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Abstract 

In this paper I analyze the widely successful ”Get a Mac” campaign spanning 

from 2006-2008. The “Get a Mac” advertisements were very financially successful, but 

the effects on their consumer have yet to be analyzed through a rhetorical lens. I argue 

that understanding the impact of the ad on the consumer is imperative to understanding 

the full implications of the campaign because this impacts how corporations compel 

their audience to not only buy a product, but also subscribe to a lifestyle that the 

company has created.  I will analyze this campaign through the lens of Žižek’s theory 

of the liberal communist. I argue that the liberal communist constitutes consumers as 

part of a particular fantasy thus creating a desire for the product. Mac has framed their 

brand identity as an ethical form of capitalism in a post-race, gender and class society. 

The Mac computer is representative of a portal into this fantasy of harmless capitalism. 

This however, ultimately ignores inequalities of race, gender and class that are inherent 

in capitalism. Apple’s fantasy is contradictory because no matter how capitalism is 

packaged, it is always inherently harmful. I specifically point to human rights 

violations and exploited labor used to create Apple’s products. Using Žižek’s theory of 

the liberal communist I will identify three fantasies created by the “Get a Mac” 

campaign. The first is a post- race, gender and class society, the second is an aesthetic 

oriented toward youth and beauty and third is seamless connectivity. Apple’s rhetoric 

has created such a powerful illusion that they have mobilized a cult like following of 

their products, and disdain for their competitors. The consumers of Mac have become 

so enchanted by the fantasy that they use it as a framework for consumption, claiming 

that these products can do no wrong. Ultimately, the fantasy is contradictory because 
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Apple does not exist in a frictionless capitalist system, their products are the result of 

human rights exploitation, yet consumers are not dissuaded by this because they are 

blinded by the fantasy that does not only represent a product, but a lifestyle.



Introduction 

In 2006, Apple launched a three year long, 66-part ad campaign, titled, “Get a 

Mac”. The series pairs Justin Long, playing a youthful, hip representation of an Apple 

computer, with John Hodgman as an older, out of touch PC. In each ad the two use 

humorous banter to call attention to Long’s positive qualities and lampoon Hodgman’s 

shortcomings. The ads were wildly successful by any standard. At the time, Microsoft 

led the competition in the computer desktop game and Apple sought to overtake the 

tech giant. When the ads first aired in 2006, Apple held roughly four percent market 

share in personal computers.
1
 In each quarter of the ad campaign’s run, Apple saw an 

impressive increase in sales.
2
 The campaign has been praised for its clean aesthetic, its 

beauty, and its simplicity.  The campaign also won several industry awards: in 2007, 

the Effie Awards honored the campaign with their Grand Effie award for “increased 

product market share, heightened consumer awareness and more cultural influence. 

“Get a Mac” was a lauded by Adweek in 2010 as “the best advertising campaign of the 

first decade of the new century.” The “Get a Mac” campaign not only affected the way 

the ad industry marketed computers; it also led millions more to buy into Apple’s 

brand by purchasing their products. 

I analyze the “Get a Mac” ad campaign as an influential tactic to sell consumers 

a culture instead of a company. The “Get a Mac” campaign, in encouraging those who 

view the ad to become “a Mac” or “a PC” rather than merely buying a particular 

                                                 
1
 "The "Get a Mac" Campaign Analyzed." Thinking Exponentially. April 26, 2011. Accessed November 

13, 2016. http://www.thinkingexponentially.com/white_papers/GAM.pdf.  
2
 "The "Get a Mac" Campaign Analyzed." Thinking Exponentially. April 26, 2011. Accessed November 

13, 2016. http://www.thinkingexponentially.com/white_papers/GAM.pdf.  
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product, creates a fantasy that users are encouraged to buy into, and this frames Mac as 

“capitalism with a friendly face.” The political leanings of Mac users are relatively 

similar. One study found that 58 percent of Mac users are “liberal” in comparison with 

38 percent of PC users who describe themselves as liberal.
3
 This means that those who 

are most skeptical of large-scale corporate capitalism are more likely to buy Macs 

because they are interested in ethical consumption and hold the commodities they 

consume to a higher standard. Thus liberals are most susceptible to subscribing to the 

fantasy. I will place the “Get a Mac” campaign in conversation with Slavoj Žižek’s 

theory of the liberal communist, a figure defined by Žižek as someone who is a 

capitalist while simultaneously framing themselves as humane and as avoiding 

capitalism’s negative aspects. I will use the term liberal communism to describe the 

scenario that the liberal communist creates. Under liberal communism capitalism exists 

under a seemingly ethical framework, but the laborer is still undeniably exploited. 

