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Practices of representation and perception of material aesthetics (as a language) have witnessed a paradigm shift with the advent of technologically advanced communication mediums. Contemporary technocratic culture with its perception of technology as an ultimate savior renders and in a way demands the unprecedented alteration in relationship between the (contemporary) commodities (owned) and the consumer(owner). 
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As a significant evidence of this shift, the new era of design focuses on the experiential dimension of the designed commodities and their consumption rather than the materiality of the object/product itself. This shift of focus is clearly evident in the representation techniques of the contemporary products. Now, the focus of the representation is the ‘owner’ rather than the ‘owned’. This paper exemplifies, scrutinizes and analyzes the very same idea and its various facets with the iPod as a case study.

Traditionally, representation is an economic practice. According to Paul Du Gay, its aim is to make people buy the product, to increase sales and thus maximize profits. But it is also a cultural practice because, in order to sell, it must first appeal; and in order to appeal, it must engage with the meanings which the product has accumulated and it must try to construct identification between…- the consumers and those meanings (1997).  This paper is an attempt to expand and explain the interpretive meaning of the iPod as a ‘designed’ object by the analysis of selected existing representation variations (followed in various mediums).   
This study attempts to create a discourse about the relationships between the object and the technocratic cultural landscape in which it operates and interacts. The approach and structure of analysis for the representation material(s) is grounded in and developed upon the theoretical reference(s) derived from deign, economics, media and material culture studies.
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Introduction
This paper is an attempt to conduct a critical discourse of the fact that contemporary practices and exploitation of mass media (as communication mediums) are a part of the large scaled shift in the economic practices active in cultural production. This phenomenal transition in the contemporary economic practices is analyzed and explained with the example of the iPod commercials. Selection of the iPod commercials to illustrate this phenomenon becomes more appropriate with the consideration of iPod’s wider acceptance as an innovative product of the cutting edge design practice and the strong brand identity which Apple holds. As described in the quote below by an Apple customer:

        “…Mac users us, being fall under the shadow, feel that they have very personal relationship with Macintosh, and it   was those people who took it very personally. Attack on Apple was an attack on themselves.”

-Kacy (Pesca, 2004)
The analysis of the adverts is based on the theoretical base of the “representation theory” described by Stuart Hall.

(Hall, 1997)  
What the analysis tries to investigate / Questions answered: 
a. Where do the meanings come from? What is the meaning of the display of a particular design feature on the iPod / product? Does it go beyond the functional gain? What arenas of human psyche are invaded? 
b. How can we tell the ‘true’ meaning of a word or image?
                What is relationship between the content and context? Who has produced the representation and for whom?            

        c. How does the meaning production and circulation system define the economy as a cultural             phenomenon?
               What aspects of cultural economy become evident? What subcategories of economic and cultural identities   are created within the larger and more general category of iPod users? What could be the hidden message behind that practice? What level of abstraction is practiced as a necessity besides delivering the message? Does the technical aspect of representation suggest any ‘meaning producing’ act?

Emergence of culture based economy - “Cultural Economy”

