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To date, the primary focus of research in the field of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been on the

strategic implications of CSR for corporations and less on an evaluation of CSR from a wider political,

economic and social perspective. In this paper, we aim to address this gap by critically engaging with

marketing campaigns of so-called ‘ethical’ bottled water. We especially focus on a major CSR strategy of a

range of different companies that promise to provide drinking water for (what they name as) ‘poor African

people’ by way of Western consumers purchasing bottled water. Following Fairclough’s approach, we unfold

a three-step critical discourse analysis of the marketing campaigns of 10 such ‘ethical’ brands. Our results

show that bottled water companies try to influence consumers’ tastes through the management of the cultural

meaning of bottled water, producing a more ‘ethical’ and ‘socially responsible’ perception of their products/

brands. Theoretically, we base our analysis on McCracken’s model of the cultural meaning of consumer

goods, which, we argue, offers a critical perspective of the recent emergence of CSR and business ethics

initiatives. We discuss how these marketing campaigns can be framed as historical struggles associated with

neo-liberal ideology and hegemony. Our analysis demonstrates how such CSR strategies are part of a

general process of the reproduction of capitalist modes of accumulation and legitimation through the usage of

cultural categories.

Introduction

Bottled water is one of the fastest-growing industries

in the world. The global bottled water market grew

by 7% in 2008 to reach a value of US$77.6 billion,

representing a compound annual growth rate of

6.7% for the period spanning 2004–2008, which

means that bottled water has outperformed the rest

of the soft drinks industry (Datamonitor 2009).

In 2013, the global bottled water market is forecast

to have a value of US$106.4 billion, an increase of

37.2% since 2008 (Datamonitor 2009). Interestingly,

most of the growth in bottled water consumption is

not observed in developing or poor countries, where

tap water is not widely provided and/or its potability

is not highly trusted (Water.org 2010, Water for

People 2010). On the contrary, the highest figures in

per capita consumption are observed in developed
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countries, where almost everyone has access to good

quality and relatively cheap tap water. For example,

Europe alone is responsible for 50.6% of the global

revenues of this market; six out of 10 of the biggest

countries in per capita consumption are rich

Western European countries, such as the United

Kingdom, Italy, France, Germany and Switzerland

(Datamonitor 2009).

The global bottled water market has traditionally

been characterized by the presence of many regional

and local players, although market concentration

has been observed for some time. The global market

is increasingly dominated by a handful of multi-

national companies, which have purchased many

independent bottled water companies and brands

over the past two to three decades. Today, Nestlé

(16%), Danone (9.7%) and Coca-Cola (7.2%) share

about a third of the global market, and it is these

globally operating companies that have made

substantial investments into the marketing of their

manifold global and regional brands, such as Volvic,

Evian, Perrier, to name just three of the best known.

These companies have been facing an increasingly

saturated market in the developed world and also

growing criticism due to the manifold environmental

and social consequences of their business practices –

waste, packing and transportation pollution, ex-

acerbated consumerism, impact of globalized con-

sumption, etc. (Ecologist 2007, Fox News 2008,

Gashler 2008, Which? 2008). As a consequence,

many bottled water companies have recently

switched their marketing strategies to include

themes that can be connected to corporate social

responsibility (CSR). More than appealing to

‘ethical’ consumers only, they are now stimulating

‘ethical’ consumption by all of their customers

through the adoption of marketing strategies that

associate their products with ethical actions often

situated in the so-called ‘developing world.’ This is

part of a wider trend of cause-related and social

marketing (Kotler & Lee 2005) in the global bottled

water and soft drinks industry, which Johnson

(2009) says has helped to sustain its growth.

In this paper, we especially focus our critical

attention on the type of CSR marketing strategy

developed, for example, by Volvic, Danone’s best-

selling bottled water brand, which has run the

campaign ‘Drink 1, Give 10’ – also called ‘1 l5 10 l

for Africa’ – in its major bottled water consumer

markets, such as France, the United Kingdom,

Germany, Canada, Japan and the United States.

For this campaign, Volvic has teamed up with inter-

governmental and non-governmental organizations,

such as UNICEF and World Vision, to bring clean

drinking water to rural parts of Africa. The idea is

that Volvic donates funds to UNICEF and World

Vision to provide people in poor African countries

with at least 10 l of clean drinking water (usually

from wells) for each liter of bottled water sold to

Western consumers (Just-Drinks.com 2008).

Since 2005, many other bottled water companies

have launched very similar CSR marketing cam-

paigns. Although each campaign is different, the

basic approach is the same: each bottle of water

purchased by a comparatively rich, Western con-

sumer will contribute to deliver drinking water for

‘poor African people.’ The list of bottled water

companies/brands that have been adopting this

kind of CSR strategy recently is long: Ethos,

Belu, Aquaid, Fairbone Springs, Oasis, One Water,

Thirsty Planet, Tumai, Charity Water, to name but

a few. That this CSR marketing approach is

recognized as being important by the bottled water

industry can be seen by the fact that the 2008 Water

Innovation Awards (formerly The Bottledwater-

world Awards) included two categories related to

this type of strategy – Best Environmental Sustain-

ability Initiative and Best Ethical or Humanitarian

Initiative. One might hence say that this kind of

CSR strategy is now institutionalized within the

bottled water industry.

Most management writers in both the marketing

and the CSR fields have been celebrating this linkup

of marketing and consumption with specific ethical,

social or sustainability causes (e.g. Adkins 1999,

Pringle & Thompson 2001, Wymer & Samu 2003,

Kotler & Lee 2005, Adler & AMA 2006). On the

face of it, one could see this as a welcome

development. As Adkins (1999: 19) predicted more

than a decade ago, ‘the companies which will sustain

competitive success in the future are those which

focus less exclusively on shareholders and on

financial measures of success and instead include

all their stakeholder relationships, and a broader

range of measurements, in the way they think and

talk about their purpose and performance.’ The
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cause-related marketing strategies of bottled water

companies seem to have proven this prediction right

and, at the same time, can be considered an outcome

of such advocacy.

However, we argue that, following the work of

CSR critics, such as Banerjee (2007, 2008), Shamir

(2004a, b, 2005) and Crouch (2006), one must

recognize the ethical, economic, social and cultural

implications of such CSR strategies. First of all, we

are suspicious of the ethical claims made by bottled

water companies precisely because many manage-

rialist writers are quite clear about the purpose of

the move towards CSR and cause-related marketing:

‘consumers report that they would be likely to

switch brands or retailers to one associated with a

good cause’ (Adkins 1999: 83). In short, what

Adkins says is that being perceived as ‘good’ or

‘ethical’ increases competitive advantage. This, of

course, contributes to the ‘bottom line,’ which leads

Banerjee (2008) to claim that the primary focus of

research in this area has been on the strategic and

economic implications of CSR for the corporation

and less on the effects of CSR on society. That is,

while the CSR contribution to the ‘bottom line’ of

companies has been clearly established (see Crouch

2006), there has been too little research on how CSR

should be understood within a wider historical

framework of the development of capitalism and

its implications for society as a whole.

