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McDonaldization and creative consumption: A comparative anthropological analysis of the Coca-Cola brand and iconic glass bottle.
This essay will be a comparative anthropological analysis of the Coca-Cola Company brand and its products, namely the iconic glass Coca-Cola bottle. I will be using the theories of McDonaldization and creative consumption to both explore how this global brand has spread across the globe into virtually every society on earth and how its consumed on a local level, thereby reflecting on the global-local - or ‘glocal’ - dynamic. I will also be exploring the way in which people and nations use a commodity like Coca-Cola to define their identities. I will then attempt to come to a conclusion about whether or not the global Coca-Cola brand, and by extension the iconic glass Coke bottle, is being passively consumed, leading to greater homogenisation in this globalised world, or is in fact being cratively consumed by the local consumers. To begin with I shall give a short explanation and definition of what the theories of ‘McDonaldization’ and ‘creative consumption’ are. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The term ‘McDonaldization’ was first coined by the American sociologist Professor George Ritzer, which he defined as "...the process by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as the rest of the world.” (Ritzer 2015: 1). These principles are separated into four categories: efficiency, predictability, calculability and control (Ritzer 2015: 14-16). ‘McDonaldization’ is simply a term coined due to the ubiquitous nature of the McDonald’s brand but there are a few other brands like it. Coca-Cola is one of those brands and has led to the term ‘Coca-Colonization’ becoming just as prevalent as ‘McDonaldization’. In all cases the meaning is effectively the same, the standardisation of an organisations practices via the four categories mentioned above, the global spread of its brand and subsequent homogenisation.
The second theory is ‘creative consumption’ and concerns the ways in which people use objects, both physically and mentally, to construct social relationships between one another and define their social identities. This is made clear by Alfred Gell in his ethnography of the Muria in Madhya Pradesh, India when he says, “Consumption involves the incorporation of the consumed item into the personal and social identity of the consumer…I think of consumption as the appropriation of objects as part of one’s personalia” (1986: 112). Since this assignment concerns Coca-Cola I will be looking at how people have, and continue to, creatively consume Coca-Cola; how it shapes their social relationships and is creatively consumed into their social identities around the world.
While moving back and forth between both theories may be necessary to some extent, I’m going to begin this analysis by looking at Coca-Cola primarily through the lens of ‘McDonaldization’, or in this case ‘Coca-Colonisation’; for the purposes of this essay I will use the two interchangeably. The Coca-Cola brand and its iconic glass bottle are ubiquitous examples of capitalist Americana culture throughout the world. Just some examples of Coca-Cola in popular culture include the once again, iconic, 1971 ‘Hillside’ Coca-Cola advertisement being shown at the finale of the recent hit TV series Mad Men, as well as the film ‘The Gods Must Be Crazy’; a 1980 South African comedy film about a Coca-Cola bottle falling out of a plane and being found by a Ju'/Hoansi bushman and his tribe in Botswana who promptly conclude it must be a gift from the gods. Coca-Cola has even been sent into space, launching on the Space Shuttle in 1995 and 1996. So, it’s easy to say that Coca-Cola is an easily recognisable brand and has a special ability to objectify globality (Miller 1997: 21).
Probably the best-known example of this is the ‘Coke Claus’; the now classic depiction of Santa Claus as a portly, jolly, red and white figure in a fur trimmed outfit has been embedded in popular culture by annual Christmas advertisements run by the Coca-Cola Company since 1931 and originally illustrated by Haddon Sundblom. This was of course, a marketing ploy, designed as all advertising is to gain control over customers – a key principle of McDonaldization. In this case to increase the sales of Coca-Cola bottles – a chilled product – at a time when sales traditionally decreased as the cold winter weather moved in (McKay 2008: 4-6). It could also be argued however that the ‘Coke Claus’ is an example of the creative consumption of the Coca-Cola brand, given the illustrations ubiquitous acceptance as the Santa Claus throughout the United States and much of the rest of the world, especially among children where Santa Claus is the most recognisable figure, surpassing even Ronald McDonald whom 96% of children surveyed recognised (Ritzer 2015: 9). The illustration has in effect been consumed into the culture.