“We now have to offer consumers more than the mouse trap, more than the soap, ‘reasons’, emotionally significant perhaps morally in some cases, significant powerful reasons to buy that product or that service over above another.”
        - Nancy Cain (Prof. at Harvard Business Administration) (Pesca, 2004)
“Seeing the brand as an extension of the self isn’t some happy buy product or having a great product.” - Mike Pesca (Pesca, 2004)
The contemporary material culture is predominantly ‘manufactured’ with the technologically advanced mass media, which are consistently and effectively active in structuring our thinking. The movies we select to watch, television programs we prefer as entertainment, the type of music we listen to is completely determined or at least highly influenced (the decision making process) by these media of communication. The ‘consumption and acceptance’ of these forms of entertainment is an inseparable cultural dimension of the society, which also legitimates these forms or manifestations as the cultural products or artifacts themselves. Without the ‘consumption and acceptance’ these forms or manifestations are merely the products of technology at their respective productions sites. 
The result is the emergence of “cultural Economy” (Du Gay, 1997), an economy which is culture based and consistently active in the production of the culture (and subculture). Without being a culture generative agent, it is difficult for the economy to survive in contemporary consequences. 
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The emergence of a new equation between culture and economy is explained by Paul du Gay as “cultural Economy.” (Du Gay, 1997)
 “In their different ways and in relationship to different objects of analysis they argue that in the late modern societies such as our own, the ‘economic’ and the ‘cultural’ are irrevocably ‘hybrid’ categories, that what we think of as purely ‘economic’ processes and practices are, in an important sense, ‘cultural phenomena’–managers of business enterprises, are busy attempting to create appropriate organizational ‘cultures’ because they have come to see the very stuff of culture- meanings, norms and values- as critical elements of economic success.”(Du Gay, 1997)
The economy is certainly a crucial domain of operation in the modern societies, and it consistently exploits culture for its successful operation and function. As different literary sources in design and cultural studies have suggested the meaning is never embedded in the design of the material object, but it is allocated to the object by specific culture based practices. In the modern world, this atypical job of meaning allocation is undertaken as a part of the economic processes and practices. “Meaning is produced at ‘economic sites’ (at work, in shops) and circulated through economic processes and practices (through economists’ models of how ‘economies’ or ‘organizations’ work, through adverts, marketing materials and the very design of products) no less than in any other domains of existence in modern societies.” (Du Gay, 1997) 
Thus, the successful practice of economic processes depends on the effective culture based meaning production through various technology based mediums of representation. This feature identifies the representations of physical commodities as valid cultural artifacts, which are not passive reflections of the allocated/attached cultural values and meanings but also active producers of the next generation of (primarily sub cultural) values and meanings.
As described by NPR correspondent Mike Presca, “Apple is perhaps the best example of a product, which is bound to the devoted subculture.” Also, described by one of the Apple customer by saying, “I think it is entirely based on the fact that it is Macintosh, and the people identifying themselves with this company are a part of this company. When people buy a Macintosh, they are not buying a computer, they are buying into a culture, and we are not commenting on just a machine, we are commenting on a culture, and that’s why it’s such a nerve.”-Kacy, (Pesca, 2004)
Quoting Paul Du Gay again, “The most important point to note about our term ‘cultural economy’ is therefore the crucial importance it allots to language, representation and meaning- to ‘culture’-for understanding the conduct of economic life and the construction of economic identities.” (Du Gay, 1997)
The practice of cultural economy through representation

“Meaning is produced as a result of signifying practice-a practice that produces meaning that makes thing mean.”
- Stuart Hall (Hall, 1997)
In the ‘Circuit Of Culture’ Paul du Gay describes “representation” as the process of meaning attribution to an object based upon the way it is described in the language. This language includes the mass media forms of communications such as television, print advertisements, internet options (websites e-mails etc.) Representation has conventionally remained the strategic domain of marketing. Its sole purpose is to make people want to buy the product and to acquire economic gain by sale of the product. But in the shift experienced in the form of ‘Cultural Economy’ it becomes inevitable to practice this marketing strategy as a culture producing agent. “Representation” is required to become an active agent of cultural determinant and demonstrator, in other words generator of new cultural value(s).  
“Representation is a practice, a kind of work, which uses material objects and effects to produce the meaning. (Hall, 1997) However, the material formation of the advertisement as a sign (which could be visual, verbal or auditory and in print or digital format) does not influence the meaning production process, meaning production depends on the ‘signifying practice’ of the advertisements as the signs of communication  what Stuart Hall defines as the “symbolic function” (Hall, 1997) of the signs.
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Functioning of ‘Cultural Economy’              
Language (verbal, visual and auditory) of representation:
Usually digital forms of contemporary representations exploit the basic senses (of human cognitive ability) to generate the effective communication with the (targeted) user. The language being employed to address this cognitive process of data gathering can be divided into five primary categories.
Categories based on technological /technical base (medium) of the representation at the production site:
 a. Visual (Image based)
 b. Verbal (Words/description based)

 c. Auditory (Hearing based)
 d. Tactile (Display and interaction based)

 e. Hybrid (Exploits two or more senses for final effect)

In the context of this particular paper we would focus on the visual, verbal, and auditory or hybrid categories of iPod advertisements/commercials posted on Apple website. The written information posted on the Apple website is also considered as data to analyze. The very idea is based on the preconception that website material is usually an accurate update of information and activities with a very specific intention of marketing (either by an individual or an organization/corporation). 
Categories based on how representation of meaning through (any or all) language(s) works:

Stuart Hall explains the representation of meaning through language in three broad categories: 
1. Reflective approach, defined as “the theory which says that language works by simply reflecting or imitating

the truth that is already there and fixed in the world, is sometimes called ‘mimetic’. 
2. Intentional approach defined as, “it is the author, who imposes his or her unique meaning on the world through language”.
3. Constructionist approach, defined as, “meaning is constructed using the representation systems- concepts and signs.” (Hall, 1997)
 “More, further, quicker, richer are the ‘watch words’ of present-day society.” 
-Dr. Sicco Mansholt (One of the prominent chiefs of European Economics Community)