Hence, we see our task as critically analyzing the

marketing strategies of ‘ethical’ bottled water

companies that claim to be doing the right thing

for ‘poor people in Africa’ by way of selling more

bottled water to affluent, Western consumers. Our

initial starting point for such a critical approach

is Crouch’s (2006) claim that it is completely feasi-

ble that CSR is simply a (management) fashion for

contemporary companies, and it is one of their

tactics for creating new ways of selling more goods

and services. We will explore this hypothesis in some

detail by engaging with McCracken’s (1986) model

of the cultural meaning of consumer goods

(CMCG). If Crouch (2006), Banerjee (2007, 2008)

and other critics of companies’ CSR approaches are

right, then the marketing of ‘ethical’ bottled water is

not so much about delivering ‘the good’ to poor

people in Africa, but more about product differ-

entiation and how to survive in an increasingly

competitive soft drinks market in the rich parts of

the world. Framing this in a broader historical and

sociological way, one could argue that these CSR

campaigns are also adopted by companies in order

to respond to resistances and critiques expressed by

civil society and social movement actors. This

‘ethical’ turn would thus be a new way of legitimiz-

ing capitalist accumulation processes (Boltanski &

Chiapello 2005). Our contribution to the critical

study of CSR and marketing is the exploration of

this hypothesis through McCracken’s (1986) CMCG

model, applying it to our specific case of the

marketing of ‘ethical’ bottled water in Western

countries.

The paper unfolds as follows: in the next section,

we briefly introduce the CSR concept, showing its

relation to cause-related marketing campaigns.

Next, we discuss the role of marketing in society,

focusing on a discussion of McCracken’s (1986)

model of the CMCG. After presenting our metho-

dological choices, we analyze our empirical data

using Fairclough’s (1995, 2003) critical discourse

analysis (CDA) framework. We finish the paper by

discussing the ‘ethical’ marketing campaigns of

bottled water companies from a wider political,

economic and social perspective.

Corporate social responsibility

‘CSR’ has undoubtedly become one of the most well

known and most often used terms recently. As

Banerjee (2007: 1) says, ‘CSR has become a mini-

industry these days both in academia and in the

business world.’ What is most striking, however, is

that it is not only a management or a business term,

but one that is also widely used in governmental

arenas as well as the non-governmental or the non-

profit sector.

It is therefore not surprising that there seems to be

little agreement about what CSR actually is and

what precise actions it entails, resulting in a wide

variety of attempts to define it (Garriga & Melé

2004, Wan-Jan 2006, Dahlsrud 2008). Many authors

claim that a firm’s financial performance depends on

positive ‘stakeholder management,’ the successful

cooperation with stakeholders and not just company

shareholders (Klick 2009). Kochan & Rubenstein
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(2000) state that one can be considered an important

stakeholder as long as one attends to three criteria:

(1) they supply resources important to the firm’s

success; (2) they place something of value ‘at risk’ –

their own welfare is directly affected by the firm and

outcomes of a project; and (3) they have ‘sufficient

power’ to affect the firm’s performance, favorably

or unfavorably. Thus, in this example, the term

‘stakeholder’ is quite tightly defined as someone who

is directly influenced by, and linked to, what a

company does. More broadly, one could also say

that CSR and stakeholder theory sustain that the

importance of a stakeholder is determined by its

power (the stakeholder’s power to influence the

company), legitimacy (the stakeholder’s relationship

with the company) and urgency (the extent to which

the stakeholder’s demands require immediate atten-

tion) (Mitchell et al. 1997, Banerjee 2008).

However, there are also broader definitions of

CSR, which are not just focused on companies’ most

immediate stakeholders. For example, the World

Business Council for Sustainable Development

(WBCSD) posits that ‘CSR is the continuing

commitment by business to contribute to economic

development while improving the quality of life of

the workforce and their families as well as of the

community and society at large’ (WBCSD 2010).

Equally, Kotler & Lee (2005: 3) maintain that ‘CSR

is the commitment of business to contribute to

sustainable economic development, working with

employees, their families, the local community and

society at large to improve their quality of life, in

ways that are both good for business and good for

development.’ The key point here is that wider

society and broader aims of development and well-

being are also seen to be part of the CSR agenda.

This is confirmed by Snider et al. (2003: 185)

when they emphasize the need for companies to

enhance the quality of life of citizens at the global

level.

The marketing campaigns by bottled water

companies to deliver running drinking water to

poor, rural communities in Africa can hence be seen

as part of a more general CSR agenda, as it would

be difficult to see these distant people as ‘stake-

holders’ who have a direct or even indirect interest,

or stake, in these multinational companies. The only

way African communities can be seen as stake-

holders in the strict sense outlined above is through

the consumption of ‘ethical’ goods by Western

consumers who the marketing campaigns of multi-

national companies are targeted at. That is, the

moral obligation and guilt that many people of the

West feel for the poverty and under-development of

distant people – which is well documented in the

literature (Miller 2001, Dolan 2005, Steenhaut &

Van Kenhove 2006, Brennan & Binney 2010) –

might be seen as the primary concern of multi-

national companies.

This leads Snider et al. (2003: 185) to suggest that

it is not enough to have a CSR policy on a website.

Consumers, they say, increasingly demand examples

of concrete ‘ethics-in-action,’ which is confirmed

by the Response (2007) team of researchers, who

claim that there has been a shift from a negative

conception of CSR (do no harm) to a positive one

(do good). That is, while the 1990s and early 2000s

could be seen as a time when companies were keen

to put glossy CSR material together to show how

they do little or no harm, or at least how they are

improving their business practices, there is now a

move towards putting lofty CSR mission statements

into concrete action, actually delivering improve-

ments on the ground.

If Snider et al. (2003) and the Response (2007)

researchers are right, then this would confirm the

‘political CSR’ framework put forward by Scherer &

Palazzo (2007, see also Palazzo & Scherer 2006,

2008, Scherer & Palazzo 2008, 2011). Their norma-

tive framework, based on a Habermasian under-

standing of ‘deliberative democracy,’ argues that

CSR should be based on genuine multi-stakeholder

regimes, where governments, corporations and civil

society actors work together to ‘do good’ for society

as a whole. That is, if CSR is treated politically

within a tripartite and genuinely shared setup, then

we get away from the widely articulated accusations

that CSR is often simply a management fashion

(Crouch 2006), an ideological technique for selling

more products (Banerjee 2007, 2008) or a manip-

ulative regime for ‘greenwashing’ (Brennan &

Binney 2008). Scherer & Palazzo’s (2007) framework

also deals with the claim that several CSR models

are geared towards individuals’ responsibilities

and ‘doing good,’ for example, through individual

consumption (Fontenelle 2010).

