
Condom consumption: a cross-analysis using Herbert 
Simon, Pierre Bourdieu, Freud, and other socio-
economic and psychoanalytical theories 

Diletta Cerasuolo  
BSc Business Management  
MSc International Business management  

Royal Holloway University of London  

dilecerauni21@gmail.com  
Or 
ZKTM457@live.rhul.ac.uk 

￼1

mailto:dilecerauni21@gmail.com
mailto:ZKTM457@live.rhul.ac.uk


This essay showcases the consumption of condoms through three different consumer behaviour 

perspectives, namely economic, social and psychoanalytical. Each perspective will be addressed via 

a specific school of thought; the economic through Herbert Simon’s concept of bounded rationality, 

the social through Pierre Bourdieu’s capital theory, and lastly the psychoanalytical through Freud’s 

principles of the ego. The same analysis is done afterwards on other consumption situations; the use 

of different theories will demonstrate which perspective is best matched to certain consumptions. 

According to the findings that will follow it is evident that condoms consumption is best explained 

via Freud’s theories. 

Simon 

When buying condoms, consumers generally adopt a rational approach due to the high costs that 

would incur if the contraceptive was not purchased and used (ie. pregnancy and STDs). The limits 

of bounded rationality would present themselves whereby the consumer wishes to avoid the 

aforementioned consequences, but also wants to feel maximised sexual pleasure at the same time; in 

the condom sector, it often occurs that passion is privileged over responsibility (Measor, 2006). This 

will cause friction between the consumer’s cognitive system, as they try to find an adequate 

alternative. Whereby the selling point in question offered a varied array of condoms, the consumer 

could satisfice its desires by buying an ultra thin condom that does not inhibit physical pleasure. In 

the opposite scenario, the user could surrender to the condom to maximise safety, or succumb to 

their knowledge gaps about alternative, dicey ways to safeguard oneself during unprotected sex.  

Bourdieu  

Each capital type affects condom purchase differently; furthermore, their amount, whether big or 

small, also affects the buying process. Big economic capital is more likely to delay condom 

purchase than small economic capital, as the former minimises the consequences of condom-free 

intercourse, particularly pregnancy, better than the latter; even in the case of STDs, strong economic 

capital can ensure better access to treatment. The direct relation between social capital and condoms 

is a bit opaque, given that individuals are very unlikely to disclose their sexual lives with their 

social networks; therefore, one’s social capital size does not influence condom purchase much. 

Cultural capital on the contrary, is a strong driving force; for instance, an English consumer is more 

likely to buy condoms than an Indian one, as their culture is oriented on birth rate parsimony.  
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Freud  

The condom consumer likely undergoes a conflicting dynamic due to their three psychological 

drives. The Id ‘pushes’ for condom-free sex so that the deep, carnal impulses are fully satisfied; the  

Superego exalts the paradigms of avoiding unwanted pregnancy or potential STDs, thus 

emphasising the value of responsibility over “beastly drives”. The ultimate decision is heavily 

dependent on the Ego, which according to the consumer’s background, will either gravitate towards 

the Id or the Superego demands. Whereby the Id and Superego’s desires are very polar to one 

another, the consumer’s inner, decisional conflict will be enhanced. In this case, a balanced outcome 

can only be secured if varied condom options or equally valid contraceptives are available.  

Comparison 

Pursuant to Simon’s theory, “the complexity of the environment and humans’ limited cognitive 

system make [utility] maximisation all but impossible in real-life decision-making situations” 

(Campitelli & Gobet, 2010). This fully emerges in the condom purchase example of the consumer 

conflicted between pleasure over responsibility. Notwithstanding the conundrum faced by the 

consumer, as they stare at the condom shelves puzzled, in Simon’s theory the individual possesses 

an adequacy criterion nonetheless, to decide whether an alternative (eg. thin condoms) is 

satisfactory; the consumer should choose the first option that fulfils such criterion (Campitelli & 