While Žižek’s theory of the liberal communist analyzes and identifies the motives of 

individual capitalists like Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, more work remains to be done to 

account for the ways people participate in this fantasy as consumers. My analysis will 

thus focus on the fantasy that the “Get a Mac” campaign created, and on the ways this 

fantasy shores up consumer investments in “capitalism with a human face.” The 

situation that has been created as a result of the “Get a Mac” campaign should be 

analyzed because the ad not only changed the audience’s orientation towards the brand, 

but also impacts how other corporations have worked to compel their audience to buy 

both the products and lifestyle that the company created. I argue that when we study 

                                                 
3
 Poeter, Damon. "I'm A Mac, You're Sarah Palin." PCMAG. April 22, 2011. Accessed November 27, 

2016.  
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the effects of these ads on the consumer, we can account for the fantasy of liberal 

communism that underlies our investment Mac computers. The consumer wants to buy 

the product the liberal communist is selling because it is packaged as a desirable, 

attractive item that will change the life of the consumer. I will analyze three themes 

present under the purview of the liberal communist: a post-race, gender and class 

society, youth and beauty, and seamless connectivity. Mac has created an identity 

where their brand exists as a “good” form of capitalism and the Mac computer serves 

as a portal into this fantasy.  



4 

 

Literature Review 

I analyze how Apple as a neo-liberal representation of capitalism used the “Get 

a Mac” campaign to create a culture instead of a company.
4
 The “Get a Mac” campaign 

represents itself as a “lifestyle”-centered approach to technology that rejects traditional 

forms of domination. Mac’s ad campaign functions to represent the Mac brand as a 

culture not a company, while presenting their brand as capitalism with a friendly face. 

In this campaign, Mac is not the only product spoken about, the human representation 

of PC sets the tone of blatant comparison and competitions aspects of the 

advertisement. Specifically, Apple wants the consumer to view their brand in 

comparison to PC. I investigate how Mac utilizes their lifestyle-centered approach to 

create an ideology surrounding their brand. For this advertisement, the computer does 

not only represent a commodity, but also the culture that Mac wants their consumer to 

identify with their brand. 

After engaging some relevant background discussions of Mac’s brand identity 

and elaborating on Žižek’s theory of fantasy, I perform a close reading of the dialogue 

and physical interactions between the two characters in the advertisement. The 

questions that guide my thesis research are: 1) how is Mac’s performance of capitalism 

different than their representation of PC capitalism? 2) How does the ad create a 

                                                 
4
 “…Neoliberalism is a philosophy viewing market exchange as a guide for all human action. Refining 

social and ethical life in accordance with economic criteria and expectations, neoliberalism holds that 

human freedom is best achieved through the operation of markets. The primary role of the state is to 

provide an institutional framework for markets, establishing rights of property and contract, for example, 

and creating markets in domains where may not have existed previously. Neoliberalism thus accords to 

the state an active role in securing markets, in producing the subjects of and conditions for markets, 

although it does not think the state should at least ideally—intervene in the activities of markets” (48). 

Dean, Jodi. "Enjoying Neoliberalism." Cultural Politics: An International Journal 4, no. 1 (January 

2008): 47-72. Accessed November 27, 2016. doi:10.2752/175174308x266398.  
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fantasy for the consumer? 3) What are the implications of this fantasy? In order to 

answer these questions it will be helpful to understand Mac’s branding as well as the 

role of fantasy in contemporary capitalism. Creating a rivalry between two brands is a 

century old advertising technique used across product industries. However, the iconic 

“Get a Mac” advertisements are different because they are not only emblematic of 

competition between two brands, but also competing ideologies.  

The Origins of Apple and the Philosophy of Lifestyle Branding 

My literature review will begin by analyzing the literature surrounding the “Get 

a Mac” campaign as well as broader themes surrounding Apple. In order to analyze the 

“Get a Mac” campaign, an understanding the origins of Apple and Steve Jobs is 

imperative. Jobs’ narrative about his own success is widely considered nontraditional 

for the founder of a major technology corporation. He was a college dropout who 

practiced yoga at an ashram in India and once said that experimenting with LSD was 

“one of the two or three most important things he had done in his life.”
5
 Apple quickly 

became famous for their sleek and minimalist design, to the credit of Jobs’ creative 

eye. Jobs saw Apple as more than a company, more than a brand, he held what he did 

in the highest regard, perhaps best exemplified by his job pitch to a Pepsi-Cola 

executive  “Do you want to spend the rest of your life selling sugared water, or do you 

want a chance to change the world?”
6
 The concept of “changing the world” became the 

core of Apple’s business model and culminated in a company culture of unprecedented 

innovation. 

                                                 
5
 Markoff, John. "Steve Jobs of Apple Dies at 56." The New York Times. October 5, 2011. Accessed 

November 16, 2016. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/06/business/steve-jobs-of-apple-dies-at-56.html. 
6
 Markoff, John. "Steve Jobs of Apple Dies at 56." The New York Times. October 5, 2011. Accessed 

November 16, 2016. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/06/business/steve-jobs-of-apple-dies-at-56.html.  
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Apple’s opposition to “typical” business practices is a common theme within 

my literature review. The article “Better at Life Stuff Consumption, Identity, and Class 

in Apple’s ‘Get a Mac’ Campaign” investigates how Apple convinced their customer 

that Mac products do not conform to traditional capitalism. Author Randall 

Livingstone argues that Mac uses “cultural ideology” to fuse commodity with 

lifestyle.“ Apple defined for its audience the dichotomy between the casual, confident, 

creative Mac user and the formal, frustrated fun-deprived PC user.”
7
 The 

advertisements do not show the product itself, but rather solely rely on the human 

representation to provide sufficient information about the commodity. This is an 

instance of the efficacy of Mac’s advertising, because their product is so deeply rooted 

in ideology, showing the product is not necessary to sell it. When one buys an Apple 

product, they are not merely buying a piece of technology, but rather buying their way 

into a liberal representation of capitalism. Thus Livingstone addresses the “implicit 

question offered by “Get a Mac”-- Do you want to be a Mac or a PC?”
8
 The ad makes 

the answer obvious; we all want to be a Mac.  