Business Ethics: A European Review
Volume 20 Number 3 July 2011

236
r 2011 The Authors

Business Ethics: A European Review r 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



While Scherer & Palazzo’s (2007) ‘political

CSR’ framework is appealing – as it believes in the

possibility of multi-stakeholder communities of

actors coming together to jointly solve social

problems, such as access to drinking water for all

– Shamir argues that:

Indeed, ‘community’ is a key concept in the work

of experts who disseminate the corporate-based

version of CSR. The ‘community’ replaces other

sociological concepts such as gender, class, and

race as a social category toward which CSR efforts

should be directed. In fact these latter categories

are devoured by the notion of the community in a

way that allows for systematic de-politicization of

the reasons for becoming ‘involved’ in commu-

nities.

(2005: 106)

For Shamir (2004a, b, 2005), as indeed for Banerjee

(2007, 2008), CSR is an ideological distraction from

real politics. It is a strategy of de-politicization that

‘forgets’ the political struggles and antagonisms that

characterize social reality (Laclau & Mouffe 1985).

In an interesting paper, Fontenelle (2010) acknowl-

edges this recent struggle by showing how CSR, and

particularly CSR marketing and consumption, can

be seen as a direct or an indirect response to the

‘battle of Seattle’, i.e. those anti-corporate social

movements that sprang up all over the world at the

end of the 1990s to protest against corporate-led

globalization. While we would agree with this

analysis, which goes beyond Scherer & Palazzo’s

(2007) ‘political community’ approach by emphasiz-

ing social struggle – we think it is also important to

remember that this very struggle did not start with

the ‘battle of Seattle’ in 1999. There is a much richer

and longer history of struggles, involving a wide

variety of social movements and other civil society

actors (e.g. labor unions, feminists, black and gay

rights movements, etc. – see also Spicer & Böhm

2007), which need to be taken into account when

assessing the historical emergence and contempor-

ary politics of CSR.

This is precisely why Shamir (2005) relates the

CSR discourse to the struggle for hegemony. He

shows how CSR must be understood as the outcome

of a particular historical struggle that has increas-

ingly been dominated by neo-liberal movements to

the reduction of governmental services and the

demise of the regulatory powers of the State (Shamir

2004b). This would be in line with the sociological

analysis put forward by Boltanski & Chiapello

(2005), who show how the anti-State and anti-

corporate resistance movements of the 1960s and

1970s led to the emergence of what they call a ‘new

spirit of capitalism.’ They argue that in response to

these movements, this new ‘spirit’ increasingly

emphasized discourses of non-State regulation,

community participation and autonomy. According

to Boltanski & Chiapello (2005), in this anti-State

and anti-bureaucratic move, marketing played an

important role, as it emphasized individual respon-

sibility and power, which was channeled through the

act of consumption.

This leads Shamir (2004a) to argue that today’s

action-oriented CSR approach makes complete

business sense from a variety of perspectives. First

of all, it can be seen as a ‘perfect fit with the neo-

liberal mode of operation characteristic of many

service-oriented civil society organizations that rush

to fill the void created by governments that retreat

from the supply of public services’ (Shamir 2004a:

682). That is, as neo-liberal discourses demand

governments to reduce the state-led delivery of

public services, privately run companies and non-

governmental organizations increasingly fill this gap

by running these services either for or not for profit.

Secondly, part of the appeal for companies to

engage in CSR activities is internal benefits, which

can range from increased employee loyalty and

motivation to other internal marketing strategies. As

Shamir (2004a: 683) says, ‘by focusing on employee

participation in CSR projects, by enlisting them to

contribute time, money and knowledge, and by

sharing with them the company’s reputation as

socially responsible, the normative control is de-

ployed by transforming employees into a ‘‘commu-

nity’’ and by turning labor relations into a question

of employees’ satisfaction and loyalty.’ In this way,

companies’ CSR activities link issues of corporate

culture, employee satisfaction and motivation to the

brand itself. Just like consumers, employees are also

more likely to trust companies and brands if there is

involvement with good causes and a corporate

commitment to things beyond the ‘bottom line’

(Kotler & Lee 2005, Castaldo et al. 2009). What
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critics such as Shamir (2004a, b, 2005) and Banerjee

(2007, 2008) argue, however, is that this apparent

move beyond the ‘bottom line’ is often carried out

with the clear purpose to improve that very ‘bottom

line.’

Cultural meaning of consumer goods

Before we discuss the CSR and marketing cam-

paigns of ‘ethical’ bottled water in more detail, let

us first critically reflect more broadly on the role of

marketing and consumption in capitalist society.

According to Mandel (1975), the basic feature of the

contemporary period of capitalism is over-capitali-

zation. That is, due to massive productivity gains

derived from innovative production and manage-

ment technologies, such as mechanization, compu-

terization, process standardization and ‘flexible’

employee relations, there is always an excess of

capital that needs to be reinvested in order to create

new profits and capital. Ever new markets are thus

created, offering ever new products. The wheel of

accumulation, however, only keeps turning if these

new products also find buyers. Thus, an expansion

of production requires an equivalent expansion of

demand; otherwise, capitalism faces an accumula-

tion crisis. One of the most efficient ways to create

demand for existing or new products is through

marketing (Jameson 1991, Kotler & Caslione 2009).

In contemporary capitalism, marketing occupies

such a central role that one could perhaps say that

it often comes even before production. That is, to

make sure that even before a product or a service is

manufactured or created, there will already be a

demand to buy it. This is why Jameson (1991)

maintains that capitalist markets are rarely con-

nected to freedom or choice, because our choices are

previously ‘determined,’ and we only choose among

the options that companies and institutions provide

us. Therefore, the discourse of ‘consumer choice’ is

one that is constrained and prescribed by marketing

professionals who manage the CMCG, creating new

consumers’ tastes and fashions.

