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Chapter	14

Introducing socialisation, culture and 
identity
1.3 What is identity? The concept of identity

Identity is often defined as how you see yourself. 
Other related terms include self-concept or self-
identity, both referring to your idea of yourself. 
However, consider where your ‘self-concept’ or ‘sense 
of identity’ comes from. It is clearly affected by 
how others see you, sometimes referred to as ‘social 
identity’. So identity is both personal and social, 
and it marks us out as different to others, but also 
emphasises our similarities.

When you answered the question ‘Who am I?’ you 
probably identified yourself as a member of various 
social groups, perhaps defined by gender or age, but 
also selected things that are personal to you, such as 
your name, accomplishments and personality traits.

Your identity is also a product of all the experiences 
you have had through socialisation. It is formed from 
your family, but also by peers, education, media, 
religion and the workplace. Positive and negative 
experiences will all have an impact on your identity, 
and it will change as you go through life.

Some argue that your identity is imposed onto you 
and fairly fixed in relation to your gender, class, age 
and ethnicity, for example, but others say it is more 
fluid and can be an active process. These days we 
construct our own identities using the media for ideas, 
and deciding who we want to be. What we choose to 
buy, wear, how we choose to look – these are all ways 
in which we are constructing our identities – making a 
statement to others about who we are.

Quick	Question

Which of the agents of socialisation have had the 
biggest impact on your identity? Rank them in order 
of importance:

Media, work, family, peer group, education, religion

Component 1 section A
Introducing socialisation, culture and identity

Content:
1	 What	is	culture?	Culture, norms and values, types 

of culture, cultural diversity and cultural hybridity.
2	 What	is	socialisation?	Primary and secondary 

socialisation, the agencies of socialisation, the 
nature/nurture debate, formal and informal 
agencies of social control.

3	 What	is	identity? The concept of identity; 
aspects of identity and their associated cultural 
characteristics: ethnicity, nationality, gender, social 
class, sexuality, age, disability; cultural hybridity.

Getting	you	thinking	...

Who am I?

Write down a list of ways in which you 
would answer this question
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1.3 W
hat is identity?

Aspects of identity
Any individual’s identity is made up of key aspects 
about them, which will have a crucial effect of how 
they see themselves and how others see them. 
These aspects of identity will vary in importance 
for different individuals. For example, sexuality 
may be more a significant part of the identity of 
someone who is homosexual than someone who is 
heterosexual, and ethnicity may be more important 
to someone from an ethnic minority. These aspects 
of identity may also intersect in different ways. For 
example, age identity may have more significance for 
women than men, as looking attractive (i.e. youthful!) 
is arguably a more significant aspect of female 
identity than male identity. National and ethnic 
identity will clearly overlap for some individuals, and 
social class may have more significance for someone 
from an ethnic minority, as they experience additional 
discrimination. As you consider each aspect, consider 
the ways in which it may intersect with other aspects 
to create an individual’s identity.

Hybrid identities
As we have seen previously, a hybrid is a cross 
between two or more things. So when we consider a 
hybrid identity, we mean that someone’s sense of who 
they are is a mixture of two or more influences. This 
can be seen most clearly within ethnicity, nationali 
and identity. An individual may have an identity as 
a British person, but also a Muslim and a Pakistani. 
Thus their ethnic identity is a hybrid of both British 
and Asian ethnicity. This is very common for second- 
and third-generation immigrants who grow up in one 
culture but retain influences on their identity from 
their culture of origin.

Labels to describe such hybrid identities have 
been developed, such as Brasian (British and Asian) 
and Blasian (black and Asian). Hybrid identities can 
also be found in the white British population, due to 
the influence of immigration and global culture. For 
example ‘white wannabes’ is a term used by Nayak 
(2003) to describe white British males who dressed, 
acted and spoke in a way that was influenced by 
black, hip-hop culture. A famous parody example of 
this would be Ali G, the character created by Sacha 
Baron Cohen. Another example is ‘Multicultural 
London English’ often called ‘Jafaican’, referring to a 
style of speech and accent used in particular areas of 

London by young white people, which is influenced by 
African-Caribbean speech and accent. 

This is not necessarily an attempt to imitate 
Jamaican speech, but is a product of the multicultural 
nature of certain parts of London, where mixed groups 
of white and black young people influence each other, 
creating a hybrid dialect.