Consumer efforts to cling to the ethereal ideologies of Apple and its leader have 

proved to be divisive in the technology community. In 2007, following the Consumer 

Electronics Show in Las Vegas in January, technology website InformationWeek 

produced an article titled “Microsoft Versus Apple: This Time It’s For Real.” The 

piece describes the personal rivalry between Steve Jobs and Bill Gates following the 

event that occurred in the midst of the advertisements’ two-year run. Gates gave a 

                                                 
7
 Randall Livingstone, “Better at Life Stuff: Consumption, Identity and Class in Apple’s “Get a Mac” 

Campaign,” Journal of Communication Inquiry 35(3) 210-234 (2011): 210-230. Accessed September 16, 

2016. doi: http://jci.sagepub.com/content/35/3/210. 
8
 Randall Livingstone, “Better at Life Stuff: Consumption, Identity and Class in Apple’s “Get a Mac” 

Campaign 
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keynote speech about Microsoft’s new operating system to an audience of 15,000 

people. Author John Soat described Gates as “upset that the audience wasn’t more 

excited about the new software” and he looked “visibly shaken” after the speech. The 

same week, Jobs “looking stylish and younger than his 51 years” introduced the first 

version of the iPhone to an audience of 50,000 “adoring fans”, telling them “here’s one 

thing Microsoft will never be able to rip off”. Gates, still at the conference in Las 

Vegas heard these comments and responded by stealing the microphone from another 

individual speaking at the conference and telling the audience that he planned to drive 

to San Francisco and “confront Jobs about his ‘lies, calumny and slander.”
9
 Gates then 

promised free Xbox 360s to everyone who would join him on the trip.  Jobs upped the 

ante by promising the attendees of his conference the first generation iPhone that was 

not due to be released for another five months. This heated interaction between the two 

tech giants and their loyal supporters shows how intense the rivalry between Mac and 

PC is, not only for the two capitalists, but also their followers. This shows an intense 

culture and brand loyalty present in the Mac, PC divide as well as a deeply rooted 

emotional connection to each brand.  

The impassioned audience of Apple has created a mindset that goes beyond 

typical consumer behavior. In “Brand Rivalry and Consumers’ Schadenfreude: The 

Case of Apple” authors Joanna Phillips-Melancon and Vassilis Dalakas found that 

“brand identification with Apple was positively related to schadenfreude (pleasure at 

misfortunes) toward rival Microsoft.” This can be used as a measure of public 

perception of both Mac and PC. Phillips-Melancon and Dalakas found strong customer 

identification with Apple’s origin story, Job’s “perceived charisma” as well as the 

                                                 
9
   Soat, John. (2007). Microsoft Versus Apple: This Time, It's For Real. InformationWeek, (1121), 12. 
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computers themselves. The authors write, “Whenever there is a brand ‘hero,’ there 

must also be a brand ‘villain’.... Initially it was IBM… in recent years, Apple’s nemesis 

has been Microsoft”. The authors state that the purpose of the study is to examine not 

only how consumers see Apple in a positive light, but also how their views of 

Microsoft lead to schadenfreude. The study found that consumers who strongly 

identified with Apple “indeed demonstrated tendencies to experience such 

schadenfreude when a negative incident occurs to rival Microsoft.”
10

 To give my 

artifact historical context, advertising “wars” have existed for over one hundred years, 

beginning with rivalries among cigarette companies, baking goods, soft drinks and 

cars. However I argue that the relationship between Mac and PC diverts from this 

traditional competition model because of the deep ideological connection between 

Apple and it’s loyal consumers. This study provides insight into how the consumer 

anchors their identity to Apple in a way that is not seen in any other product-consumer 

relationship. I argue that this is because of the ideological claims that Apple makes, 

they are not just a company, but a brand of lifestyle innovators. 

This shift in our relationship with computers from a traditional mode of buying 

and selling to buying into a lifestyle has made significant changes in how computers 

are advertised.  In his piece “From the Screen to Me, 1984-2008 Computer Television 

Commercials and Three Phases in the Human-Computer Relationship” author David 

Gruber describes his theory of the shift in human-computer relationship “the movement 

from (1) an enclosed cyberspace where one’s mind is imagined as separate from one’s 

body to (2) an open, material space outside of the computer where mind and body are 

                                                 
10

  Phillips-Melancon, Joanna, and Vassilis Dalakas. "Brand Rivalry and Consumers' Schadenfreude: 

The Case of Apple." Services Marketing Quarterly 35, no. 2 (2014): 174. 
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imagined as one entity, existing in unison”
11

 Gruber says that this will result in a focus 

on the body in unison with the computer and less on the computer itself. He explains 

that there is fear associated with the first phase because people believed that computers 

would take their jobs, or create a scenario like Y2K. The second phase is crucial to 

human computer interactions because the human controls the computer, not vice versa. 

