
Gender Studies: Consumption, Work and the Self Lecture Notes  

Lecture 1: (Course READER - $26) 

What is Critical Awareness?  

 Not just about criticising, though it might be a part of it  

 Awareness of what we do & why – focussing on our habits, views, perceptions and emotions  

 Open to various explanations – phenomenological, existential, sociological, psychological etc.  

 Exploration of the implications of views/behaviour being explored.  

 Spirit of curiosity and openness  

 Being able to identify links and connections 

What is the course about? A critique of contemporary consumer culture  

o What does what we buy say about who we are?  

o Do we construct identities through consumption?  

o Do we buy in excess of our needs and is this a problem? If it is, for whom?  

o What would happen if we stopped buying things? 

o Do we work so we can buy things? Or for other reasons? Fulfilment, contributing to/changing society, supporting a family, 

creative expression?  

o Is it possible/ desirable to resist consumer culture?  

o Is it possible to fully participate in contemporary culture and not do paid work?  

 Consumption (using) and possessing (owning)  

 Purposes (hedonic pleasure), aesthetic (beauty), ritualistic (symbolic meaning). 

 The way consumption activities can create personal and collective identities  

 ?s of whether consumers are reproducers of consumer culture or whether consumers as enacting cultural scripts set by 

the market  

 The place of work (paid and unpaid) in a consumer culture.  

Self is central:  

 To come out from practical consciousness  

 Think critically (implications, evaluations, judgements & assessments, further questions) taking into account new 

information 

 Think about your own consumption practices  

 Think about the work you currently do, and the work you’d like to do in the future  

 Think about how you think about yourself – identities, self-representation, and social location.  

Lecture 2:  

Me, Myself and I:  

The centrality and solidity of the self:  

 As humans, the self is the one thing we think about the most 

 It is also something we consider solid, ongoing and unified  

 However, when we really examine the phenomena of the self, it is hard to define and pin down.  

The elusive self:  

David Hume (1711 – 1766) – looked for self, but only found sensations, thoughts and perceptions. He asks:  

 Where does the source of the self come from?  

 All ideas should spring from an impression, however the self fails to have an impression on itself  

Hume’s questions echo eastern philosophy. The question becomes – how did I come to have a sense of myself as separate/ 

different/ unique?  

A philosophical approach: Robert J Howell’s thesis:  

 How can we say with certainty that something truly exists: generally we rely on our perception 



 But when can we be said to have perceived something?  

 And how do these aspects attest to the existence of a self?  

The popular Self:  

 The idea of an ongoing and stable self  

o Expressing your authentic self  o Finding your true voice  

o You are your own person  o Do not let others bring you down or 

influence you  

 But is this even possible?  

 According to the majority of sociological viewpoints, it’s not.  

Sociological perspectives on the self: symbolic interaction:  

 Symbolic Interactionism: how do we think about ourselves?  

 Symbolic interactionists posit that it is through symbols and signs – words are symbols…  

 We interpret and make sense of symbols as a way of producing meaning:  

o Every time we use our consciousness words fill our minds with words and images  

o These symbols do not just spring from ourselves, they are indeed derived from the social world 

Socially constructed selves: George Herbert mead (1863 – 1931)  

 There is no true self apart from the social self – individual self-hood emerges via language  

 Social interaction – where language is central – is how individuals acquire a sense of themselves; this continues over a 

lifetime.  

 Self-awareness is an ongoing and evolving process of self-monitoring and reflection  

 Self-consciousness – individual becomes an object to themselves – in relation to social norms  

 I is the subject – the reality as experienced internally  

 Me is the object and the awareness of myself as perceived by others – adherence to social norms  

 Me – constrains the creative I but allows adaption.  

The looking glass self – Charles Horton Cooley (1864 – 1929):  

 Idea of self or self idea comes from anticipating how we appear through the eyes of others  

 Individuals imagine how others see them  

 As they imagine these evaluations, they experience, self-feeling  

How symbolic interactionism conceives of the social world:  

 Society is neither static or predetermined  

 Human agents are bound up in the creation of the cultural and social contexts they inhabit  

 Society is actively achieved through patterned interactions  

Social Life is a performance:  

 Erving Goffman (1922-1982): a status, a position, a social place is not a material thing, to be possessed and then 

displayed, it is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, embellished and well-articulated  

 Impression management  

o Individuals present themselves as favourably as possible  

o Everyone plays a role  

o Putting on a front – or front stage  

o Back stage – can share/ show real feelings and thoughts  

Criticisms of symbolic interactionism:  

 The emphasis on symbolic interactions means it struggles to neglect social structures  

 Freudians would claim there is a downplaying of unconscious motives  

 The role of emotions is underplayed  

 Post-modernists would claim that the self that features in symbolic interactionism is dead.  

