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Repurposing Marketing Thought as a Form of
Self-Development

- An Analysis of Books and Magazines Aimed
at White-Collar Workers in the 2000s

Ayuko Tadenuma®

The purpose of this paper is to clarify how marketing thought, which was originally developed to
solve various problems in the market, has been repurposed for use in self-development discourses
aimed at Japanese white-collar workers. In this regard, a discourse analysis was conducted on self-de-
velopment books and magazines published from the late 1990s through the 2000s.

The analysis identified three main variations in the repurposing of marketing thought. Considering
the labor market, the first is a discourse that involves commodifying the self by regarding employers
as “customers.” Justified as risk management in response to the instability of the employment environ-
ment, it portrays the subject as continuing to improve himself/herself while being conscious of the la-
bor-market demands. The second is a discourse on differentiating oneself from others and expressing
oneself through self-branding, which is justified as an efficient method for achieving success. The third
discourse promotes the repurposing of managerial techniques and emphasizes self-realization through
one's work. While it idealizes subjects who set goals and take affirmative action to achieve them, it si-
multaneously criticizes those who merely critique the status quo without attempting to change it
through personal initiative.

These discourses exhibit a strong affinity with Michel Foucault's concept of the “self as enterprise,”
insofar as they introduce a framework that reconceptualizes the private sphere—traditionally consid-
ered separate from market rationality—as a domain structured by market logics and exploitable as a
resource. Additionally, they offer advice and the associated methods for behaving strategically. This
paper provides new insights into the discussion of subject formation under neoliberalism. Specifically,
it highlights that the formation of such subjects may have been driven not only by the influence of
governing institutions, such as the state and large corporations, but also by knowledge in marketing

thought.

* Graduate School of Interdisciplinary Information Studies, the University of Tokyo

Key Words : marketing thought, self-development, neoliberalism, white-collar workers
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