Because the new millennium did not bring the dystopia that was feared, the human-

computer relationship is now harmonious. This harmony allows the audience to avoid 

thinking about the contradictions of our increased integration with machines. Gruber 

describes the third phase of the human computer relationship “ubiquity.” He writes that 

because ads like “Get a Mac” do not feature computers themselves, the computers have 

transcended their physical form. Telling the customer what the computer looks like is 

not as necessary as telling the customer what owning the computer will do for them. 

This creates an emotional investment for the consumer. In addition to this marketing, 

Apple is a lauded as a successful company because their branding philosophy 

effectively shuts out the competition by creating a fantasy that the consumer cannot 

refuse. 

In the 2008 article, “Technology Strategy and Management: The Puzzle of 

Apple” author Michael Cusumano praises Apple’s ingenuity, but criticizes their lack of 

forethought for user accessible platforms. Cusumano describes “platform” as  

A foundation product or key technology in a system like the PC of a Web 

enabled cellphone. A platform should have relatively open technical interfaces 

and easy licensing terms in order to encourage other firms to contribute 

complementary products and services
12

 

                                                 
11

 Gruber, David. "From the Screen to Me, 1984-2008." Media History 16, no. 3 (August 2010): 341-

356. Communication & Mass Media Complete, EBSCOhost (accessed September 16, 2016).  
12

 Cusumano, Michael. "Technology Strategy and Management The Puzzle of Apple." Communications 

of the ACM 51, no. 9 (September 2008). doi:10.1145/1378727.1378736. 
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Cusumano argues that if Apple had more forethought as to platform accessibility, such 

as making the first generation iPhone available on more than one cellular network, or 

their Mac software more compatible with PC technology, Apple may be a more 

successful company. Cusumano criticizes Apple’s highly sensationalized products 

without the framework to ground their fast moving technology. However, this makes 

Apple’s products exclusive and elite if they are not easy to access. This article 

illustrates the fundamental differences between Apple and PC as well as the 

overarching themes of exclusivity and seamless connectivity that Apple strives to sell 

their customers. 

 

The Fantasy of Contemporary Capitalism 

The question of representation frames the contemporary debate of identity 

beginning with James Arnt Aune, Dana Cloud and Steve Macek’s article, “The Limbo 

of Ethical Simulacra.” They believe that identity pre-exists rhetoric and that rhetoric 

should attempt to address extra discursive values and convince people to adopt the 

“right” position. These authors advocate for a top down approach of instrumental 

rhetoric, they want the educated elite to teach the working class how they have been 

oppressed in order for them to overthrow the bourgeoisie. In response, Ron Greene’s 

essay “Rhetorical Agency as Communicative Labor” argues for a constitutive form of 

rhetoric, writing that classes gain agency through a collective identity and adopting a 

bottom up approach where the working class raises their own consciousness through 

self-education. He argues that when a small, powerful group of people educates the 
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working class and uses their own ideals to tell them what the revolution should look 

like, they run the risk of abusing their power and keeping the working class 

complacent. Greene's approach is less concerned with finding a place outside capital to 

critique it, and more focused on creating governance structures that resist capitalism 

from within. Greene disagrees with Cloud’s interpretation of worker as an identity 

class. Cloud believes that the way we improve conditions for the working class is to 

use rhetorical agency to make a movement. She writes that the modern relationship 

between the worker and the capitalist are no different than the binary of the proletariat 

and the bourgeoisie that Marx wrote about. However, Greene offers a more nuanced 

position and takes into account the ways that gender and race effect discussions of 

class as well as the ways that class can be formed differently depending on the specific 

historical circumstances in which it takes shape. Aune, Cloud and Macek do not take 

these factors into account, which leads me to fall on the side of Greene’s approach of 

constitutive rhetoric because I agree with the concept that identity is formed through 

the unity of a group of people in specific circumstances, not an extra-rhetorical identity 

that an elite group of people can spur to political action. While my approach is closer to 

Greene's, I argue Žižek is a middle ground between these two areas of thought that 

allows us to take productive elements from both sides of the debate. Žižek recognizes 

that a reality exists that is not discourse or material. One implication of this that Žižek 

can help us address new forms of capitalism found in the information economy. 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s analysis of new forms of labor aid my 

argument’s dissection of “new” capitalism. Because the way that capitalism is 

conceptualized under liberal communism, it is imperative to understand the creation of 
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‘immaterial labor” in the information economy. This describes a type of labor that is 

performed by someone in the working class but the worker does not produce a tangible 

good like they would in a factory. One example often used to describe this form of 

labor is working in a call center, the worker is not producing an item, but is still in the 

bottom rung of capitalism, not earning a livable wage. Hardt and Negri also discuss the 

way that corporations have biopolitical capital.  