The critique of the role of marketing and market-

ers in the creation and reproduction of consumer

culture can be traced at least as far back as the

works of Frankfurt School thinkers. Marcuse (1964,

1967), for example, conceptualized the production

of false needs by active social agents, and Adorno

(1967) showed how advertising transforms a com-

modity by creating a wide variety of associations

and cultural illusions. This early 20th-century

scholarship confirms Trentmann’s (2009) critique

that consumer culture is not something that has only

emerged after the Second World War, as so many

commentators claim today. What is perhaps less

contentious though is the idea of consumer culture

generally referring to those relations between social

and cultural resources and between symbolic and

material resources that are mediated by the market,

allowing the recognition of specific social groups

through consumption (Arnould & Thompson 2005).

Marketing is essentially a process of transmuta-

tion from a mere material value to something that

has, according to Marx’s (1976) conception of

commodity fetishism, quite extraordinary symbolic

powers (see also Böhm & Batta 2010). In this

process, the pure materiality of this good becomes

almost unimportant or simply forgotten (Bourdieu

& Delsaut 1987). The creation of a griffe, for

example, involves making or merely taking a

manufactured product and, without modifying its

material nature, transforming it into a luxury good,

changing both its economic and its symbolic value.

Hence, the circuits of material production and

circulation are inseparable cycles of consecration,

creating and recreating capitalist relations in society

(Böhm 2006).

The key moment in the marketing process is

the symbolic transmutation, which is achieved by

transforming socially constructed schemes of per-

ception or appreciation (tastes) of existing or

potential consumers. Like any symbolic activity,

advertising succeeds when it excites or awakens pre-

existing dispositions, creating opportunities for their

recognition and actualization (Bourdieu 2000). But

this process should not be understood as correspon-

dence or communicative interaction. According to

Bourdieu & Wacquant, ‘it is much more powerful

and insidious than that: being born in a social world,

we accept a whole range of postulates, axioms,

which go without saying or require no inculcating.’

Its efficacy is due to the possibility of an ‘immediate

agreement of objective structures and cognitive

structures’ (1992: 168). The marketing and con-
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sumption process that allows companies to sell

products to the wider public is therefore largely

unconscious – as explained, for example, through

the concept of habitus (Bourdieu 1980, 1984) – which

nevertheless implies important politico-economic

implications. Therefore, symbolic systems, such as

marketing, have a political function as instruments

of domination and legitimation of the social order as

well as the construction of meaning (Bourdieu 1977,

Böhm & Brei 2008).

McCracken’s (1986) seminal three-stage model for

the understanding of the CMCG probably represents

the most accepted model of the structure and

movement of cultural meaning in consumer society.

It starts with the idea that at its most basic level,

culture is the sphere where the meaning of the world

is created. In all cultures, goods are needed primarily

for making the categories of culture visible and stable

(Douglas & Isherwood 1996). In contemporary

consumer capitalism, this function is largely asso-

ciated with consumer goods. Miller (1987) argues

that societies frequently consider objects as having

attributes, which may not appear evident to outsiders

or, in contrast, they ignore attributes that might

be inextricably part of that object to these same

outsiders. This phenomenon is one of the manifesta-

tions of the CMCG model. McCracken’s (1986)

model claims that cultural meaning is located in three

places: the culturally constituted world, the consumer

good and the individual consumer (see Figure 1).

McCracken’s (1986) framework establishes two

major steps of meaning development and transfer in

which institutions or rituals work as bearers of the

meaning of consumer goods. The first step involves

advertising and fashion systems; the second involves

consumer rituals. In order to become resident in

consumer goods, advertising works as an instrument

of meaning transfer when it brings together the

consumer product or service and the culturally

constituted world within the frame of one particular

piece of advertising. McCracken (1986) maintains

that this symbolic equivalence is developed by the

advertising agency, which succeeds when the viewer/

reader attributes to the consumer good certain

properties he or she knows existing in the culturally

constituted world. When this happens, the meaning

transfer process is complete. The fashion system

works along similar lines as the advertising system.

The second set of instruments of meaning transfer

is consumer rituals. There are four major ones. First,

exchange rituals occur when someone chooses,

purchases and presents goods to others, for example,

during Christmas, Valentine’s Day or birthdays.

Second, possession rituals are manifested when one

spends time cleaning, discussing, comparing, reflect-

ing, showing off and photographing one’s goods.

Third, grooming rituals are the special pains neces-

sary to ensure that the special, perishable properties

resident in the good are captured and made resident

in the individual. This happens, for example, when

one is dressing for a special party or dining event, and

one chooses certain make-up, hair style, clothes, etc.

according to the importance of this moment. Lastly,

divestment rituals are those in which one tries to

erase the meanings associated with previous owners

(e.g. cleaning, painting or reforming newly acquired

goods), and even the disposal of a consumer product.

McCracken’s (1986) framework is arguably pro-

viding an important insight into the concrete and

specific workings of consumer society in contem-

porary capitalism. It provides us with tools for

understanding how meaning is attached to consumer

goods that go beyond utilitarian functions. As we

will see, this becomes of importance for under-

standing the workings of CSR and marketing

campaigns of ‘ethical’ goods, such as those carried

out by bottled water companies. In our case, the

MOVEMENT OF MEANING

Culturally Constituted World

Consumer Goods

Possession
Ritual

Exchange
Ritual

Grooming
Ritual

Divestment
Ritual

Individual Consumer

Location of Meaning

Instrument of Meaning Transfer

KEY:

Advertising/Fashion
System

Fashion
System

Figure 1: McCracken’s (1986: 72) movement of meaning

model
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question is how ethical meanings of aid for African

people are ‘added on’ to a utilitarian and basic good

such as drinking water. However, before we answer

this question, let us first introduce our methodolo-

gical approach and then present a range of data that

will form the empirical background of this study.

Method

The first step in our empirical research of the

marketing campaigns of ‘ethical’ bottled water brands

was to choose which precise brands to investigate. We

began our search of the market by studying the

‘Ethical buyer’s guide to bottled water’ by the Ethical

Consumer Magazine (2006) (see Figure 2).

We then investigated the websites of each of the

21 water brands presented in Figure 2. Our goal was

to find which of them had specifically developed

ethical campaigns in relation to providing drinking

water to African people, as we decided this to be our

empirical focus. Four brands met this criterion:

Belu, Aquaid, Ethos and Volvic. As Ethical Con-

sumer is a UK-based magazine, we extended our

search using Google, applying keywords such as

‘bottled water campaign Africa,’ ‘water Africa aid,’

‘bottled water Africa’ and so on. Using this method,

we found a number of other bottled water brands:

Fairbone Springs, Oasis, One Water, Thirsty Planet,

Tumai and Charity Water. Thus, our final list of

companies comprised 10 bottled water brands (see

Table 1) that have developed similar campaigns to

provide drinking water to Africa. For each of these

10 brands, we have collected as much information as

possible, mainly though the companies’ websites or

from any other available source on the Internet. For

some of them, mostly Volvic, we have also collected

primary data on the streets of major cities in the

United States (Chicago) and France (Paris).

