africa finds itself awash in counterfeit products. Constrained by corruption that
drives undue enrichment, spiraling wealth inequality, and enforcement that cannot
stem the influx of counterfeit goods, South African consumers face an ever-
increasing likelihood of unknowingly purchasing counterfeit goods. This paper
explores the research gap by leveraging a blend of media theory, semiotics, economic
models, Fisherian hauntology, and personal qualitative interviews to better add to
this under-researched area. By mapping both the market for counterfeits and the
dangers that make research prohibitive, this paper is able to reveal the modes of
counterfeit consumption; subsistence consumption and resistance consumption. Key
findings indicate that an inflection point where subsistence consumption might
become resistance consumption, and vice versa. These same key findings further
suggest an as-yet unnoticed tension between the Kuznets Curve and the Easterlin
Paradox. In this regard, this paper forges an opportunity for the field of public
relations to become a significant voice in currently pressing issues of socioeconomic
and geopolitical importance.
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1 Subsistence and Resistance in the Consumption
of Counterfeits
This paper explores the widespread and enduring counterfeit trade in South Africa, a

multi-billion Rand secret industry that flourishes despite the SA Customs Office’s
efforts to quash it. Counterfeit goods inundate South African consumers, particularly
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those at the lower Living Standard Measurement (LSM), through informal markets
and unscrupulous resellers. Counterfeit goods span a range from painkillers and car
parts to luxury items and prepared foods. Counterfeiting is not unique, but it is
ubiquitous in South Africa where it is almost impossible to stop the tide of cheap
goods that arrive weekly and by the ton. Customs agents have only been able to
destroy a fraction of confiscated items, as resellers quickly receive replacements
from overseas shippers and illegal factories. In addition, this paper outlines the
prevalence of counterfeit goods within South Africa through research and qualita-
tive interviews with customs officers and legal personnel involved in counterfeit
prevention. The counterfeiting problem in Africa has reached an unprecedented
scale, encompassing cultural, economic, and health dimension. “Globally, the trade
in counterfeit pharmaceuticals is worth up to $200bn (£150bn) annually, with Africa
among the regions most affected, according to industry estimates. The World Health
Organization (WHO) says 42 % of all fake medicines reported to them between 2013
and 2017 were from Africa.” (Mwai, 2020).

2 The Counterfeit Problem in South Africa

Counterfeits refer to goods bearing trademarks/features that are identical or only
slightly deviate from those of registered trademarks/features — thus infringing the
registered trademarks owners’ rights (Chuchu et al., 2016). As a signatory to the
World Trademark Organisation’s Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellec-
tual Property Rights (TRIPS, 1994), South Africa enacted the Counterfeit Goods Act in
1998 to combat the domestic proliferation of counterfeit goods. As TRIPS states,

This Act provides brand holders with criminal and civil remedies to effectively address the
counterfeit goods trade. It paves the way for counterfeit goods to be seized in terms of a valid
search and seizure warrant and for the suspect to be criminally prosecuted and pursued civilly
for an interdict, delivery-up, disclosure, an enquiry into damages, and payment costs.

Quantifying the extent of counterfeiting in South Africa is a challenging task, as
stated by Jadon Woolmarins, a legal expert at Kisch Attorneys in Cape Town.
Describing the issue as akin to “drawing lines in water,” Woolmarins highlights the
difficulty in estimating the size of the market (2019, personal interview). Annually,
hundreds of millions of Rands (equivalent to tens of millions of US Dollars) worth of
products are illicitly brought into the country, quickly circulating in informal
markets.

Woolmarins underscores a particular focus on counterfeit luxury goods, with
shoes being a major interest of buyers, revealing that a pair of R200 shoes in informal
markets may mimic those sold for R1,500 in legitimate shops. Counterfeiting extends
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beyond luxury items to encompass various products like food, creams, tobacco, and
condiments. Tragically, in 2019, the purchase of contaminated food from the coun-
terfeit market in Cape Town resulted in one fatality and 32 hospitalizations, with the
source remaining untraceable (Woolmarins, 2019). The allure of bargains is evident,
with buyers able to acquire items such as toothpaste for only R2 (US $00.11),
compared to the authentic counterpart priced at R22 (US $1.22). This substantial 90 %
discount on products that closely resemble the genuine articles proves irresistible to
consumers. Arecent raid in West Rand recovered over 300,000 counterfeit hair braid
packages (Swanepoel, 2022).