The great industrial and financial powers thus produce not only commodities 

but also subjectives. They produce agentic subjectivities within the biopolitical 

context: they produce needs, social relations, bodies, and minds-- which is to 

say, that produce producers
13

 

This means that new corporate forms of power have nothing to do with old forms of 

power like monarchies or empires. These corporations use moral instruments, not lethal 

force to persuade citizens to desire their product. The Greene and Cloud debate links to 

this argument because they account for the ways consumers believe they are using 

certain ethical standards for their consumption. Apple obviously does not force 

customers to buy their products, but rather aligns their company with a set of morals 

and ideologies that the customer can agree or disagree with. The framework of fantasy 

is one way of explaining how these moral instruments work. 

The concept of fantasy and ethical consumption are addressed in the first 

chapter of Žižek’s “Sublime Objects.” He explains how products become the 

consumer’s dreams.  

...The real problem is not to penetrate to the ‘hidden kernel’ of the commodity- 

the determination of its value by the quality of the work consumed in its 

production- but to explain why work assumed the form of the value of a 

commodity, why it can affirm its social character only in the commodity- form 

of its product.
14

 

                                                 
13

 Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. Empire. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000. (32). 
14

  Žižek, Slavoj. "How Did Marx Invent the Symptom." In The Sublime Object of Ideology. (13). 
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This analysis of the product-dream relationship dissects how commodities are not 

merely objects but representations of larger moral ideologies.  

Žižek’s analysis of Bill Gates describes the primary argument that my thesis 

will engage with. Gates self-describes his corporate environment as a “frictionless 

capitalism” that employs young, ex-hackers in a casual workspace. Žižek creates the 

term “liberal communist” to describe Gates and other corporate leaders who claim to 

do good through capitalism, a theory that Žižek will ultimately describe as an 

impossible contradiction. Žižek writes that “Liberal communists do not want to be just 

machines for generating profits. They want their lives to have a deeper meaning.”
15

 

The liberal communist wants to use capitalism to create change, but this intrinsically 

keeps them stuck in a double bind. Žižek’s analysis of the liberal communist can be put 

into conversation with the “Get a Mac” advertisements because of the focus on casual, 

approachable capitalism. The capitalist is no longer a man in a suit, but rather a young, 

civically engaged philanthropist. “So their goal is not to earn money, but to change the 

world, though if this makes them more money as a by-product, who’s to complain!”
16

 

This dissection of the type of corporate culture that companies like Mac create, is 

emblematic of the motives behind the liberal communist, and could be argued that the 

liberal communist is even more bound to capitalism because their identity, source of 

income, religion and political beliefs are trapped in the polarization of capitalism. 

Additionally, this alters how consumption is used as a means of pseudo-philanthropy. 

The consumer believes that they are not merely buying a product in a traditional selling 

and purchasing economy, but also want their purchase to have meaningful, 

                                                 
15

 Žižek, Slavoj. Violence: Six Sideways Reflections. (20). 
16

 Žižek, Slavoj. Violence: Six Sideways Reflections. (20). 
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philanthropic difference, this is the crux of liberal communism. I agree with Žižek’s 

argument that ultimately, this train of logic can only lead the capitalist to replicate the 

issues that they claim they are attempting to fix. This philosophy rings true for Mac’s 

campaign and the broader culture of Apple. 

Fracturing the Fantasy of Liberal Communism 
Here I identify a place for intervention. The scholars that I have cited above 

offer productive insights into the “Get a Mac” campaign, but my project offers new 

analysis of the role of fantasy in the campaign and how it has created a desirable vision 

for the consumer. The consumer cannot deny their attraction to the products sleek 

design, seamless connectivity and appearance of a post- race, gender and class utopia. 

Rhetorical scholarship has focused on the function of capitalism and its communicative 

impacts, but has not taken into account the linked roles of fantasy, emotional 

investment in, and desire for products as well as the changing relationship to 

technology in influencing the consumer process. 

My project focuses on the fantasy that the “Get a Mac” campaign created for 

the consumer. The “Get a Mac” advertisements were lauded as very successful 

campaign, but the qualitative impact has not been analyzed or prioritized like the 

quantitative impacts. The fantasy creates a realm in which the consumer is so 

mesmerized by the fantasy’s implications of nirvana they ignore the inherent and 

unavoidable harms of capitalism. The rhetorical situation created as a result of the “Get 

a Mac” campaign should be analyzed because the ad not only changed the audience’s 

orientation towards the brand, but also impacts how corporations compel their audience 

to buy both their products and the larger lifestyle that the company is selling. I argue 
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that liberal communism distorts consumer’s views on the product itself by creating an 

inauthentic brand. Mac has created an identity where the Mac computer serves as a 

portal into the fantasy of a “good” form of capitalism in a post- race and gender 

society. This however, ultimately ignores inequalities of race, gender and class that are 

inherent in capitalism. Apple’s products are no more or less capitalist than the 

companies it tries to distance itself from. This fantasy is contradictory because it 

cannot simultaneously be philanthropic and a part of “big business.” Regardless of 