We have then analyzed all collected data – which

constituted our corpus of data – using a discourse

theoretical methodological approach. In accordance

with discourse theory, all data were treated as text

(Phillips & Hardy 2002). That is, following a discourse

theoretical methodological framework, texts should

not be treated in isolation from each other, because

they acquire meaning only in their connection with

other texts, through their production, distribution and

The higher the rating the more ethical the brand.
This whole scorecard was last updated from our
database on 14 October 2009 but some
individual company ratings may have changed
since then. Up to the minute information can be
seen by subsribers using Ethiscore. Learn
more about our ratings.

Brand Rating

16Belu bottled water [S]

Frank bottled water

Findlays bottled water

Aquaid bottled water

Deeside bottled water

Harrogate bottled
water

Lakeland Willow bottled
water

Highland Spring bottled
water [O]

Pennine Spring bottled
water 

Ethos bottled water

Evian bottled water

Malvern bottled water

Shape bottled water

Volvic mineral water

Aqua-Pura bottled water

Buxton bottled water

Perrier bottled water

San Pellegrino bottled
 water

Vittel bottled water

Strathmore mineral
 water

Cool Water bottled
water

15

14

13

13

13

13

11.5

11.5

10

10

4

4

4

4

4

2

0.5

0.5

0.5

0.5

Figure 2: Ethical buyer’s guide to bottled water

Source: Ethical Consumer Magazine (2006).
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reception, forming textual and discursive structures. It

is this structured meaning that creates social effects,

not the individual text itself (Fairclough 1995, 2003).

We have chosen CDA, based on Fairclough’s

(1995, 2003) framework, as our methodological

strategy. Fairclough’s CDA framework comprises

three levels of analysis. First, we have carried out a

textual analysis, bearing in mind that texts can

involve spoken words, photographs, speeches, web-

sites, bottle adverts, etc. This level of analysis is

largely descriptive to gain an insight into the

richness of the empirical base. This is why we have

identified, codified and described the different texts

bottled water companies produced throughout the

10 different marketing campaigns. Our goal in this

phase was to describe this corpus as clearly as

possible to understand the discursive strategies

developed by each of the campaigns.

Second, we have developed a process analysis, in

which we have read across different texts, analyzing

their discursive practices, especially their production,

distribution and interpretation. This phase is aimed

at understanding the entire cycle of the campaigns,

that is, how the different representations of water

were materialized through multiple marketing ef-

forts. Unfortunately, we were not able to study the

reception of these marketing discourses in detail, as

we did not have the resources to collect primary data

in a variety of different markets around the world.

Third, and this is the most important level of the

analysis, we have carried out a social analysis, which

studies the bottled water campaigns as a discursive

system or an ‘order of discourse’ that produces very

specific discursive practices using particular discur-

sive strategies (Foucault 1969, 1971). This ‘order of

discourse’ involves wider social, political, cultural

and economic practices, which, we argue, help to

transform the cultural meaning of bottled water and

their relative success in the marketplace.

The meaning construction of ‘ethical’

bottled water

Table 1 provides a detailed overview of the market-

ing strategies adopted by the 10 brands we studied in

our empirical research of the bottled water market.

Textual analysis: buy from us and we
will help them

The 10 brands’s marketing campaigns we studied

showed many similarities. The basic structure of the

offering is roughly the same for all them: the brand

and bottled water company are always based in a

rich and developed country, while the beneficiaries

are people who lack drinking water in poorer,

developing countries. Our empirical research focus

was particularly on Africa, but the beneficiaries of

these campaigns are also located in many other

countries in Asia and Latin America. The ‘business

model’ is always the same: if consumers in rich,

developed countries buy bottled water, then com-

panies will provide or help to provide drinking water

to African people and communities. In the market-

ing documentation, there is always a brief explana-

tion of the basics of how this process works and why

it is important, while companies are eager to

textually and visually link their bottled water brand

to the campaign that promises to provide drinking

water to poor people.

Sometimes, the company is very clear about the

actual quantities that will be donated. For example,

one bottle of Ethos water results in five cents for

programs in Africa; 1 l of Volvic bottled water

means 10 l of drinking water for Africans; Thirsty

Planet maintains that its customers know exactly

how much money is being donated to the charity at

the time they buy the product: ‘It only costs 50 p to

give someone clean water for life!’ But this propor-

tion is not always clear, as some brands are less

precise about the relationship of bottled water sold

and the amount of aid given to Africans. For

example, The One Foundation – the charitable

division of Global Ethics, an organization that sells

and markets ‘One’ branded products in order to

generate funds for humanitarian projects in devel-

oping countries – only states that ‘a portion’ of sales

from the One brand of bottled water sold at its UK

World Duty Free airport outlets is donated to

African countries.

In the companies’ marketing material, Africans

are predominantly portrayed as poor, helpless and

passive; images almost always include children and

women exclusively. Some companies, such as Volvic,

provide comparative figures for the average water
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consumption in ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ coun-

tries, which, of course, show an enormous differ-

ence, presumably resulting in emotional feelings

among bottled water consumers in the rich world.

The slogans of most of the campaigns help to arouse

such emotional feelings: ‘Drink 1, Give 10’ (Volvic),

‘Helping Children Get Clean Water’ (Ethos), ‘Love

One; One Difference; Together we can Make a

Difference’ (One Water), ‘charity: water’ (Charity

Water), ‘Water Coolers that Save Lives’ (Aquaid),

‘The co-operative ethical water campaign’ (Fairbone

Springs), ‘Drink Water. Give Water.’ (Oasis) and

‘Buy a bottle. Change a life!’ (Thirsty Planet).

The text and images of the campaigns are always

emotional and persuasive, trying to closely connect

the bottled water consumer to the African problem

of lack of water. The campaigns urge consumers to

‘get involved’ and ‘participate’ in solving this

problem by buying a bottle of branded water. Many

of the companies have formed partnerships with

other organizations, such as UNICEF, WaterAid

and other NGOs, non-profit, development and

charitable organizations. On most water bottles,

the logos of these non-commercial organizations are

closely located next to the brand logos of the bottled

water companies. Some brands – for example,

Volvic, Ethos, One Water, Thirsty Planet and

Belu – have also involved spokespeople, usually a

celebrity, to act as the campaign’s godfather or

godmother.

In short, the textual analysis of our corpus shows

that the discursive strategies developed by each of

the ethical marketing campaigns try to connect the

bottled water brands to the idea of helping poor

people, particularly women and children, in African

countries in partnership with reputable non-profit

organizations and celebrities.