Emphasizing the perilous and time-consuming nature of investigating the South
African counterfeit market, Woolmarins (2019) cautions that law enforcement must
exercise caution as “People wind up throwing rocks at the police and trademark
enforcement officials”. The complexity of prosecution is also a factor that makes
counterfeit products a tenacious part of the informal retail landscape in South Africa.
“The complexity and the quantity of these products takes more and more of lawyers’
time [to prosecute]. To put this in perspective, there must be an affidavit drawn up for
every item confiscated”. How many items get confiscated? “In Johannesburg we can
raid an entire building and confiscate two 16-tonne trucks worth of counterfeit goods.
Three days later is completely stocked again. We can raid them three times in a
week.” (Woolmarins, 2019).

Amanda Lotheringen, Senior Manager of Copyright and IP Enforcement at the
Intellectual Property Commission of South Africa (CIPC), points out that the mone-
tary size and scope of the problem is very hard to define save for the fact it is
grievous. She states, “We might look at hundreds of billions of dollars lost to [South
African Revenue Service] in import duties alone.” Furthermore, “The impact on the
country is not just in rands, but in the reputation of the country as an economic
destination.” (Lotheringen, 2019, personal qualitative interview). She points out that
“counterfeit products can kill you,” noting that it is almost impossible to track how
many South Africans have been adversely affected by counterfeit medicines as well
as other everyday counterfeit products bought daily by cost-conscious South
Africans, including “deodorants, shoe polish, clothing and footwear”.

3 Counterfeit Culture: A Semiotic Discussion

Counterfeiting extends beyond high-end products, encompassing personal care
items, foodstuffs, pet food, and car parts, attracting budget-conscious consumers. The
fact that these products are often clearly counterfeits and sold in underground
conditions offers an interesting insight into how consumers at the bottom end of the
market perceive the underlying brands. During the pandemic, fake cigarettes outsold
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authentic ones despite inferior taste and quality, revealing consumer eagerness for
brand simulacra. Because of the ubiquitous nature of counterfeits within the
country, ongoing research is necessary to understand the impact of counterfeit
consumption on authentic brands, exploring power dynamics between media-driven
brand conception and consumer behavior undermining control measures.

Looking at the overall preponderance of counterfeit goods might shed light upon
the attitudinal biases South African counterfeit consumers might be developing
towards legitimate products and, by extension, the brand names attached to those
products. Understanding the breath-taking array of counterfeit products available to
consumers looking for a bargain as well as delving into why these consumers are
willing to buy these illegal goods in sometimes dangerous conditions also allows for
considering how brand damage (or support) is affected by the local counterfeit
industry. At this nascent stage of research, this paper attempts to provide an over-
view of the nature of the counterfeit sales industry in South Africa.

This paper engages in semiotic analysis to explore brand meaning for consumers
purchasing counterfeit products. The concept of an ambiguous signifier bears much
weight here when issues of authenticity are foregrounded. A consumer who
knowingly buys (or perhaps inadvertently buys) a name brand that is clearly either
deeply discounted or else faked is participating in a game of sorts, where the actual
meaning and representation of the brand have become distorted and perhaps
transformed into something else. The consumer wants to participate in the sign-
system of the brand where the signifier (the place of sale, the expense, the luxury and
even the efficacy) of the product bearing a brand logo is clearly not present or
inferior to its authentic counterpart. Consumer inclination, rooted in semiotics, is
influenced by pricing signals and a poststructuralist concept of linguistic thirdness.

3.1 Price as Signal and Linguistic Thirdness

In contrast to recent media analyses, such as Zuboff’s (2019) concern for human
sovereignty and subjectivity under threat from market forces, Hayek (1945) presents
a more subdued perspective on the economy. The economy is a system for the
development and interchange of information. This is affected through pricing. Price
becomes a tool through which both consumer and producer can develop sufficient
insights about a product or service without deep technical knowledge or specialized
training. During chaotic times, prices would most likely rise as producers would have
been burdened with disasters. Take a coffee crop where the price of beans per pound
might rise because of drought, but only rise by 15 %. That might be an increase that
most consumers are willing to accept, despite not knowing the details of the drought.
The new price is itself sufficient knowledge to allow consumers to make a decision.
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However, should that same crop of beans increase a further 30 % due to political
unrest, the majority of consumers might refuse to make the purchase. This infor-
mation would act as a signal to the producers to lower the price in order to stimulate
consumption. Rather than a need for intensified, overwrought action to counter-
balance economic disruptions of subjectivity, Hayek sees price as taking on a
semiotic value, and because of that, as more than sufficient to resolve a conflict.