Apple’s charitable or progressive interests, the company still reproduces inherently 

harmful consequences. My argument is framed by using Žižek’s theory of the liberal 

communist to explain three fantasies created by the “Get a Mac” campaign. The first is 

a post-race, gender and class society, the second is an aesthetic oriented toward youth 

and beauty and third is seamless connectivity. I will use each of these themes to 

explain how liberal communism persuades the consumer to buy into the fantasy of the 

“Get a Mac” campaign so that the consumer is not only buying a product, but a 

contradictory fantasy. I argue that these three themes are synonymous with Apple’s 

brand and the “Get a Mac” campaign is the materialization of these ideals. I aim to 

fracture the fantasy of the “Get a Mac” campaign and to expose the pervasive tropes of 

harmony as rhetoric that Mac uses to transport the consumer into their fantasy. 

The representation of Mac in the campaign is a clear example of Žižek’s theory 

of the liberal communist. In this theory Žižek argues that the capitalist does not want to 

identify as such, this person wants to appear antithetical to “business as usual.” The 

liberal communist does not wear a suit, like the PC representation in the commercial; 

he is casual, young, attractive and hip. The liberal communist is fun; he is not 
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concerned with conventional business, but rather cultivating “lifestyle.” The liberal 

communist is not only the leader of a business, but also a marker of the larger 

phenomenon of corporate culture. The representation of capitalism creates an illusion 

for the consumer to believe that monetary gain is not the sole purpose of the liberal 

communist, he is concerned with philanthropy, he does not just sell a product, but the 

illusion of a utopian lifestyle. I argue that the liberal communist is the overarching 

fantasy driving the “Get a Mac” ads. The liberal communist does not truly “exist” as 

the business he represents would like the consumer to believe because there is a 

contradiction in his interests of business and philanthropy. The objective of liberal 

communist is still to make the most money as possible, but they offer a unique 

approach to capitalism because they can appeal to the sympathetic, do-gooder, liberal 

audience. They garner the respect of consumers for “thinking outside of the box,” the 

liberal communist creates a product that donates to charity, they sell a sexy, desirable, 

life-changing product but they do not conduct business like their parents did. This 

creates a fantasy for the consumer where they believe that this form of liberal 

capitalism can exist. The system of buying and selling still exists, but the consumer 

buys into an illusion where they get the products of capitalism without reproducing the 

evils of capitalism. These “children” of traditional capitalists are rebelling against the 

archetype of the man in the business suit. This new wave of capitalism occurs in the 

information economy, where jobs exist in an ethereal cyberspace and computers are the 

portal to modernity. The new capitalist lives in a world where technology is privileged 

above all other forms of business and communication. Those who remain unchanged 

and stuck in a realm of outdated practices are refused entry to the new world.  
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Beginning with the literal space that the ad creates, two characters appear 

against a dreamlike completely white space with no visible walls or floors. Two 

characters are in the shot, Justin Long, who portrays “Mac”, is dressed casually in 

jeans, a t-shirt and a sweatshirt with both hands in the front pockets of his jeans. John 

Hodgman, who plays “PC”, is older and slightly overweight stands to his right in 

khakis, a brown suit jacket and wire glasses. The first ad spot begins by Long 

introducing his character:  

“Hello, I’m a Mac” 

Mac, “And I’m a PC, you know we actually use a lot of the same kinds of 

programs” 

Mac: “Yeah like Microsoft Office” 

PC: “But uh, we retain a lot of what makes us, us.” 

Mac:“You should see what this guy can do with a spreadsheet, it’s insane” 

PC: “Shucks” 

Mac: “Yeah, and he knows that I’m better at life stuff, like music, pictures, 

movies, stuff like that” 

PC: “Woah, woah, what, what exactly do you mean by better?” 

Mac: “By better, I mean making websites or photobook is easy for me, and for 

you it’s not.” 

 

The back and forth continues quietly as the screen cuts to an image of the Mac desktop 

computer. 

In this commercial, Mac is personified by the confident, young desirable 

character, while PC is the awkward, bashful and woefully outdated archetype. The two 

banter back and forth, always concluding that Mac is the superior product based on 

“lifestyle” or ease of use, without the technical evidence to backup these claims. The 

technical aspects of the computer are irrelevant because the fantasy relies on the 

identification and desires that Long’s character prompts to persuade the viewer to buy 

the product. The ads state that Macs are easier, better and more lifestyle focused than 

the stuffy, business-like PC. The PC represents work, spreadsheets and the mundane 
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tasks of the modern worker: when using a PC your time belongs to the capitalist. Macs 

are geared towards use for photos and music and represent leisure time, time that 

belongs to the worker. The advertisements create a situation in which Apple products 

are superior based on the fantasy that is created for the consumer, the Mac is easy to 

use, trendy and lifestyle focused, when the consumer purchases a Mac they are not only 

buying a computer, but a fantasy. This is evidence of the seamless connectivity aspect 

of the liberal communist. The Mac is effortlessly compatible with both human and 

device. 