Process analysis: the production, distribution
and interpretation of the marketing campaigns

We begin with the geographical scope of the

campaigns, which varies significantly. Some brands

(e.g. Fairbone Springs) are focused on only one

‘developed’ country, while implementing their aid

projects in only one ‘developing’ country. Other

campaigns (e.g. Volvic), however, are based in

multiple ‘developed’ countries that also benefit

multiple African countries.

Despite these differences in scope, the production

and distribution of the campaigns follow similar

structures. First, all target markets/consumers are

located in high-income ‘developed’ countries. Sec-

ond, the marketing efforts aiming to ‘distribute’ the

campaigns use visually strong media channels, such

as Internet websites, TV spots, newspaper and

magazine ads, taxi and bus ads, billboard ads, bus

stop ads, e-mail newsletters, etc. They also include

merchandising, internship programs, corporate gifts,

sponsoring of events, awards to buyers and even gift

and e-cards, ties, hoodies, bottles and books related

to the campaigns. In short, the complete marketing

machinery has been pulled out, so to say, in order to

spread the word about these ‘ethical’ campaigns.

Third, most of the brands name a spokesperson –

usually a celebrity – who acts as godmother/father

or ambassador for the campaign, engaging in a

range of media stunts. Fourth, all campaigns

explicitly encourage consumers to participate di-

rectly in the campaigns. The main call for participa-

tion is, of course, channeled through the act of

buying the bottle of water, although the term ‘buy’

was rarely used. Instead, words such as ‘participate,’

‘collaborate’ and ‘donate’ were highlighted. Yet, this

participation is also encouraged in non-financial

ways, as consumers can send Internet messages

about the campaign to friends, write testimonials

and contribute to the campaigns’ online diary. As

Kotler & Lee (2005) argue, by linking their products

to a wider social aim, a cause, companies hope to

persuade consumers to participate in something

larger than a simple commodity-purchasing act.

Fifth, probably due to the growing criticism of the

environmental impact of bottled water consump-

tion, which can be noted in many ‘developed’

markets (Ecologist 2007, Fox News 2008, Gashler

2008, Which? 2008), companies explicitly link their

brands with claims of being ‘ethical’ and ‘green.’ For

example, Belu (2010) water nominates itself as ‘the

UK’s most eco-friendly bottled water.’ Sixth, the

distribution of the discourse is strengthened by

partnerships with one or more non-profit organiza-

tions, such as UNICEF, World Vision, World

Water, PumpAid, etc. These organizations them-

selves have strong symbolic capital, which the
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bottled water brands are eager to associate them-

selves with.

Finally, the bottles’ labels are heavily used for the

marketing of the campaign. Besides the obligatory

information that must be provided by all bottled

water companies (chemical composition, company

data, etc.), which varies slightly from country to

country, the labels usually include the logos of the

bottled water brand and the non-profit organiza-

tion, the campaign’s title and/or slogan, a brief

instruction of how it works, a short persuasive

textual message, stimulating the customer to parti-

cipate, and one or a few images that complement the

persuasive textual messages (e.g. an Africa map,

photos of poor children, images representing the

shape of a human heart, etc.). The bottles themselves

are usually available in high-income towns/neigh-

borhoods, and in places where customers who are

perhaps more concerned, or at least more informed,

about Africa’s problems, such as at airport duty-free

shops.

Social analysis: CSR and the historical
construction of the cultural meaning of
bottled water

After presenting textual and process analyses of the

10 different ethical marketing campaigns we studied,

let us now analyze how the different elements add up

to create an overarching discourse, which, although

not developed and implemented by one company or

brand alone, does constitute, in our view, an overall

order of discourse (Foucault 1969, 1971) that aims

to transform the cultural meaning of bottled water.

As Banerjee (2007, 2008) clearly shows, compa-

nies’ CSR strategies and practices should not be seen

in isolation from wider cultural, political, economic

and social relations. That is, the dynamics of power

between corporations, governments, international

institutions, NGOs and other social groups produce

a particular form of political economy as well as the

conditions and norms for participating in that

economy. Hence, as Scherer & Palazzo (2007)

rightly say, most of the CSR literature, which is so

concerned with discussing the implications of CSR

for corporations, misses the point. What is needed,

instead, is the broadening of the unit of analysis

from the individual firm to the political networks

of relations between different market, state and

non-state actors that constitute society and its

political economy.

Of course, CSR and stakeholder theory is, in some

ways, a broadening of the unit of analysis, as the

firm’s financial performance is now seen to depend

on positive ‘stakeholder management’ (Klick 2009)

rather than simply ‘shareholder management.’ How-

ever, there are clearly limits to this process of

broadening, which lead Scherer & Palazzo (2007)

to argue for a ‘political CSR’ approach, bringing

together corporations, governments and civil society

actors in a genuine tripartite issue-solving commu-

nity. The ‘ethical’ bottled water campaigns we have

studied could be seen as exemplary cases for the

workings of Scherer & Palazzo’s (2007) ‘political

CSR’ framework, as different sectors (corporations

and NGOs) have come together to solve specific and

important problems concerning the provision of

basic services in poor African countries. While we

would not want to belittle the good work that can

indeed be done through such channels, it is also

important to understand the historical contexts

of struggles and wider social and economic impli-

cations of Scherer & Palazzo’s (2007) preferred

political community approach.

As Fontenelle (2010) shows, CSR needs to be seen

within a wider historical development of struggles

and resistances, which has seen many anti-corporate

and so-called ‘anti-globalization’ movements expres-

sing their disquiet about the negative social,

economic, cultural and environmental implications

of capitalist consumerism and the economic growth

mantra since the late 1990s. The CSR campaigns we

have studied should hence be understood as part of

a general corporate response to such critiques and

resistances by civil society actors. As we discussed

above, there have been manifold claims recently

that the extraordinary growth of the bottled water

market has important environmental implications,

as mountains of plastic waste and CO2 emissions are

produced through the global production, distribu-

tion and consumption of bottled water, despite the

fact that most Western consumers – who are the

primary audiences of these marketing campaigns –

have access to safe and cheap drinking water

through their taps.

Going beyond Fontenelle’s (2010) argument,

Shamir (2004b, 2005) highlights the need to see
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such CSR strategies as the outcome of much wider

historical struggles, involving neo-liberal political

and economic moves to continuously privatize State

provisions of basic services, such as access to

drinking water, throughout the world. As Otto &

Böhm (2006) and many others have shown, the

private sector often profits immensely from these

privatized public services, often resulting in econom-

ic and social hardship particularly among poorer

communities in developing countries. The moral

obligation and guilt that CSR and ethical marketing

campaigns arouse in rich, Western consumers,

therefore, has to be seen within a wider frame of

neo-liberal political economy, which has contributed

to the production of a crisis of access to safe

drinking water over the past three to four decades.