(Schumacher, 1973)
Reflective Approach:
Verbal representation or written material in the case of commercial advertisements primarily falls in the reflective approach category. Unlike social science or other descriptive disciplines, business or marketing as a discipline and practice employs very precise and direct selection of terms to convey the message. Also, the selection and utilization of the words is reduced to the level of objectivity where it eliminates all other possibilities of unintended interpretations. For example, the definition of auto-sync provided by Apple, “Fast, effortless, simple. That is Auto-Sync.”(Apple) The terms employed like fast, effortless and simple hardly leave any opportunity of any unintended interpretations regardless of cultural and contextual background of the reader who could be the potential buyer. However, the point of investigation following our interest is the selection of the words based on the exploitation of the predominant existing cultural values. Are fast, effortless and simple the other terms for betterment in the common culture of targeted audience? Is progress or better option evaluated by fast (ness), effortless (ness) and simple (icity) as the criteria of evaluation? The American cultural context (“bigger the better”, Macdonaldized definition of “faster” and “easier” as preferred attributes of progress and betterment) to define betterment is clearly evident and active here. The same product (iPod) would be required to generate different value judgment for a fundamentally different cultural context like European and Asian markets. In the larger and general context, this is the way we structure the progress of our material world. 

iPod is introduced on the apple website with an abbreviated introduction:

“The SUPER-SLIM” iPod defines what a digital music player should be. It’s lighter than two CDs, can hold up to 10,000 songs, thousands of digital photos and works as a personal voice recorder. Now you can SYNC with iTunes for Mac and Windows at blazing Speeds, and take your entire music collection with you wherever you go.”
iPod as a product is described as the representative or materialization of certain values identified as the signs of progressive betterment by saying, “WHAT A DIGITAL player should be”.  Adjectives like ‘Super-Slim, ‘lighter’, ‘blazing Speed’ describe the certain credentials to be respected by the targeted consumer because they are already well established and accepted norms of betterment in the culture. Similar to how mobility and compactness are certain other aspects, which do have clear reflection in the busy and fast paced life common to contemporary modern societies. 
‘Meaning’ is not required to produce through or by this descriptions, it simply requires to be reproduced utilizing the circulated meaning for an economic purpose. 

On the Apple website the iPod accessories are introduced with the following statement(s):
“The iPod is the perfect digital companion in (your) car, on a plane or backpacking in the woods. Turn (your) iPod into a portable stereo system by connecting it to a set of external speakers. And now the iPod comes with even more cool accessories that make it the most pleasurable part of (your) daily routine”.   
We already discussed about the economy and importance of words in commercial message. Interestingly enough, the above mentioned description would have made a perfect sense without the use of the word “your” at each   stage. This optional but intentional use of the word “your” is specifically placed to generate the associational value on the reader’s part and is very strongly complemented with the picturesque presentation of the lifestyle (or routine activities).
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Technology with a Human Face

 “Flexible specialization and the increased culturalization of products go hand in hand”. (Paul du Gay, P. 06)
The growth of technology has altered the modes of production. In contrast to mass produced inflexible goods, where one single design was being produced in a very large quantum for a significant amount of time, we now have the flexibility of producing a comparatively smaller batch of goods of a particular design. The electronics based automation technologies which have made this possible are referred as “flexible specialization” (Paul du Gay, P.05). Certainly the technology has not restricted it self to just redefining production system, it has also altered the pattern of consumption and so as the marketing, which is always the glorified story telling of consumption. Flexibility and freedom possible with the advent of humanized face of the technology are evidently taking over the complete concept of consumption pattern and so as the nature of private ownership or possession of material goods.
“As regards to private property, the first and most basic distinction is between 
a) property that is an aid to creative work, b) property that is an alternative to it”. (Schumacher, 1973)
iPod as a technology completely redefines how the technology is an aid in the creative work like the music industry. The use of iPod and the consumption of music in the form of itunes enhance this distinct category of consumer pattern which represents the flexibility and freedom as empowering factors acquired with the humanized face of technology. 

 The Apple website features Quick Time video advertisements for its products. Let us examine one of them, in which famous rock star Bono states the apple products as humanized technology which promotes artist’s creativity:

“Of course, I am interested in itunes. Technology has been at the very very heart of rock & roll. Going back to Jimi Hendrix, stepping on a fuse box. At the start of the 21st century, we are watching on the new technologies emerging, and people are going to be closer to music and closer to who make it through this new technologies, and I welcome”.
 “I do not wanna have a doctorate and a Ph.D. to button push to be able to get to clash. Apple people have been making objects that we musicians and not just musicians but filmmakers, people creative people have been for a long time…so there is a nice rhyme in the fact that you have been incoming with the solution that will help us in the proceed of our work, thank you.”
Alanis Morisette enhances the freedom and flexibility of choice as a gift of the      humanized version of technology by saying,

         “ I am very excited about the iTunes music store because of the options that are given; I am a huge advocate of         choice and to allow the visual response to a song to be gratified as instantly as possible. I give big thumbs up to………………
        ……..there is concern for artist, a concern for protection, a concern for evolution, concern for people getting music right away. So everyone has been taken into account, and no one’s really left behind. That is ultimate convergence of technological evolution and spiritual consideration.”