Next is the illusion of a post-race, gender and class society. The advertisement 

gives the appearance of a utopia where harsh lines of race, gender and class no longer 

exist. I argue, however, that pretending that these issues are not present suppresses 

discussion and investigation into sexism, racism and classism.  From the company’s 

diversity statement, we can better understand their motives and company culture,  

At Apple, we take a holistic view of diversity that looks beyond the usual 

measurements. A view that includes the varied perspectives of our employees 

as well as app developers, suppliers, and anyone who aspires to a future in tech. 

Because we know new ideas come from diverse ways of seeing things.
17

  

I argue that this statement contradicts Apple’s illusion for a few reasons. First, the 

company’s statement implies that it does not promote diversity because it is the right 

thing to do, but because it will give their company an opportunity for “new ideas” or 

more opportunities for the business to make money. The “Get a Mac” campaign creates 

a fantasy of a post-race, gender and class world, which represses discussion of issues of 

oppression, but the ad contradicts their own fantasy by featuring several advertisements 

with sexist or racist tropes. I argue that Apple strategically uses tropes of diversity to 
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entice the consumer and impress the corporate world with their progressive business 

strategies, however their track record indicates that Apple is not as racially conscious 

as they claim to be. Several of the ads in the campaign feature racist or sexist tropes 

that contradict the fantasy of the company. In the third ad in the series, titled 

“Network” Mac introduces a brand new digital camera from Japan represented by a 

young Asian woman who greets Mac in Japanese, Mac responds, also in Japanese. PC 

interrupts, “you speak her language?” he asks, Mac responds “Absolutely, everything 

just kind of works with a Mac.”
18

  This is an example, not only of the theme of 

seamless connectivity but is also objectification and exotification of the woman 

representing the digital camera. The thirteenth ad in the campaign titled “Better 

Results”
19

 features the two characters comparing two home movies that they made on 

their respective programs. Mac presents his “home movie” as supermodel Gisele 

Bündchen walks onto the screen in a sultry dress and introduces herself as a home 

movie made on a Mac. PC, clearly embarrassed and reluctant then introduces his 

“home movie” a man in an identical dress and blonde wig. This ad uses transphobic 

tropes as the man dressed in women’s clothing is supposed to be a humorous poke at 

PC’s lacking home movie editing skills in comparison to Mac’s supermodel perfect 

iMovie. If the audience has bought into Mac’s fantasy they will find a way to justify 

the crude joke by explaining it away with irony or using the progress of oppressed 

groups as an explanation as to why it is now acceptable to poke fun at what “was once” 

an issue, but has since been “solved”. This is also an example of Mac not describing 
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why their product is superior, but relying on the trope of seamless connectivity to give 

the appearance of a perfect computer.  

The third theme that is present in Apple’s fantasy is the aesthetic appeal of 

beauty and youth. Justin Long’s character is a casually dressed, hip, tech savvy 

representation of Mac’s computers. His character is seemingly flawless. Witty, lifestyle 

focused and suave he is the object of the viewer’s desire. In comparison to the PC, who 

is slightly overweight, dressed in staid suits and perpetually awkward and inept, it is 

easy to see why the consumer would obviously want to “be” the Mac by purchasing a 

Mac computer. When Apple created this advertisement they were not enticing the 

customer to buy their product based on the technical aspects of the computer, which are 

rarely, if ever, discussed in the campaign, but rather with the character they identified 

with most. And of course the consumer wanted to “be” Mac. Apple created a fantasy 

where purchasing their product gave the consumer a sense of belonging or identity to 

their brand. Youth and beauty transcend the frailty of the human body, thus making the 

cold, hard computer a method of escapism where the consumer can identify with a 

brand ideology that will outlast their carnal form. 

The Cost of Frictionless Capitalism 

The fantasy of a post-race and class society is punctured when the harsh reality 

of labor comes to light. When it was exposed that Apple’s pristine image was built on 

the backs of inhumane labor practices in the Congo, the philanthropic claims of the 

company crumbled apart.  

Major tech companies, including Apple, use cobalt in devices like smartphones and 

laptops for the re-chargeable batteries in their products. An in depth investigation by 
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the Washington Post revealed that impoverished workers in the Congo mine for cobalt 

in dangerous conditions without industrial tools or protective gear. Human rights 

activists have questioned the working conditions of the cobalt mines and called for an 

investigation of child labor and human rights abuse. While the slim rechargeable 

batteries that use cobalt are seen as a “greener” alternative to bulky single use batteries, 

the ethics of the companies who buy the exploit the dubiously mined cobalt are called 

into question. A senior director at Apple stated that roughly 20% of the cobalt the 

company uses comes from these unethical mines, but she was quick to explain why 

Apple still had ties to a morally dubious practice.  “If we all cut and run from the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, it would leave the Congolese people in a devastating 

position...And we will not be a party to that here.”
20

 Apple tries to explain away their 

human rights violations, but cobalt mining in the Congo was never humane to begin 

with. Apple was certainly aware of why they were able to procure the product for so 

cheap, but did not address the issue or attempt to fix it until it was brought to the 

attention of the public and began to threaten their facade. The company states that 

beginning in 2017, Apple will introduce stricter regulations on cobalt sourcing, but 

much of the damage done has irreparable consequences. Birth defects, thyroid and 

breathing problems, some fatal, plague the miners and their families. This narrative 

runs in stark contrast to Apple’s efforts to cultivate a socially conscious brand. This is 

just one example of how the concept of ethical business is not possible. Just because 

the representation of Mac does not wear a suit or appear to have a business focus, does 

not mean that the company has any better morals or business practices than PC, but it 
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does lead the liberal consumer to trust the company more because they assume that 

