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Sites of Cultural Studies



Issues of Subjectivity and 
Identity
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Self-identity:  the verbal conceptions we hold about ourselves and 
our emotional identification with those self-descriptions

Social identity:  the expectations and opinions that others have of 
us



Subjectivity and identity are contingent, culturally specific 
productions.  For cultural studies what it means to be a 
person is social and cultural ‘all the way down.’ That is, 
identities are wholly social constructions and cannot ‘exist’ 
outside of cultural representations.  They are the 
consequence of acculturation.  There is no known culture 
that does not use the pronoun ‘I’ and which does not 
therefore have a conception of self and personhood. – 
Barker, p. 216
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Personhood as a cultural 
production



acculturation:
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cultural modification of an individual, group, or people by the 
adoption of the behavior patterns of the surrounding culture



The cultural repertoire of the self in the 
western world assumes that:

we have a true self

we possess an identity that can become known to us

identity is expressed through forms of representation

identity is recognizable by ourselves and by others
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Identity is best understood not as a fixed 
entity but as an emotionally charged 
discursive description of ourselves that is 
subject to change. – Barker, p. 216
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Essentialism and Anti-essentialism
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The western search for identity is premised on the 
idea that there is such a ‘thing’ to be found.  Here 
identity exists as a universal and timeless core of the 
self that we all possess.  We might say that persons 
have an ‘essence’ of the self that we call identity.  
Such essentialism assumes that descriptions of 
ourselves reflect an essential underlying identity.  By 
this token there would be a fixed essence of 
femininity, masculinity, Asians, teenagers and all 
other social categories. – Barker, p. 217
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In contrast, it has been argued here that identity is cultural 
‘all the way down’, being specific to particular times and 
places.  This suggests that forms of identity are changeable 
and related to definite social and cultural conjunctures.  The 
idea that identity is plastic is underpinned by arguments 
referred to as anti-essentialism.  Here words are not taken as 
having referents with essential or universal qualities.  That is, 
language ‘makes’ rather than ‘finds’ (Chapter 3).  Identity is 
not a thing but a description in language.  Identities are 
discursive constructions that change their meanings 
according to time, place and usage. – Barker, p. 217
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Social Identities
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The resources we are able to bring to an identity project are 
historically and culturally distinct.  They depend on the situational 
power from which we derive our cultural competencies within 
specific cultural contexts.  It matters whether we are black or white, 
male or female, African or American, rich or poor, because of the 
differential cultural resources to which we will have had access.  
Here identity is a matter not only of self-description but also of 
social ascription. – Barker, p. 218



The Fracturing of Identity
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In a seminal article on ‘the question of cultural 
identity’, Stuart Hall (1992b) identified three different 
ways of conceptualizing identity, namely: 
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the enlightenment subject

the sociological subject

the postmodern subject



The Enlightenment Subject
The notion of persons as unique unified agents has been 
allied to the enlightenment, a philosophical movement 
associated with the idea that reason and rationality form 
the basis for human progress.  The enlightenment subject

 was based on a conception of the human person as a 
fully centered, unified individual, endowed with the 
capacities of reason, consciousness and action, whose 
‘center’ consisted of an inner core…The essential center of 
the self was a person’s identity.  (Hall, 1992b: 275) – 
Barker, 219
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The Sociological Subject
We have noted that identities are not self-generating or 
internal to the self but are cultural ‘all the way down’ 
because constituted through the processes of 
acculturation.  This socialized self Hall calls the 
sociological subject, where