Ethnicity and identity
Think	about	it	...

On a recent train journey into central London, I 
heard a middle-class white woman admonishing an 
Eastern European woman for speaking loudly on her 
mobile phone. Shortly after, a black woman angrily 
pushed past the Eastern European woman, muttering 
something under her breath. I was reminded of 
another journey in the early 1980s. Another middle 
class-sounding white woman complained to other 
passengers about a young black man listening to 
loud music on his walkman. She said ...“I am fed up 
with being a second class citizen in my own country”. 
Her words exposed her categorisation of him... as 
‘different’, and encircled her in an exclusionary zone 
of bounded white Britishness and implied superiority. 
Jump forward ... and my train ‘drama’ has the same 
plot and dialogue – ethnicity, racism, class, culture 
and hierarchy – although the parts are taken by 
different (ethnic) actors. ...However, there is also 
evidence of shifting identity dynamics in late modern 
Britain. The Eastern European woman was ‘racially’ 
white, and the indignation shown by the black woman 
was indicative of a shared hostility between white and 
black residents towards the newer white and minority 
ethnic groups in Britain.

Adapted from Phillips, C (2008) Negotiating 
identities: ethnicity and social relations in a young 
offenders’ institution. Theoretical criminology, 12 
(3). pp. 313-331.

What does this experience tell you about the 
changing relationships between different ethnic 
groups in the contemporary UK?

Ethnicity relates to culture, so we all have an ethnic 
identity – made up of our religion, language, where 
we live, our ethnic origin, skin colour and so on.These 
cultural characteristics all affect who we are and how 
we see ourselves.
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In the UK we tend to identify certain ethnic groups 
by their shared cultural characteristics, such as 
religion, language and lifestyle, though this is often 
problematic (see the box below).

Who	are	British	Asians?

‘Asians’ are often identified as an ethnic group in 
the UK, but those who may fall into the category 
Asian do not necessarily share the same cultural 
characteristics. Modood (1997) points out, for 
example, that the category ‘Asians’ includes different 
nationalities such as Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and 
Indians, different religious groups such as Sikhs, 
Muslims and Hindus, and several language groups, 
including Gujarati, Punjabi, Urdu and Bengali. Asia is a 
whole continent!

In the US, when the term ‘Asian Americans’ is used, 
it is usually referring to those of Chinese or possibly 
Japanese origin. Increasingly, probably due to the 
influence of US media, younger people in the UK 
may consider British Asians to include those of 
Chinese origin. Though China is clearly in Asia, the 
majority of Asian immigrants in the UK originate 
from the Indian subcontinent due to our colonial 
history and the small Chinese population is usually 
discussed separately. So	when	sociologists	discuss	
British	Asians	they	are	usually	referring	to	those	
with	origins	in	India,	Pakistan	or	Bangladesh.

Additionally, second, third and fourth generation 
migrants and those of mixed race will also have 
a range of cultural characteristics that make their 
ethnic identity more complex. It is also important to 
recognise that ethnic identity intersects with other 
aspects of identity, such as nationality, gender, social 
class and age, making everyone’s experience slightly 
different.

Most studies relating to ethnic identity in the UK 
have researched its importance for those in ethnic 
minorities. For example, in researching British-Asian 
identities, Ghumann (1999) found that tradition, 
religion and family values played an important part in 
the upbringing of second-generation Asians in the UK, 
and that Asian children tend to be socialised into the 
extended family, with the emphasis on duty, loyalty, 
honour and religious commitment.

Gilroy (1993) looked at the identity of young black 
people, arguing for the use of the term ‘Black Atlantic’ 
to describe an identity that was not specifically 
rooted in the UK or in their country of origin (often 
a part of the Caribbean that they may have had 

little association with), and was shared with young 
black people in America. He argues that the shared 
experience of racism and powerlessness can transcend 
differences in background and history to create a 
‘Black’ identity.

Derrington and Kendall (2004) have researched 
ethnic identity in the traveller community, and 
studies by Song (1997) and by Francis and Archer 
(2005) have looked at different aspects of identity in 
British Chinese families. All these studies consider the 
challenges of growing up with a minority ethnic group 
in the UK and the influences this has on an individual’s 
identity.