Deleuze and Guattari’s (1992, p. 77) linguistic perspective suggests a modality for
understanding when they argue, “Language is not content to go from a first party to a
second party, from one who has seen to one who has not, but necessarily goes from a
second party to a third party, neither of whom has seen.” Language as contingent on
confabulation, contingent on exceeding sensory stimulation, for its most basic
functioning. Applying Hayek’s price-as-signal model to the prevalence of counterfeit
goods in South Africa, Deleuze and Guattari’s words seem to suggest a consumer base
needing to communicate its need for quality goods it is unable to afford in a
marketplace that is saturated with advertising for unattainable luxury brands. Two
opportunities therefore present simultaneously; offsetting economic disparities to
gain access to subsistence goods, or resisting the urge to partake of a grander, global
economy where personal prestige is leveraged as currency. The reliance on an
economy that provides counterfeits is what causes these opportunities for action to
conform to Deleuze and Guattari’s model, as neither the economy nor its consumers
have first-hand knowledge of the broader dependencies responsible for sustaining
such higher-end goods. The simultaneity between subsistence and resistance
consumption, however, conceals a deeper schism.

4 Subsistence Versus Resistance

Analyzing the consumption of counterfeit products unearths a crisis in both
authenticity and classical economics, situated between the Kuznets Curve (Kuznets,
1955) and the Easterlin Paradox (Easterlin, 1974). This arises from an uncertainty at
the heart of the act of knowing and willing consumption. Excluding unwitting con-
sumption of counterfeit goods — a likelihood given the vast quantities of counterfeit
products that reach South African shores and corruption that eventually see coun-
terfeit goods reach the open market — can the knowing and willing consumer of
counterfeit products (a rational, self-interested actor) know to a certainty whether
their actions are impelled by subsistence or resistance?

An easy schema of subsistence versus resistance can be developed. Some
counterfeit goods are preferred for their relative inexpensiveness. These are the
kinds of goods that would form part of the monthly “bread basket” of regular
expenditure and have a utilitarian outcome in their use. Consider such items as car
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parts, gas, painkillers, and fast-moving consumables like ketchup, peanut butter,
canned goods, toilet paper and toothpaste. The utility in such items plainly makes an
argument for subsistence. On the other hand, purchase of counterfeit Veblen goods —
high-end luxury brands, the demand for which rises as the price rises, named for 19th
century economist Thorstein Veblen who first defined this kind of conspicuous
consumption — easily conforms to Strain Theory notions of consumers of such
counterfeits self-defining as those able to attain (I use “attain” in the full nuance of
the word’s connotative complexity) the status attendant to such Veblen goods — or for
those unable to differentiate, the counterfeit of such goods.

This schema aligns with two economic theories in a relatively unproblematic
manner. Subsistence purchasing — in trying to offset ever-increasing inequality of
wealth distribution, in technical speak, an increasing Gini Coefficient; South Africa
having endured an increasing Gini Coefficient consistently since 1997, and also
having been the only nation to have done so for so sustained a period — connects to
the Kuznets Curve; a theoretical model that describes three phases of growth; rela-
tive equality, accelerating inequality, and ostensible equilibrium with the develop-
ment of a social safety net. Resistance purchasing connects the Easterlin Paradox, a
model that describes the relationship between wealth and happiness. Easterlin’s
model predicts that change of condition in wealth will only influence happiness if
such change is not uniform through a social group or the whole of society.

Despite its apparent simplicity, this schema appears to unravel. South Africa
seems to have stalled at the second phase of growth described by the Kuznets Curve,
accelerating inequality. Since 1997, the Gini Coefficient has spiraled out of control,
however a turning point, where an expanding middle class forces the development of
a social safety net, has yet to be reached. Is there no end in sight? Under this
perspective, subsistence purchasing shifts from subsistence into resistance. And by a
similar logic, resistance purchasing that provides the individual consumer with a
means to escape economic uniformity and engage in the (affordable) consumption of
(fake) Veblen goods begins to adopt the proportions of subsistence in that it provides
such consumers with ongoing and ready access to inauthenticity economies of scale
that are primarily driven by influencer reputation and influencer activism.