 the inner core of the subject was not autonomous and 
self-sufficient, but was formed in relation to ‘significant’ 
others, who mediated to the subject the values, 
meanings and symbols – the culture – of the worlds he/
she inhabited.  (Hall, 1992b: 275) -- Barker, p. 219
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The Postmodern Subject
The intellectual movement from the ‘enlightenment’ 
subject to the ‘sociological’ subject represents a shift 
from describing persons as unified wholes who ground 
themselves, to regarding the subject as socially formed.  
The social subject is not the source of itself.  Nor is it a 
‘whole’ by virtue of the truism that people take up a 
variety of social positions.  Nevertheless, the subject is 
seen as having a ‘core self’ able to reflexively co-
ordinate itself into a unity. – Barker, p. 220
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The decentered or postmodern self 
involves the subject in shifting, 
fragmented and multiple identities.  
Persons are composed not of one but of 
several, sometimes contradictory, 
identities. – Barker, p. 220
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Social Theory and the Fractured 
Subject
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Hall argues that five major ‘ruptures in the discourses of 
modern knowledge’ have contributed to our understanding 
of the subject as decentered.  These are:  
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Marxism

psychoanalysis

feminism

the centrality of language

the work of Foucault



The Articulated Self

For Stuart Hall, the cumulative effect of Marxism, 
psychoanalysis, feminism, contemporary theories of 
language and the work of Foucault is to deconstruct the 
essentialist notion of the unified agent, that is, a subject 
who possesses a fixed identity as a referent for the 
pronoun ‘I’.  Instead, anti-essentialist conceptions of 
identity within cultural studies stress the decentered 
subject:  the self as made up of multiple and 
changeable identities. – Barker, p. 227
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Anti-essentialism and Cultural Identity

Hall (1990) has usefully summarized the essentialist and 
anti-essentialist positions from which cultural identity can 
be understood.  In the essentialist version, identity is 
regarded as the name for a collective ‘one true self’.  It is 
thought to be formed out of a common history, ancestry 
and set of symbolic resources. – Barker, p. 227
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The underlying assumptions of this view are 
that collective identity exists, that it is ‘a whole’ 
expressed through symbolic representation.  
By this token there would be an essence of, 
for example, black identity based on similarity 
of experience. – Barker, p. 227
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Hall’s anti-essentialist position regarding cultural 
identity stresses that as well as points of 
similarity, cultural identity is organized around 
points of difference.  Cultural identity is seen not 
as a reflection of a fixed, natural, state of being 
but as a process of becoming. – Barker, p. 229
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There is no essence of identity to be 
discovered; rather, cultural identity is 
continually being produced within the vectors 
of similarity and difference. – Barker, p. 229
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The meaning of Americanness, Britishness, blackness, 
masculinity and so forth, are subject to continual change.  
Their meaning is never finished or completed.  Identity then 
becomes a ‘cut’ or a snapshot of unfolding meanings; it is a 
strategic positioning which makes meaning possible.  This 
anti-essentialist position does not mean that we cannot 
speak of identity.  Rather, it points us to the political nature of 
identity as a ‘production’.  It also directs us to the possibility 
of multiple, shifting and fragmented identities that can be 
articulated together in a variety of ways. – Barker, p. 229
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Anti-essentialism, Feminism, and 
the Politics of Identity
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The politics of feminism provides a good example 
of identity politics for it is based on the category 
of ‘woman’, which is said to give rise to shared 
interests.  Some feminist writing has assumed a 
commonality of interests founded on a shared 
biology.  However, such biological essentialism is 
bedevilled by problems. – Barker, p. 238



Biology as discourse

As Butler (1993) argues, discourse and the materiality of bodies 
are indissoluble.  Not only is discourse the means by which we 
understand what bodies are, but discourse brings bodies into 
view in particular ways:

 In other words, ‘sex’ is an ideal construct which is forcibly 
materialized through time.  It is not a simple fact or static condition 
of a body, but a process whereby regulatory norms materialize 
‘sex’ and achieve this materialization through a forcible reiteration 
of those norms.  (Butler, 1993: 1-2) – Barker, p. 238
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The discourse of sex is one that through repetition of 
the acts it guides, brings sex into view as a necessary 
norm.  Sex is a construction, but an indispensable one 
that forms us as subjects and governs the 
materialization of bodies. – Barker, p. 238
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KEY THINKER: Judith Butler
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An American post-structuralist philosopher who has contributed to the fields of 
feminism, queer theory, political philosophy, and ethics.  In the 1980s she 
contributed to post-structuralist efforts within Western feminist theory to 
question the “presuppositional terms” of feminism.  Butler argues that sex 
(male, female) is seen to cause gender (masculine, feminine) which, in turn, is 
seen to cause desire (towards the other gender). This is commonly regarded as 
a kind of continuum. Judith Butler's approach – inspired in part  by Michel 
Foucault– is basically to smash the supposed links between these, so that 
gender and desire are flexible, free-floating and not 'caused' by other stable 
factors. Judith Butler suggests that certain cultural configurations of gender 
have seized a hegemonic hold, and calls for subversive action in the present: 
'gender trouble' – the mobilization, subversive confusion, and proliferation of 
genders, and therefore identities. 
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Key Writings:

Gender Trouble (1990)
Bodies that Matter (1993)
Undoing Gender (2004)



Sex and Gender
Most feminist writing has tried to evade biological 
determinism by relying on a conceptual division between 
sex and gender.  Here the former concept refers to the 
biology of the body and the latter notion to the cultural 
assumptions and practices that govern the social 
construction of men, women and their social relations.  
Subsequently it is argued that it is the social, cultural and 
political discourses and practices of gender that lie at the 
root of women’s inequality. – Barker, p. 239
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Of course, most societies continue to operate with a binary male-
female distinction.  Further they often attach to this distinction 
cultural expectations that are detrimental to women.  However, 
the cultural variations that exist between women, based not only 
on differences of class, ethnicity, age, etc., but also on differences 
about what it means to be a woman, suggest that there is no 
universal cross-cultural category of ‘woman’ that is shared by all 
women.  Acceptance of the idea that sex is a cultural construct 
leads to the blurring of the male-female distinction.  It allows for 
ambiguous and dual sexualities.  In short, neither biological nor 
cultural essentialism can found a feminist politics based on a 
universal identity of woman. – Barker, pp. 239-240
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The Project of Feminism
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Nicholson argues that we should not regard the meaning 
of the word ‘woman’ as singular.  Rather, it is best 
understood as pat of a language-game of different and 
overlapping meanings.  Consequently, feminism is 
conceived of as a coalition politics.  That is, alliances are 
formed amongst women who come to believe that they 
share particular interests in specific contexts.  The 
meaning of ‘woman’ in feminist politics has to be forged 
rather than taken as a given.  The politics of identity has 
to be made rather than found. – Barker, p. 242



The contention here is that the language of feminism brings 
oppression into view.  In doing so, it expands the logical 
space for moral and political deliberation.  Feminism does 
not need essentialism at all.  What is required is a ‘new 
language’ in which the claims of women do no sound crazy 
but come to be accepted as ‘true’ (in the sense of a social 
commendation).  Feminism does not involve less distorted 
perception.  Instead it involves the generation of a new 
language with consequences that serve particular purposes 
and values. – Barker, p. 242
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Challenging the Critique of 
Identity
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Thus, much of our bedrock of convictions is part of 
what Giddens (1984, 1991) calls our ‘practical 
consciousness’, that is, a condition of being that is 
rarely made discursively explicit but which is embedded 
in the practical conduct of social life.  This argument can 
render the distinction between essentialism and anti-
essentialism somewhat redundant.  That is to say, it is 
agreed that there are in principle no essential identities.  
Nevertheless, in practice people act, and need to act, 
as if there were. – Barker, 243



Strategic Essentialism
That argument has some merit for practical purposes.  Indeed, 
strategic essentialism may be what in practice happens.  As Hall 
(1993) has argued, any sense of self, of identity, of communities of 
identification (nations, ethnicities, sexualities, classes, etc.) is a 
fiction marking a temporary, partial and arbitrary closure of 
meaning.  Some kind of strategic cut or temporary stabilization of 
meaning is necessary in order to say or do anything.  As remarks, 
‘politics, without arbitrary interposition of power in language, the 
cut of ideology, the positioning, the crossing of lines, the rupture, is 
impossible’ (Hall, 1993: 136).
 Nevertheless, strategic essentialism is open to the criticism that 
at some point certain voices have been excluded. – Barker, 244
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