This leads Shamir (2004a, 2005) to see CSR as a

‘de-radicalization’ or even a ‘de-politicization’ strat-

egy. That is, the cause-related marketing strategies

of the bottled water brands we have studied and

Scherer & Palazzo’s (2007) community approach

can be understood as a distraction away from the

engagement with political struggles around issues of

class, inequality and development as such (Banerjee

2007, 2008). Thus, we argue that, rather than

celebrating the good causes that ethical marketing

and CSR support, we have to frame them in a bigger

picture that should consider not only the financial

and non-financial interests of companies, state and

non-state actors that are tied up with these bottled

water campaigns. Indeed, we argue that they must

be framed within wider historical struggles asso-

ciated with neo-liberal ideologies and the hegemony

of capitalist development (Laclau & Mouffe 1985).

While such critiques, although in their minority, are

now well established through the work of Banerjee

(2007, 2008), Shamir (2004a, b, 2005) and others,

what we would like to add to this debate is the idea

that CSR is being actively used by companies to

shape the meaning of consumer goods, strategically

repositioning products within increasingly competi-

tive markets, such as the bottled water market. Let

us now explore this argument in more detail.

Bottled water is essentially a banal product. It is

something that has no special physical or chemical

attributes if compared with the good-quality tap

water that is available in most of the developed

world for often hundreds of times less than the price

of water sold in bottles. To our knowledge, no

serious research to date has proven that one will

have any kind of additional physical benefit by

drinking water bought in bottles. Thus, the role of

marketing in the bottled water industry is of

foremost importance, as advertisers need to explain

to consumers why they should spend significant

amounts of money on a good that is often freely

available or, at the minimum, very cheap to obtain.

It is precisely this process of the social and cultural

construction of the meaning of a product that we

explore in this paper, using the example of the

ethical marketing of bottled water.

The ethical marketing campaigns we have studied

are essentially aimed at transforming the symbolic

value – that is, the cultural meaning – of water

without modifying its material nature. These cam-

paigns – mostly through advertising – try to affect

the psychological aspect of consumption as they are

aimed at influencing the constructed schemes of

perception and appreciation (tastes) of existing and

potential consumers (Bourdieu 2000). It is a sym-

bolic transmutation of the cultural meaning of

water, which is being gradually transformed from

a banal, life essential good into a consumer product

that connects to a range of different cultural images

of aid, development, environmentalism, etc. In this

way, the ethical marketing of bottled water is an

example of what Hirschman et al. (1998) call the

transformation of products and goods as material

entities into something meaningful through the

process of attaching signifiers of culturally recog-

nized practices or categories.

Our argument is that marketing efforts could have

constructed other cultural meanings besides the ones

associated with the campaigns of delivering drinking

water to poor, rural communities in Africa. These

campaigns ‘make sense’ within a wider political

economy that has increasingly become influenced by

accumulation and legitimation processes structured

around the signifiers ‘CSR’ and ‘stakeholder man-

agement.’ As we have argued above, this process

itself must be seen as part of a history of neo-

liberalization that is characterized by the increasing

withdrawal of the State from the regulation of

markets and the provision of core public services,

such as the delivery of drinking water. The

construction of the particular meaning system that
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we look at in this paper, therefore, does not come

out of nowhere. It is intrinsically linked to a

particular history of capitalist development of

accumulation and legitimation, which, as Boltanski

& Chiapello (2005) show, has undergone and is

continuing to undergo significant changes.

The question is, then, how exactly the meaning of

bottled water is constructed in the specific case of

the ethical marketing campaigns we have studied.

We have found McCracken’s (1986) theory of the

construction of the CMCG very useful in this

regard. For McCracken (1986), the task of advertis-

ing and marketing is to attach specific cultural

categories to goods, products and services, which

can then be sold in the marketplace. Hence, the role

of advertising and marketing is to excite and awake

pre-existing cultural dispositions in individual con-

sumers in the hope that they will be recognized and

actualized through the act of consumption (Bour-

dieu 2000). One of the most important ways in

which cultural categories are substantiated is

through a culture’s material objects (see, e.g. Goff-

man 1951, Sahlins 1976, Levy 1981, Hirschman

1984). By attaching images of ‘ethics,’ ‘aid’ and

‘development’ – or even ‘love’ – to consumer

products, such as bottled water, underlying cultural

assumptions are substantiated and materialized.

This is how these categories create a ‘system of

distinctions that organizes the phenomenal world,’

as ‘each culture establishes its own special vision of

the world, thus rendering the understandings and

rules appropriate to one cultural context prepos-

terously inappropriate in another’ (McCracken

1986: 72). Thus, the act of consuming bottled water

becomes the material expression of a cultural

disposition through which one can articulate one’s

desires for ethics, charity, help, and, more generally

perhaps, a better world.

This process of the construction of meaning

should not be seen simply as something that is done

by corporations, or any other institution of author-

ity, although their role and power is, of course,

significant. The consumer, as individual and social

group, is an important participant in the process of

the development of cultural meaning (Williamson

1978). McCracken (1986) argues that consumer

rituals are essential for the construction of the

CMCG (Applbaum & Jordt 1996), as the consumer

‘must complete the work of the [advertising]

director’ (McCracken 1986: 75). This is why we

could identify many efforts by the bottled water

companies – besides the obvious goal of selling more

water – aimed at stimulating specific consumer rituals.

The first kind of consumer ritual that McCracken

(1986) identifies is exchange, that is, when someone

chooses, purchases and presents goods to others.

Many of the ethical marketing campaigns we studied

are designed to become a talking point in wider

society. Companies are very keen, for example, to

use social networking sites to create discussion and

exchange possibilities among Internet users. The use

of celebrities is also geared towards generating

publicity and improving the exchange potential.

Hence, the media (traditional print media as well as

new media in the form of Internet sites) play a

crucial role for generating interest and facilitating

the exchange ritual during the pre-purchase and

after-purchase stages of the consumer decision

process.

The second kind of consumer ritual – possession,

manifested when one spends time cleaning, discuss-

ing, comparing, reflecting, showing off and photo-

graphing his or her goods – is also highly relevant

for the ethical marketing campaigns we have

analyzed. Volvic, for example, tries to involve

consumers in its campaign by inviting them to post

their pictures onto a website, contribute to the

campaign’s diary and pass the website’s address,

videos, testimonials and messages to friends. The use

of labels is also of significance for the possession

ritual. By extensively using the bottle labels for the

exposition of the ethical message and the outline of

the aid and development project, companies give

consumers a chance to materially possess a part of

the campaign. That is, by buying the bottle of water,

consumers can feel part of something good and

worthwhile, while also being able to show off their

ethical credentials to friends and peers.