While personal research in this area is nascent, and the literature on this
research opportunity is limited, the significance of this field is crucial. The Kuznets
Curve describes a path of sustainability for neoliberal market principles in that the
Curve describes a correcting mechanism for a rapidly increasing wealth-gap. The
Easterlin Paradox similarly implies a sociological function in attempting to simul-
taneously model income inequality and dissatisfaction at both a personal and soci-
etal level. Consumption of counterfeit goods reveals a potential shift in what was
previously considered a corrective measure and significant indicator in neoliberal
economics. It acts as a bellwether of escalating wealth inequality, suggesting a
potential practical utility beyond theoretical implications.
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These conjectures form the basis of a larger amount of research that focus on the
size and scope of the counterfeit problem in South Africa and, crucially, the attitu-
dinal ramifications of such widespread and normalized consumption of fake goods
throughout the country. This is creating, we argue, a situation where customers
themselves have a changing relationship with authentic consumer brands.

5 Consumer Attitudes Towards Counterfeits in
South Africa

Recent research highlights diverse attitudes of South African counterfeit consumers,
revealing varying levels of brand knowledge and relatability. The prevalence of
counterfeits plays a crucial role in shaping these attitudes. It became clear that
customers were selectively concerned about counterfeits. Young customers in one
South African study found that the amount of factory rejects sold to them had
desensitized them to the real products, and the utilitarian value of most counterfeit
products offered to them as enough to heavily influence a purchase decision, save for
in extremely desirable brands that carried heavy social capital such as sneakers
(Omoruyi, 2021). Consumers use objective and subjective knowledge of brands to
make a decision on the value of counterfeit brands and, moreover, South Africa
“Generation Y” consumers (AGE) are more influenced by international brands when
making the brand purchase decision.

South Africa is a destination ground for counterfeits and while demand here is
relatively low compared to other countries (at least as far as luxury items are con-
cerned), South Africa is in a prime position to sell these people status-affirming items.
And South Africa is a young country, where approximately 35 % of the population
falls into the so-called Generation Y category, and the country has an average age of
27.6 years (Worldometers, 2023). But the widespread availability of counterfeit goods
creates the situation that is especially difficult to monitor. To date, “Neither the SAPS
[South African Police Service] nor the DTI [Department of Trade and Industry] has a
strategy for dealing with criminals involved in counterfeit trade. Even the Speci-
alised Commercial Crime Unit does not have strategy to police counterfeiting
(Thenga, 2020). The SAPS, the DTI and the Specialised Commercial Crime Unit follow a
generic strategy referred to as the National Crime Prevention Strategy to fight crime
including counterfeiting. Not even an in-house policy exists on how counterfeit crime
should be policed.” (Insight Strategy Group; International Trademark Association,
2019).

The efforts on the part of South African authorities, particularly South African
Customs and the CPIC to clamp down on counterfeits are dependent upon numerous
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agencies and organizations within the country working together. The CPIC blames the
spread of counterfeiting on the “escalating cost of buying originals, the developments
in technology making piracy increasingly possible [as well as] growing demand from
consumers seeking cheaper options.” (Lotheringen, 2018).

As a response, the “South African IP Training Manual for Senior Law Enforce-
ment Officials” was developed, drawing on the Training Manual on Intellectual
Property (IP) Crime Prosecution for Law Enforcement Agencies and Prosecutors
published by the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) (2016). The main
role players would be SAPS, SARS, IPR holders and the CPIC. These sweeping search
and seizure operations that are promoted by the CPIC focus on counterfeit items and
items that are counterfeited affecting the creative sector, clothing and apparel, and
medicines and consumer goods (including pharmaceuticals). Targeted sweeps and
intelligence-driven prosecution as well as — crucially — targeted public awareness
with a focus on the youth are key in reducing the effects and proliferation of
counterfeit trading zones within the country (Budeli, 2021).

The focus on younger consumer is of special interest to most anti-counterfeiting
actions worldwide. The CPIC in South Africa references information about “Gen Z”
(aswell as Gen Y). The International Trademark Association makes special note of the
attitudinal research conducted regarding “Gen Z”, which they define as “a cohort of
individuals born from 1995 to 2010”. By 2020, Gen Z consumers comprised the biggest
cohort of consumers worldwide. The findings are surprisingly congruent across
South and North America, Asia, Eastern Europe, profiling an interesting new group
of consumers that, despite their physical distance from one another and obvious
cultural and language differences. This, of course, speaks to the sameness of global
branding that creates an interesting uniformity of demand for both authentic and
counterfeit versions of the same global brands. The CPIC in South Africa incorporates
this information into its consumer profile of counterfeits. 87 % of these “Gen Zs” who
have heard of IP rights believe they are just as important as physical property rights,
while, at the same time, 80 % of these people believe fake products are “sold
everywhere”. More disturbingly, 79 % of those surveyed have purchased counterfeit
products in the last year, partly because three in five Gen Zs feel they cannot afford
the lifestyle they want. 57 % of Gen Zs say they can only afford the fake version of the
brand they want, despite 81 % of those same Gen Zs arguing that fake products are
“unsafe”.