Apple would not be complacent in human rights violations. Here I argue that the three 

themes that constitute the “Get a Mac” fantasy are present in cobalt mining. First, the 

fantasy of a post-race, gender and class world is the antithesis of impoverished black 

men mining for cobalt. The striking contrast of the haggard, black bodies that supply 

the clean, sleek computers with cobalt is an example of the theme of a beautiful 

aesthetic. Lastly the concept that Apple procures their cobalt seamlessly and without 

strife is fractured by their own admission of the human rights violations. This fractures 

the fantasy of a victimless, harmless capitalism that Apple strives to create. 

In 2010, a string of suicides at Foxconn, a major manufacturer of Apple 

products in China, forced the atrocities of Apple’s business practices into the public 

eye. Eighteen suicide attempts, and fourteen successful deaths in the factory lead 

investigators to question the practices of Foxconn. The query found that workers lived 

in inhumane conditions provided by Foxconn, often worked three times the legal limit 

and were verbally abused by supervisors. 
21

 Jobs, who was chief executive of Apple at 

the time, acknowledged the suicides and found them “troubling” but insisted that 

Foxconn “was not a sweatshop.”
22

 The Foxconn scandal was widely reported on, but 

customers remained loyal to Apple. Herein lies the crux of the fantasy, consumers are 

not being lied to about the practices of corporations, they know that human rights 
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violations occur in the production of their favorite products, but they do not care 

because they are consumed by the fantasy. 

Apple’s foundation lies in their aesthetically pleasing products, socially 

conscious image and desirable brand. These aspects are fundamental to the culture that 

the company has created and are represented in the “Get a Mac” advertisements. By 

purchasing a Mac, the consumer not only gains a product, but also enters Apple’s 

fantasy. This is indicative of the tangible social power that Apple holds over its 

consumers. The consumers of Mac have become so enchanted by the fantasy that 

Apple could do nothing to lose their unwavering support. Apple’s rhetoric has created 

such a powerful illusion that they have mobilized a cult like following of their 

products, and disdain for their competitors. Ultimately, my analysis has dispelled the 

myth that Apple operates in a “frictionless capitalism.” Apple customers believe that 

they are buying into a lifestyle, but they are actually participating in a contradiction of 

ethics that tricks the consumer into believing that they live in a frictionless capitalism.  

Conclusion 
I have argued that the fantasy created by the “Get a Mac” campaign leads the 

consumer to be so enthralled by the promises of capitalism, that they are ambivalent to 

the human rights violations inherent in the creation of products they use every day. The 

implications of this fantasy are that consumers are buying into a culture that they 

believe is a philanthropic and socially conscious form of capitalism while ultimately, 

Apple reproduces a harmful form of capitalism that prides itself on being a charitable 

company while sweeping human rights violations under the rug. Žižek’s theory of the 

liberal communist explains this phenomenon because it exposes the motives capitalists 
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have for appearing to have adopted a new, trendy form of capitalism. In this fantasy the 

liberal communist is not just a businessman, he is a philanthropist and a humanitarian. 

The three subcategories of a post- gender, race and class society, a youthful beautiful 

aesthetic and seamless connectivity have exposed how Apple uses these tropes to 

create a desirable fantasy for the viewers to buy into. Here we find another place for 

the larger theme of seamless connectivity, consumers justify the comparatively high 

cost of their Macs with rhetoric of ease of use, brand loyalty and sleek aesthetic. 

However, these claims are not backed by factual evidence about the product, but are 

rather dependent on a buzzword economy. This reiterates my theory that the consumer 

does not solely purchase a computer, but a lifestyle or culture. Ultimately, my analysis 

has shown how the fantasy is contradictory because Apple does not exist in a 

frictionless capitalist system, their products are the result of human rights exploitation. 

However, this does not dissuade consumers because they are blinded by the fantasy 

that does not only represent a product, but a lifestyle. My analysis of the “Get a Mac” 

campaign in conversation with Žižek’s liberal communist can account for the ways in 

which Apple can create a fictional capitalism wherein the perils of traditional 

capitalism appear to not exist. From my analysis we can better understand the 

consumer, what they value in a product and why they desire the products they do. The 

most important implication of my analysis is not only that Apple is complacent in 

human rights violations but, that the fantasy has made their consumer so unwaveringly 

loyal they will ignore the harms that Apple causes in favor of their beloved devices. 

My analysis has shown that because capitalism is inherently harmful, this utopia of 

ethical consumption ultimately cannot exist. 
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