The subject:  



 The subject is a central actor in political and theoretical discussions  

 Definitions of the subject have real implications  

 Closed linked to the idea of agency  

 Do we assume the subject has full agency, limited or no agency at all? – Among sociologists, there are varying positions 

on this issue.  

Structure vs. Agency:  

 Structure: a network of forces and barriers which are systematically related and which conspire to the immobilisation, 

reduction and molding of women and the lives we live.  

 Agency: the ability to resist and defy social structures  

 Social reproduction vs. social transformation  

Constraint theory – the functionalist perspective: Emile Durkheim: 

 The subject has limited choices  

 Social facts (ways of thinking and acting) have power over subjects  

 A social fact is every way of acting, fixed or not capable of exercising on the individual an external constraint; or again, 

every way of acting which is general throughout a given society, while at the same time existing in its own right 

independent of its individual manifestations 

Karl Marx (1818 – 1883): argues that our social destinies are already determined – human society goes through a series of stages 

from primitive communism, through feudalism, capitalism and ultimately back to communism again.  

Radical human freedom: jean-paul satre (1905 – 1980): humans possess the freedom to choose their life, identity and self. How 

they use their lives is chosen, not pre-determined  

The rise of post-structuralism – 1960s onwards:  

 Post structuralist theorists reveal that there is no one singular truth – reality is discursively constructed  

 POS established meaning & revealed that language operates as a way of reinforcing power relations  

 Rejects the inherent or essential existence of a subject or true self  

 Criticism – if a subject does not exist, how can change be effected and by whom?  

Bourdieu’s habitus – an attempt to reconcile structure and agency:  

 Can be understood as a structure of mind: individuals internalise social structures/systems to the extent that tastes and 

sensibilities are limited by them  

 There is an objective culture out there that becomes internalised by the social subject – we internalise this culture through 

discourse, how we use our bodies  

Habitus constrains, but doesn’t determine what individuals do – however, those dominated can be complicit in their 

domination.  

Giddens structuration theory:  

 Places more important than Bourdieu on the role of agency – individuals are not seen as unconscious dupes or dopes  

 Rather, Giddens suggests that individuals necessarily consciously influence and shape structure – structure cannot exist 

without human input  

o Our actions impact on social structures – they produce, reproduce and change social structures over time and 

space  

o As well, structures enable our actions  

The postmodern subject:   

 The death of modernist subjectivity, Instead:  

o Flexibility, indeterminacy, fragmentation  

o Structures are no longer solid  

o Anti-essentialism  

o Michael Foucault (1926 – 1984) is a key thinker in this context – the individual is not the vis-à-vis of power, it is 

one of its prime effects  



Jane Flax:  

 Refutes notion of a singular, unified human nature  

o Complex and multiple subjectivities 

including:  

o Temperament and orientations to the 

world  

o Biological vulnerabilities and needs  

o Capacities for abstract thought  

o Work and language  

o Aggression  

o Creativity  

o Fantasy  

o Meaning  creation  

o Objectivity  

o And in a constant state of flux  

Subjectivity or Habitus?  

 By subjectivity I will mean the ensemble of modes of perception, affect, thought, desire, fear and so forth that animate 

acting subjects. But I also mean the cultural and social formations that shape, organise and provoke those modes of 

affect, thought and so on.  

 Similar to idea of habitus from Norbert Elias (1897 – 1990) & Pierre Bourdieu (1930 – 2002)  

o Interrelationship between the social and the psychological  

o Can be applied to a nation as well as it is historically and socially constructed  

Feminist critiques of the subject:  

 Who is the subject referred to in political and social theory  

 The subject is assumed to have a set identity and the capacity for reason & moral deliberation – the subject is created by 

excluding those who do not fit its definition  

Performativity:  

 1970’s feminists – sex is biology – female or male, whereas gender is socially constructed ideas about women and men, 

femininity and masculinity  

 Judith Butler  - no sex is a mentally/ socially constructed label – people don’t have sex and gender – they do sex and 

gender  

 In the various acts of doing sex and gender, the person becomes a gendered self (girls learn to throw like a girl, men learn 

to walk like a man etc.)  

 