However, the study reveals that 52 % of respondents had morally ambiguous
stance towards buying a counterfeit product, with 13 % of them saying it was “okay or
totally okay” to buy a counterfeit. Of the aforementioned 79 % of Gen Z respondents
who had bought a counterfeit product in the past year, 31% deemed themselves
“Heavy Purchasers” who purchased counterfeit products “all the time or frequently”.
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Given the perceived ubiquitous nature of counterfeit products, this is hardly
surprising (Insight Strategy Group, International Trademark Association, 2019).

Gen Z has high awareness of all of the counterfeit industries* we explored, showing the ubiquitous nature of
counterfeit products.

e Tt ﬁ @ b % 5
our sample... Shoes & (apparel and Beauty & Consumer Food and
Apparel accessories merchandise) cosmetics electronics beverages ) Personal care
97% 98% 96% 90% 94% 78% 74%

Aware of... 89%

Have seen

counterfeits being 91% 92% 88% 74% 81% 59% 76% 58%
sold...

Occasional

frequent,or“all the 37% 34% 27% 20% 21% 18% 17% 16%
time" purchase

Frequent or “all

the time” 16% 15% 1% 9% 9% 9% % %

purchase

Note:the table above illuserates Gen Z's engagement with each counterfeit industry* tested in the survey. The figures show are calculated from all Gen Z respondents in the sample

Counterfeit products ultimately constitute a smaller percentage of Gen Z's overall spending across all industries. Of Gen Z participants who
Purchased counterfeit products at all, on average,45% allocate less than 10% of their spending to counterfeit products.

Figure 1: Gen Z is most engaged with counterfeit apparel and shoes & accessories Gen Z has high
awareness of all of the counterfeit

The counterfeit industries explored were selected from an initial recommended category list provided
by the research team, refined by input from INTA’s representative offices, which identified categories
with high instances of counterfeiting and that were present/represented across markets. Exposure:
How often do you usually see the following categories of fake products being sold? Frequency: Within
the past year, how often did you purchase fake products within each of the following categories?
[Note: Frequency was only asked for categories respondents see at least “rarely.”]. Spend: Of all the
money you’ve spent on products in each category within the past year, what percentage would you say
you’ve spent on fake products? Your best guess is totally fine! [Note: Spend was only asked for
categories respondents purchase at least “rarely.”]

The findings also suggest that fake products are easier for Gen Z’s to find than
real versions of the same products; they believe they can only afford the fake version
of “some brands” and 57 % believe their purchase will help the seller, with one
respondent anonymously stating that “I would support someone with a micro
entrepreneurship. I would purchase goods from that person”. Heavy purchasers,
crucially, tend to believe that the counterfeit products “makes them look good” and
helps them “express themselves”, usually, it may be deemed in social situations and
on social media, where self-image is a form of self-expression and identity creation
(Insight Strategy Group, 2019).

This tension between the ethical considerations of young consumers and their
desire to consume counterfeits as an expression of their intrinsic values is note-
worthy and warrants scrutiny. This is because the very definition of “luxury” is here
being quite obviously subverted into another fashion. Luxury, expensive goods,
(such as footwear and sportswear) products often associated with items purchased of
either confirmation or expression of social status or else for their purely hedonic
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benefit. But as Wang et al. identify, this appears to be a kind of cognitive dissonance,
as the hedonic approach to luxury implies a consumer who act upon emotional, with
pleasure the driving force of embracing luxury situations and products. Amplifica-
tion of status incurs feelings of pride, and the pleasure of having a much-desired
item, but at the same time the guilt and ephemeral feeling of ownership.

Thus, the concept of “Masstige”, put forth by Wang et al. (2022), supports a more
subtle form of luxury consumption that illustrated that for many, the concept of
luxury itself has shifted from “extraordinary experiences to different types of self-
orientated processes embedded in everyday life”. Luxury is, in this manifestation, an
“inside-out process” that allows conformation of one’s selfhood. It is, at one level, a
conformation and display of one’s personal values, and indeed a usage that enables a
consumer to show off identity rather than status or pure hedonic pleasure. The
concept of Masstige therefore is centred around consumption an expression of
selfhood, and, crucially a mans through a “more empowered and controlled present”.
This linkage of luxury goods with “control” and “empowerment” has obvious over-
tones to the South African context. Luxury products and experiences allow people to
create meaning, represent the self, express well-being, and “individuals are free
from socially or contextually embedded roles and can see themselves from a third
angle.”