Gobet, 2010). This way though, the person does not evaluate all available options, and foregoes the 

cost-benefit analysis of all available options (eg. pills, negotiation), thus exposing themselves to the 

anchoring effect. When buying condoms, choosing a good enough option (satisficing), which 

apropos does not equate to best option, becomes arduous due to the intricate nature of erotic 

consumption. Whilst theoretically dissimilar, such decisional hurdle is amplified whereby the 

consumption is analysed through Bourdieu’s capital theory. Buying a condom is a ‘playground’ that 

cannot be simplified to a single aggregate of isolated agents (sexual partner, societal expectations, 

gender norms, family) or the sum of juxtaposed elements (passion and responsibility); it is rather a 

magnetic field made up of various power lines (Bourdieu, 1971). These power lines could be 

deemed similar to Simon’s cognitive frontiers; in either theories, both impede the decision-making 

process, and could divert the consumer towards less sensible options like take the risk and have 

unprotected intercourse. Via Bourdieu and Simon, condoms purchase acquires a material, 

consumeristic nature, that leaves out the more visceral, animalesque elements of eroticism; these are 
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given space only if the consumption is examined through Freudian psychoanalysis. Freud believed 

that sexual desire results from the convergence of biologic drives, psychologic motivations, and 

cognitive aspirations (Levine, 1984). The consumer in question in this essay longs for pleasure; 

their biological drives are minimised, nonetheless their psychologic motivations fall onto physical 

recreation. As of their aspirations, these could span from enjoying themselves with someone they 

are attracted to, or augment their alpha status if male.  

It could be argued that the Freudian view of condoms explored earlier is the best suited perspective 

through which condom consumption can be analysed. The reason why, is that condom purchase is 

rooted into sexual desire, which apart from being tremendously intricate, cannot be reduced into a 

homogenous force like thirst or hunger (Levine, 2002); furthermore, sexual desire can take place in 

various degrees, and occur on a myriad of different levels, so much that it becomes impossible to 

pinpoint all factors at play when buying condoms. A psychoanalytical approach is the only 

perspective that can capture a quasi complete picture. Certainly, this quality is not limited to 

Freudian theory; indeed, condom consumption can be perfectly observed through other 

psychoanalysts too such as Lacan. Here the view would however gain a more mechanic slant; Lacan 

does in fact separate the bodily needs (phallus) from the biological penis, and claims masturbation 

as the ‘zero form sexuality’ of humans (Hook, 2007). Lacanian theory deems human sex as 

narcissistic, fantasy-ridden and constructed (Gammelgaard, 2011); ergo, the condom arguably 

becomes a secondary, even futile, device, and the decisional complexity surrounding it diminishes.  

The psychoanalytical perspective would fall short on consumption events like buying food or 

renting a house. The former is best discussed through classical economics, particularly Adam 

Smith’s theory of utility maximisation. A hungry person buying an apple, will gain diminished 

marginal utility as they buy and eat the second apple; utility is also gained by the apple farmer, 

whose production is not moved by benevolence for the consumer, but but their regard of their own 

interest namely profit maximisation (Haring & Smith, 1959). On the other hand, renting a house is 

best explained via Marx’s idea about the social structure. The wealthy bourgeois own one or 

multiple estates that are reinvested by renting it to lower classes (proletariat) that cannot afford to 

own property. Another example that would be quite mismatched to the psychoanalytical perspective 

is the purchase of an expensive watch; the latter is best applied to Bourdieu’s capital theory, 

mentioned earlier in the essay. A person buying an expensive watch might possess a big economic 

capital, yet have a medium to small social capital; the drive behind the watch purchase could be the 

desire to increase one’s social capital through display of wealth.  
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Conclusion 

Before concluding, it could be interesting to explore the value of condoms using Jean Baudrillard 

sign value theory. In accordance with Baudrillard’s ideas, a commodity entails both exchange value 

and use value; in the case of condoms, the use value lays within the contraceptive’s features of 

illness and pregnancy prevention. Conversely, exchange value, which is abstract and vague, may 

adopt different forms depending on the context. For instance in the realm of casual sex, the male 

party agrees on using a condom, hence partly giving up on his pleasure, in exchange for intercourse 

from the female counterpart. What of sign-value though? For Baudrillard, the latter predominates 

use and exchange value; condoms’ sign value is very intricate because when reviewing the 

literature, it is unclear which social labour exactly determines their value. In less developed 

countries, condoms are employed whereby individuals fail to abstain or be faithful to one partner; 

they hence become stigma and markers of infidelity (Broderick et al., 2023). The narrative changes 

in developed, western countries whereby condoms’ sign-value becomes dichotomous; condom 

usage holds both positive and negative connotations, and the dominance of either is determined 

depending on the context. The positive side equates to shrewdness for oneself and one’s sexual 

partner, whereas the negative echoes infidelity, promiscuity and in some cases reduced masculinity 

(Picca & Joos, 2009).  

In closing, condoms possess an intricate nature, making it difficult to exactly pinpoint and assess 

their consumption. As displayed throughout this essay, it is nevertheless possible to ‘dissect’ them 

by employing several theoretical frameworks as scalpels.  
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