The Coca-Cola Company has a history of McDonaldization principles in its business practice in that from its inception it was based on a system of franchising (Miller 1997: 4). The technical ability to set up bottling plants around the globe rapidly played an important role during the second world war when the Coca-Cola Company supplied its iconic beverage to American G.I.’s around the globe, but it also helped to hasten the McDonaldization of Coca-Cola practices. It was in fact during this period that Coca-Cola entered into Trinidad when American forces arrived on the island in large numbers, but we’ll return to that later in the essay. In 1941 the long-time President of the Coca-Cola Company Robert Woodruff said that “any person in uniform should get a bottle of Coke for 5 cents, wherever he is and whatever it costs the Company”. This led to the creation of ‘Technical observers’, a special unit of 148 Coca-Cola employees commissioned into the US Army as officers, given military uniforms, officers pay and their own identification patch – two of these men were even killed in the line of duty. This unit supplied Coca-Cola to American military personnel, constructing and operating 64 bottling plants across every campaign theatre distributing more than 5 billion Coca-Cola beverages in their iconic glass bottle (Mooney 2008). This is an example of literal military efficiency in the production, quality control and calculability of Coca-Cola distribution even under the most extreme of circumstances – it’s McDonaldization on steroids.
The primary present-day example of Coca-Cola’s embrace of the principles of McDonaldization though, is in its aforementioned expansive network of almost 250 bottling partners around the world. Since the Coca-Cola brand is not a single company, but the parent company in Atlanta, Georgia in combination with a global distribution network of bottling partners, most of which are franchises it does not own, this allows the Coca-Cola company to be incredibly efficient – key to successful McDonaldization. As one article in Business Week said referring to Sara Lee CEO John H. Bryan, “Bryan’s shift away from manufacturing to focus on brand marketing recognizes that the future belongs to companies – like Coca-Cola Co. – that own little but sell much” (Business Week 1998 cited in Klein 2010: 200). This efficiency is derived from the fact that the Coca-Cola Company itself only manufactures the concentrates, beverage bases and syrups and then sells them on to its franchised bottling partners, the clear majority of which it does not legally own (Coca-Cola Company 2018). This means that aside from manufacturing the concentrates, bases and syrups the Coca-Cola Company itself is focused primarily on branding – it owns the company brand and conducts consumer brand marketing initiatives (Coca-Cola Company 2018). This is very lucrative for the bottlers of course as they have exclusive rights to bottle Coca-Cola and its other products in a given territory, but it does not relinquish the key control over quality of product and use of company logo thus preserving that key principle of McDonaldization (Miller 1997: 4). Effectively quality control also preserves the key principle of predictability; the assurance from company to customer that every bottle of Coca-Cola will be “uniform over time and in all locales” (Ritzer 2015: 15). The Coca-Cola company has also begun exerting further control by opening branded stores selling its products and merchandise directly to the consumer; everything from key chains to t-shirt to cutting boards. As Naomi Klein wrote, “stores that sell multiple brands have become antithetical to the very principles of sound brand management. They want nothing to do with venues in which their products are sold side by side with their competitors” (Klein 2010: 149-150).
The Coca-Cola company then is a classic example of the principles of McDonaldization or Coca-Colonisation that, some would argue, seem to homogenise culture wherever they go. The arrival of Coca-Cola to consumer markets in post-war Europe was generally met by hostility, especially in France, a country that prides itself on its fine cuisine, and even more stridently in French Communist Party circles who viewed it as an imposition of American capitalist imperialism (McKay 2008: 7).  Even so, the battle has been won and Coca-Cola and fast-food more generally is widely consumed in France today. Despite French national pride surrounding their cuisine the lure of Americana has led the country to become the second most profitable market in the world for McDonald’s. In 2013 France spent more in fast-food restaurants than traditional restaurants for the first time ever (Ritzer 2015: 4-5). This is important because Coca-Cola often comes under the header of fast-food and is served inside McDonald’s; at this point the iconic McDonald’s Big Mac and French fries’ meal is synonymous with being served alongside a Coca-Cola. So, the argument can easily be made that this is a homogenisation of culture, but what if it’s not? What if Coca-Cola in France has become domesticated just as McDonalds seemingly has in places like France and more recently Russia, as demonstrated by Mellissa Caldwell’s ethnography (2004). 