6 A Hauntology of Branding?

By examining the semiotic structure of purchasing, and acts of subsistence pur-
chasing, resistance purchasing and subsistence-becoming-resistance and resistance-
becoming-subsistence, can a hauntological element in the sense Fisher (2012) uses be
identified in the context of counterfeiting? Consider the following.

The consumer is not simply buying a cheap product, instead they are buying a
product that, while cheaper, may have a false trademark suggesting superior quality.
Arguably, this aligns with the hauntology of the parent brand, where a “ghost” of
quality is perceived in the faked product, despite its obvious inferiority or, in cases
like computer parts or pharmaceuticals, its potential danger and ineffectiveness. In
the dead product of the counterfeiters the ghost of the brand whose sign has been
used as a totem of quality rather than an assurance of prestige, quality and efficacy.
These include drugs that go beyond mere “lifestyle” applications such as baldness
cures, to dangerous replications of drugs used for “asthma, malaria, cancer,
HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, blood pressure and heart conditions, diabetes, and severe
diarrhea. In Africa, the three forms of drugs most frequently counterfeited are those
aimed at malaria, HIV/AIDS, and tuberculosis” (Kapp, 2002).
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This is most prevalent in the South African context, where consumers encounter
a diverse range of counterfeit products, even products that are usually rather
inexpensive in their authentic format but yet cheaper as counterfeits. One might
wish to enjoy the flash of a fake luxury watch and put up with the inferior quality —
but to buy a fake toothbrush simply because it bears a known personal care name is
more perplexing.

6.1 Hauntology and Signification

Luxury brand consumption as a means of self-actualization go far to explain what
might be seen as a kind of Fisherian “hauntology” of the counterfeited brand that
remains with the product itself, and allows the purchaser that feeling of self-
actualization if indeed the hedonic benefit has been replaced by this more internal
form of “empowerment” through connection with an extended self. The purposeful
association with known brands allows the purchaser to create an idealized sense of
the self that can also be staged in the online space, where that private conception of
the self can be actualized and find approval.

This seems to follow as, in a sense, the easy availability of counterfeit luxury
consumer brands (as well as fast moving products and pharmaceuticals) has
suddenly made luxury brands and products (or at least their simulacra) accessible to
all LSMs. This, in turn, leads us to a new form of the use of luxury as adornment of the
self. It might be argued that owning and displaying a luxury brand is no longer gated
in by concerns about finances. In fact, the mass production of counterfeits and their
stubborn presence on the South African market means that people of all back-
grounds can have an approximation of the experience of owning products and
brands that might be part of lifestyles they can only aspire to. Counterfeits remove
the aspirational nature of the product to the consumer and deliver it devoid of all the
brand meaning (Siddique & Rajput, 2022) usually associated with the traditionally
hedonic experience of brands ... the product comes as is, or wrapped in plastic,
subtracted from its usual packaging or the intoxicating pleasure of its point of sale. It
arrives, therefore, much like a prop in an enactment of the users desired (and aspired
to) lifestyle, a manifestation of values aside from those espoused by the brand itself.

The pleasure of the brand itself is, like a pop, disposable and fleeting (Daswani &
Jain, 2011). As fashion itself has become fungible and disposable, the cheap knock-off
brands themselves offer the same (Sakib, 2022). Here we are now able to discern that
the basic product that looks like the brand, and feels like the brand and photographs
like the brand is enough. The consumer is using the product as an illustration of
unique personal values (Alvarez & Fournier, 2016; Black & Veloutsou, 2017). The



DE GRUYTER Consumption of Counterfeits in South Africa —— 201

brand itself will be taken out of its usual context and placed in the context of the
user’s perception of self-value.

Brands, at essence, function as signs (Oswald, 2012), with each logo and product
referencing an emotional signified learned by consumers through advertising and
word of mouth. But the closed circuit of brand — product — advertising — target
market has been opened on two front by the ubiquitous nature of social media and
media in general, that exposes many people outside of the brand’s target market to
the sign system that is the brand, and cheap counterfeits, which serve to bring
simulacrums of the actual product to the hands of these consumers. But of course
meaning making in this open and fluid system is no longer as controlled. Here, we see
buyers from unexpected and non-traditional LSMs with immediate access to prod-
ucts and brand images for which they must create their own signified. This is, from a
branding perspective, what Deleuze and Guattari (1992) foreshadowed when writing

[Elvery sign refers to another sign, and only to another sign, ad infinitum. That is why, at the
limit, one can forgo the notion of the sign, for what is retained is not principally the sign’s
relation to a state of things it designates, or to an entity it signifies, but only the formal relation of
sign to sign insofar as it defines a so-called signifying chain. The limitlessness of significance
replaces the sign.