The third of McCracken’s (1986) consumer rituals

– grooming, that is, the special pains necessary to

ensure that the special, perishable properties resident

in the good are captured and made resident in the

individual – was less observed in the campaigns we

have analyzed. This is because bottled water is not

necessarily seen as a luxury good, although there are

indeed water brands that can be seen in this

Business Ethics: A European Review
Volume 20 Number 3 July 2011

r 2011 The Authors
Business Ethics: A European Review r 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 247



category. For example, Bling H2O is a luxury

bottled water brand that was created in 2005. Each

375ml Bling H2O bottle is exclusively sold in a few

luxury stores for up to 50 euros. The bottles are

produced with hand-made Swarovski crystals to be

consumed by ‘Hollywood stars’ and ‘selected

athletes and actors.’ As its creator said, in Holly-

wood ‘people carried their bottle of water as part of

their personal presentation.’ The Bling H2O adver-

tising discourse claims it is a ‘haut-couture’ water

that has been ‘launched like the Rolls Royce

Phantom’ and that ‘it is not for everyone’ (Bling

H2O 2006). Thus, one could imagine a Hollywood

star (or perhaps somebody who aspires to be one)

showing their Bling H2O bottle at award events,

parties, etc.

The fourth consumer ritual – divestment, which is

linked to the erasure of meanings associated with

previous owners or the disposal of a consumer

product – might be identified in a few different ways.

After finishing with a bottle of water, one might

decide to dispose of it, reuse it by refilling it with tap

water or even use it as a decorative object at, for

example, the office. In the case of the latter, one

could say that the divestment ritual links in with the

exchange ritual, as the empty or the refilled bottle

might provoke or be used to start conversations

with friends and colleagues about the ethics of the

marketing campaign that is articulated on the

bottle’s label.

In summary, then, what we are dealing with is the

development and articulation of a particular cultural

meaning of bottled water that is tightly connected to

the symbolism of aid, charity, help and love that is

given to poor people and communities in Africa.

This affectivity is not artificially attached to the

bottled water commodity. What McCracken’s

(1986) framework helps us to do is to understand

how marketing messages are supposed to awaken

underlying cultural assumptions in individual con-

sumers, and how they are then completing the

process of meaning construction through a range of

rituals. For these specific ethical campaigns to

function, companies have to de-emphasize the

commercial nature of the transaction, as what is

being sold is a symbolic meaning that is tightly

connected to altruistic images of improving the lives

of people. This is why words such as ‘buy’ were not

used in any parts of the campaigns we studied;

instead, ‘drink,’ ‘participate,’ ‘help’ and ‘love’ were

all terms used frequently. Beyond the specifics of this

case, however, we have to remember that, following

Jameson (1991), it is precisely this process of the

cultural construction of commodities’ meaning that

is the very stuff of capitalist reproduction.

Conclusion

To date, the primary focus of research in the CSR

field has been on the strategic implications of CSR

for the corporation and less on the effects of CSR on

society (Banerjee 2008). What is also under-empha-

sized is Crouch’s (2006) claim that CSR can be

seen as a (management) fashion that companies use

to improve their ‘bottom line.’ Equally, Banerjee

(2007) and Shamir (2004a) assert that CSR is often

no more than an internal or an external marketing

practice that is geared towards cementing the role

and power of corporate actors, rather than really

delivering improvements for people and commu-

nities, particularly in the ‘developing’ world.

In this paper, we have dealt exactly with examples

of such ‘fashionable’ marketing practices that claim

to ‘do good’ for society through CSR strategies. Our

particular starting point has been the empirical

exploration of these claims through a study of 10

ethical and cause-related marketing campaigns that

have been carried out by bottled water companies.

We were particularly interested in how companies

are able to attach an image of ‘ethics,’ ‘aid,’ ‘help’

and ‘development’ to a banal, everyday good such as

water. We made use of McCracken’s (1986) theory

of the cultural construction of meaning of consumer

goods to show how marketing and advertising

campaigns help to turn bottled water into a mean-

ingful, cultural product that is not a mere utilitarian

good but a symbolic message about who we, as

consumers, are.

We have argued that it is precisely through this

process of cultural signification that companies are

able to differentiate themselves from their com-

petitors in the hope of gaining an advantage in

an increasingly saturated market and distract

from attacks on their environmental performance.

Instead of addressing these attacks directly – for
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example, by reducing the environmental impact of

their products – bottled water companies have

turned to cause-related marketing in order to

improve the image of their brands through ‘doing

good’ in the so-called ‘developing world.’ That is,

the marketing appeal is not directed only at ‘ethical’

consumers. The practice of ‘ethical’ consumption is

now an invitation extended to all customers, which

confirms the findings of the Response (2007) team of

researcher who have claimed that ‘ethics-in-action’

strategies are evidence of a wider shift from a

negative conception of CSR (do no harm) to a

positive one (do good).

While this shift towards ‘ethics-in-action’ CSR

strategies might be seen as a confirmation of Scherer

& Palazzo’s (2007) ‘political CSR’ framework,

emphasizing a tripartite community approach of

‘doing good,’ we have emphasized the historical

struggle that has led to such CSR approaches in the

first place. As Fontenelle (2010) argues, the reason

why such marketing strategies work in the con-

temporary marketplace is because customers have

increasingly become concerned about the ethics of

global capitalism, which has been part of the

discursive imagery of many anti-capitalist and anti-

globalization movements for the past two decades

(Notes from Nowhere 2003). One could argue with

Boltanski & Chiapello (2005) that precisely because

of these resistance discourses, which have become a

general feature of post-Millennium culture (Gilbert

2008), corporations have had to construct a

discursive response in order to maintain their

legitimacy as well as their ‘bottom line.’ That is,

because of a general cultural shift towards more

‘critical’ and ‘ethical’ questions and concerns ex-

pressed about the global impacts of capitalist

development, companies have increasingly made

use of these new ‘ethical’ discourses in order to sell

their products and services (Littler 2009).

This, we would argue with Jameson (1991), is part

of a general process of the reproduction of capitalist

modes of accumulation and legitimation that is

using cultural categories for its own aims. Our paper

has shown exactly how this process works in the

specific case of the consumption of ‘ethical’ bottled

water. Our analysis shows that this particular CSR

or cause-related marketing approach can be seen as

just the latest example of the workings of wider

reproductive mechanisms of the hegemony of

capitalist accumulation and legitimacy.
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