This leads us into the creative consumption section of this essay. Coca-Cola has many examples of peoples and nations creatively consuming and altering Coca-Cola to suit their own social identities and relationships. One of the most historically stark examples returns us once again to the era of the second world war, when both the Nazi’s and Soviets forced Coca-Cola to alter the branding or remove it altogether to fit their social and political identities. In the case of Nazi Germany anti-Semitism struck the company when a German competitor stole some kosher Coke bottle caps and began urging German consumers not to purchase the ‘Jewish-American’ drink. In response Coca-Cola’s local German bottler began handing out Coke’s at Hitler Youth rallies and displaying enormous Swastika banners at bottling conventions. By comparison the Soviet Union viewed Coca-Cola as a pure expression of American capitalist imperialism, so when the demand for Coca-Cola appeared they removed the brand altogether, along with the caramel colouring, and put the drink in a clear bottle, with a white cap and a red soviet star on the front – it became known as ‘White Coke’ (Pendergrast 1993). There is a debate here of course as to whether this is an example of passive or creative consumption, but I think I would side with the latter. In both cases, Coca-Cola did not alter its behaviour until prompted to by the consumers who wished to creatively consume the drink into their social identities.
Another example of creative consumption is Daniel Millers ethnography of Coca-Cola in Trinidad, where Rum and Coke is the national drink. Coca-Cola arrived in Trinidad in 1939 and became very popular in 1941 with the influx of American service personnel to the island who were seen as egalitarian and personable when compared to the elitist, hierarchical British colonial authorities. As such Coca-Cola was subsumed into the Trinidadian identity in part by an independence movement with an ideological need to distance itself from British rule. It has since been creatively consumed into the social identity of Trinidadians and is perceived as a necessity, not a luxury, and something distinctly Trinidadian. Coca-Cola is viewed as a high-status example of the domestic concept of a ‘black sweet drink’. It is produced by the local Trinidadian bottler Cannings and as such the government placed price controls on the industry. It even went so far as to ban the import of all ‘foreign’ soft drinks until the IMF recently ended all protectionism (Miller 1997: 12). It has become so ordinary that it has ceased to be ‘culturally marked’; it has achieved a ‘shift to invisibility’ as Melissa Caldwell would say (2004: 15). This hybridisation of a local domestic product – Rum – and a global, supposedly homogenising drink like Coca-Cola, had led to a uniquely Trinidadian cultural drink. It is comparable to the Russian ‘milk cocktail’ craze and hybridisation of global McDonald’s food with local Russian cuisine as described in Mellissa Caldwell’s ethnography (2004: 15-16).
A critical aspect of creative consumption is the formation of individuals’ social relationships and identities, and this requires that the individual be sunk back into their social obligations. The formation of these social relationships and social identities requires mediating materials, such as food, drink or clothing, to mediate and relate to other people (Douglas and Isherwood 1996: viii). Coca-Cola is an excellent example of such a mediating item. For example, in 1998 when Greenbriar High School in Evans, Georgia had an official ‘Coke Day’ as part of an advertising campaign set up by Coca-Cola, all the students turned up in Coca-Cola t-shirts and posed for a photograph in formation spelling ‘Coke’. One 19-year-old senior however turned up in a Pepsi t-shirt as an act of defiance and was promptly suspended (Klein, 2010: 95). This is a clear example, if on a minor scale, of how Coca-Cola can act as a social mediator between people, forming social relationships and identities that have consequences when breached. It can also form part of the social and personal identity of someone who collects Coca-Cola merchandise, including the iconic glass bottles; in effect collectors who make the Coca-Cola brand part of their ‘personalia’ (Ní Chonchúir 2015). Coca-Cola was even present at the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, its employees handing out free glass bottle six-packs, quite literally forming social relationships and social identities by mediating between East and West (Pendergrast 1993). 
In conclusion then I have analysed the Coca-Cola brand and the iconic Coca-Cola glass bottle via the theories of ‘McDonaldization’ and ‘creative consumption’. I’ve looked at the social and political history of Coca-Cola including its drive towards McDonaldization and its principles of efficiency, calculability, predictability and control throughout the second world war; it’s franchising system of bottlers and its global advertising reach that has altered culture itself in many cases. I’ve also looked at how it has been creatively consumed under tyrannical regimes in the past, how it is creatively consumed today on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, hybridised with the local culture to the point that its global brand is rendered invisible – just another ‘black sweet drink’, and how it acts in a very real sense as a mediating material, a tool to be creatively consumed, but not destroyed, allowing the formation of social relationships and identities to coalesce around it everywhere from Trinidad, to the Soviet Union to the collapse of the Berlin Wall.
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