Thus we see consumers of counterfeits utilizing these products in ways perhaps
unexpected by the authentic brand. These items form a kind of pastiche of identity in
this emerging market (Cronje et al., 2016; Hammett, 2009) where we see overseas
brands being “recontextualised” in the country’s low income townships (Hurst,
2009), and this possibly answers the difficult question as to why consumers buy
cheap counterfeits at all instead of less expensive (but less well known) brands that
may or may not have the same quality.

Moreover, these counterfeits have the added and interesting value of being
utterly disposable thanks to their cheapness, a problem that permeates the entire
branding industry, where knockoff brands or imitation products are sold to willing
consumers for quick reuse and then sent to landfills (Morgan & Birtwistle, 2009).
Perceptions of quality, and the signified element of quality itself are set aside, and
these brands become disposable, inexpensive, hollow props in a performance of
identity. This performance is aimed at the consumer themself, but also of course to
people on social media.

Thanks to the commonplace nature of counterfeits in emerging markets like
South Africa, people who have been excluded from narratives of consumption can
now muscle their way back in thanks to their ability to bend the usage and pre-
sentation and indeed the signified of counterfeits themselves. The challenge of
presenting well-made, quality, expensive products to a sea of consumers already
used to cheap and disposable products that serve the purpose of self-reassurance is
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indeed a perplexing one. But just as one consumer may buy the authentic (but
relatively expensive) dishwashing liquid in the shop, another may mimic that
wealthier consumer’s day-to-day lifestyle itself, and all it represents, by buying the
counterfeit version of the dish soap in a pantomime of self-affirmation.

Despite demonstrable inferiority to authentic versions, quality persists in
counterfeit products. A “hauntology” of quality is transferred to the counterfeit
product from the authentic brand in the shifting nature of the sign system that the
consumer has taken over. Embedded in this idea is the problem faced by the user
who buys fake products as part of an effort to reassure themselves about their
inclusion in a consumer narrative: the fact that at one level they must understand
that the actual product is a fake. That reflection bears no relation to the authentic
product. This saves for the fact that it looks like the product and, in many cases, offers
some degree of the same efficacy. Surely, in terms of utilitarian quality, the user
would be better served buying an authentic (but lesser known) brand? Perhaps we
might add that consumers themselves, trapped voluntarily in a shifting sign system
as they are, through the purchase of counterfeits are finally able to strike back
against an all-powerful media system that holds one designated brand to be much
more valuable than another. And who really can say one handbag is one hundred
times “better” than a knock off, or one fake watch that tells time for a few weeks is
really “worthless” when it garners the same hedonic and values driven appeal as the
authentic? Consumers daily buy counterfeited bottled water and dish soap, where it
is almost impossible to tell the difference between the faked products and the real
ones (Bupalan et al.,, 2019; Phau et al., 2009).

6.2 A Hauntology of Quality?

Ahauntology of quality may be inherent in the counterfeit experience. We argue that
the cheap product adorned with a recognizable logo, carries a hauntology of quality
and exclusivity, a feature absent in unbranded products that lack recognition.
Consumers buy on emotional basis (Achar et al., 2016) and it might be that the
counterfeit is that only means through which they can participate in a sign game that
isrigged against them, but also in the holding of the counterfeit is the sure notion that
the product must bear some of the quality of the original.

The Fisherian sense of Hauntology depends upon the concept of absence, and a
Jamesonian nostalgia for the past as we face the drabness of the postmodern,
neoliberal future. In this sense, known brands bring with them a known history from
a past where these brands bore meaning — to whom? We may not know. “Everything
that exists is possible only on the basis of a whole series of absences, which precede
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and surround it, allowing it to possess such consistency and intelligibility that it
does.” Fisher (2014, p. 37).

In this context, counterfeit products coexist with a culture of “extreme waste” in
the townships, where Izikhothane, the Zulu word for “those who lick”, briefly gained
a reputation for their acts of consumer waste - tearing down cash and destroying
products and food as a kind of street performance, but also evidence of the aggressive
relations people from South Africa’s lowest income hold with the offal of high culture
and fashion.