        This complete idea of owning the technology in a very humane format, and to be utilized to nurture the creative juices of an individual or an industry is a very significant aspect of the functioning of contemporary economic units at every level(an individual-single unit or an industry- group of independent units).
Intentional and Constructive approach:

Multimedia-based animated commercials with an outstanding visual appeal provide a very appropriate example of the intentional and constructive approach acting simultaneously and complementing each other to deliver an effective message. 
        Now let us examine the iPod TV ads also published on Apple website. 

The advertisements have a common visual language where 
“silhouetted shadow-people dance in a strenuous manner. Behind them is a wall of solid color that flashes in neon shades of orange, pink, blue, and green. In each shadow-person's hand is an Apple iPod. The songs (from groups like Jet and Black Eyed Peas) are extremely well-chosen. Just indie enough so that not everybody knows them; just mainstream enough so that almost everybody likes them. But as good as the music is, the visual concept is even better. It's incredibly simple: never more than three distinct colors on the screen at any one time, and black and white are two of them. What make it so bold are those vast swaths of neon monochrome. This simplicity highlights the dance moves, but also—and more importantly—it highlights the iPod. The key to it all is the silhouettes. What a brilliant way to showcase a product. Almost everything that might distract us—not just background scenery, but even the actors' faces and clothes—have been eliminated. All we're left to focus on is that iconic gizmo.” (Pesca, 2004)
This all sounds absolutely great. So what is the intentional construction here? 
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Inntentional construction can be explained by the interrelationship between the content and the context in the visual composition. In an intentional construction of the image there is a danger of the content taking priority over the context, which is where the iPod advertisement succeeds. The visual focus is intensified with silhouetted figures with the solid plane as a background. The intensity of the colors used in the background (orange, pink, blue and green) also enhances the formal strength of the silhouetted figures. At the same time, the complete elimination of any other contextual reference as a part of the immediate environment is also a symbolic representation of the constructed reality by the iPod user. The iPod user is already in his (her) own world, constructed around and according to one’s own self. However, in this sensitive and symbolic addition of the context the prime visual focus still remains the iPod itself, due to the color contrast (the white color of the iPod versus the black silhouette of human figure).
.

In the    other advertisement, a young individual is shown whose personality profile is rendered by the surrounding objects like G4 notebook, iPod, books and furniture. The modern materials & finishes and the compactness of the room enhance the contemporary living in an urban setting. The aspect of multitasking and quick shifting of tasks as routine is presented in the action sequences of the actor. The requirement of the compactness and mobility as inevitable features of the modern products is clearly defined in this representation. Compared to the adverts with silhouetted figures, this advertisement is certainly more effective in developing the associational value(s) on the viewer’s part. It is easier and possibly inevitable to find reflections of one’s own personality profile (on the viewer’s part) at one or the other level in this case. However, earlier discussed danger of context taking lead over content is very clearly evident in this case. The actor surrounds himself with context defining objects, which certainly take lead over the core content (iPod usage), and so as the final message of the commercial. iPod usage is presented as a complement to the personality profile and the lifestyle of the actor.
Thus, the representational strength of adverts is dependent on the ‘significant practice’ of meaning production and circulation, and from an economical perspective that is the way it has to function for its successful (economically advantageous) practice. Language(s) of representation are acting as the active technical mediums to generate the communication with the viewer. Due to the ‘signifying practice’ of these technical mediums as signs of communication, the production and circulation of meaning becomes possible. iPod adverts clearly demonstrate this inevitability of meaning production and circulation as the new responsibility attached with the aboriginal economic practice of representation.  
Summary
The discussion started with focusing on the questions regarding meaning production and circulation the emergent necessity of successful economic practices. Understanding that meaning is produced by the ‘signifying practices’ of signs as communication shared by a specific group, culture or people who also share the common interpretation of the very same signs, which leads to interpret the communication established by the languages of representation. In the analysis of the adverts this idea is taken forward through the analysis of particular presentations. Selection of advertising texts has played an important role in establishing the meaning and image projection of iPod as a (culture generating and reflecting) product. Analysis of adverts also focused on the generation of certain associational values and through that the meanings, which are necessary to appeal to the targeted customer who either desires or owns those values. The hidden purpose of generating an economic gain through representation exploits and also focuses on the practice of the ‘ipodization’ of these values to increase the chances of its success by defining the product itself as a cultural artifact.
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