It’s tempting to think of Izikhothane as some kind of nihilistic reaction to a rampantly
consumerist culture, a negation of the power that ‘stuff’ has over us ... But it comes off as an
over-exaggerated homage to consumerism — the desperate quest for individualism that ties its
success to brand names and price tags. (I0L, 2012)

This unique South African consumer subculture came to the fore after 2010 and was
gone by 2016 (Inggs & Kemp, 2016) but it may be evidence of the awareness young
people have about the effect of brands and the hold they have over the tiny minority
of wealthy people in South Africa who can afford them and can set the trends in the
country by following what happens overseas. This aggressive sense of the consumer
versus brand - the buying of counterfeits to surely as a kind of resistance to a
traditionally massively unfair economic system of exclusion - is what seems to be
part of this almost dismissive feeling towards these top brands, that are misused,
misplaced, even destroyed in their authentic format primarily by consumers outside
of the branding network, from the sign system that is aimed at a target market they
are excluded from. This hearkens to the desperate sense that there is a minority of
people who can unpack and enjoy the sign system of luxury and middle-class
branding. But counterfeits give the excluded consumer sudden access to the entire
system, in a convoluted, simulacrum of the original, a kind of down-at-heel fair-
ground where brands of all sorts are bought together — dishwashing detergent is sold
next to knock-off haut couture which is in turn sold next to fake auto parts and faux
pharmaceuticals. Customers once excluded had a chance to rummage through the
seeming output of brands and brand messaging, to have a version of owning the
products and being pictured on social media using them.

The paranoiac shares this impotence of the deterritorialized sign assailing him from every
direction in the gliding atmosphere, but that only gives him better access to the superpower of
the signifier, through the royal feeling of wrath, as master of the network spreading through the
atmosphere. The paranoid despotic regime: they are attacking me and making me suffer,
but I can guess what they’re up to, I'm one step ahead of them, I've always known, I have power
even in my impotence. “I'll get them.” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1992, p. 112)



204 —— R H.Irwin DE GRUYTER

This tension may be at play, addressed by the CDIC in their “Be Your Own, Buy Your
Own” IP protection initiative (BYO?), drawing parallels between IP protection and the
conservation of the country’s national resources (Lotheringen, 2016). Here we see IP
itself under threat from piracy and counterfeiting, and what seems in retrospect like
a fruitless attempt to appeal to one’s sense of honesty when making the buy decision
over pirated products. Yet, as we have seen, this is a fragile appeal given the seductive
nature of counterfeits to offer the consumer an alternative presentation of self
altogether, and the opportunity for consumer resistance offered to young users
against a sign system that can no longer completely exclude them.

7 Conclusions

Positioned at the crossroads of the Atlantic and Indian Ocean shipping routes, South
Africa grapples with an inundation of counterfeit goods. This paper refrains from
delving into the precise origins of this inundation, considering ample existing studies
in the literature. Similarly, it does not explore the nature and production origins of
such goods as sufficient literature already addresses these aspects. The distinctive
conditions within the South African economy, characterized by a lower standard of
LSM, rampant corruption fostering accessible marketplaces for counterfeits,
diminished law enforcement efficacy due to both reduced government spending and
increased corruption, and a spiraling Gini Coefficient, create an ideal testbed for
analyzing counterfeit consumption. This kind of study is underdeveloped in litera-
ture and therefore becomes research-worthy. This study reveals that the unique
conditions of consumption, marked by widespread poverty alongside extensive
exposure to a globalized market of prestige brands and luxury goods, lead to a
division in consumption intentions. Subsistence consumption is driven by the need
to obtain high-quality goods (with counterfeits between competitive with the quality
of established brands, leaving cheaper, non-counterfeit brands unable to compete at
those levels of quality). Resistance consumption occurs when counterfeit luxury
brands or knowingly consumed — arguably driven by strain theory — in response to
the cultural inundation by advertising that causes these luxury brands to be desir-
able. Using the economic concepts of the Kuznet’s Curve and the Easterlin Paradox,
the existence of an inflection point was theorized where subsistence consumption
can transition to resistance consumption and vice versa. It was found that the best
tool for analyzing the consumption of counterfeits in South Africa was to apply a
semiotic frame of analysis, using first Hayek’s notion of price-as-signal, then a
poststructuralist notion of linguistic thirdness. Acknowledging counterfeiting as a
semiotic postulate, Fisherian hauntology emerges as a key driver facilitating the
transition between subsistence and resistance consumption at the inflection point.
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