There have also been studies on the white British 
ethnic identity. For example, Hewitt (2005) considers 
the white ‘backlash’ against multiculturalism. Policies 
designed to achieve equality have been perceived 
as unfair to the white community, and a white 
working-class person under pressure economically 
has often reacted with anger at perceived ‘positive 
discrimination’ in favour of ethnic minorities, feeling 
the need to defend their ethnic identity. As Hewitt 
puts it: ‘...complaints by the white “have-nots” about 
the impact on them of the black “have-nots”...’. (2005: 2).

In contemporary UK society, due to the expansion 
of the European Union, growing numbers of ethnic 
minorities are white, with an ethnic origin from 
Central or Eastern Europe. There is evidence that they 
may face similar issues relating to resentment, racism 
and discrimination that immigrants from parts of 
Asia and the Caribbean faced in previous decades, as 
was illustrated in the activity at the beginning of this 
section. For example, Spencer et al. (2007) suggest 
that Eastern European migrants spent relatively little 
time socialising with British people. In their research, 
one Ukrainian waitress commented that ‘they [British 
people] do not let you into their circles’. Dawney 
(2008) also found evidence of racism against European 
migrants in the rural community she studied that 
largely came from a perceived threat and fear of 
numbers, which did not necessarily have a basis in 
reality.

Resistance or hybridity?
The response of those from ethnic minorities to 
racism may be to find ways in which their ethnicity 
can be used as a form of protection. Cashmore and 
Troyna (1990) argue that there will be a tendency 
for ethnic minorities to ‘turn inwards’, to seek 
support from within their own ethnic community 
as a response to the racism which they experience. 
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1.3 W
hat is identity?

Thus religion and culture may be strengthened, as it 
becomes a key source of identity and support.

Winston James (1993) suggests that the experience 
of racism unified the culture and identity of African-
Caribbeans in the UK. Black people from the 
Caribbean had cultural differences based on their 
island, and may also have been divided based on 
the darkness of skin, a hierarchy of colour imposed 
by colonialism. However, in the UK the common 
experience of racism had the effect of drawing 
African-Caribbeans together. A shared oppositional 
culture grew, organised around the label ‘black’, as a 
resistance to racism. 

Jacobson (1997) argues that many young Pakistanis 
are adopting a strong Islamic identity, as a response 
to social exclusion from white British society. She 
found that young British Muslims face difficulties and 
problems, and a strong Muslim identity gives them a 
sense of stability and security. This positive embracing 
of an Islamic identity in terms of diet, dress and other 
religious practices is a form of defence and resistance 
to marginalisation and racism, and is not just absorbed 
through the family, but consciously constructed.

However, as we have previously considered, ethnic 
identities may be becoming more hybrid, as those 
from ethnic minorities and those of white British 
origin are all influenced by each other’s cultures and 
by the media. Ethnic hybridity is not simply a mix 
between two cultures, however, and many studies 
have suggested it is a much more complex process.

Changing ethnic identities
Modood (1997) found a number of generational 
differences over the issue of identity, suggesting 
that second generation ethnic minorities from both 
African-Caribbean and Asian backgrounds felt much 
more British than their parents, whilst still seeing their 
ethnic origin as a key part of their ethnic identity.

Postmodernists may argue that in a globalised and 
media-saturated society such as the contemporary 
UK today, identity is all about choice – everyone 
can create their own identity, and the hybridity we 
have discussed in this section means that ethnicity is 
becoming less clear-cut and less significant. However, 
some would disagree, arguing that ethnicity and race 
are still a source of discrimination and hugely affect 
identity.

Activity:	Considering	hybridity

Les Back -’Neighbourhood nationalism’ and 
cultural hybridity
From his ethnographic study of two council estates 
in London, Back (1996) did find cultural hybridity, but 
it was not just black youths who developed hybrid 
identities. White youths were attracted to aspects 
of black culture, and local youths from all ethnic 
backgrounds developed a sort of shared identity based 
on mixed ethnicity and ‘neighbourhood nationalism’ 
– a feeling of solidarity and common identity with 
people from the same area.

Avtar Brah – Cultural code-switching
Brah (1996) argues that young British Asians are very 
skilled cultural code-switchers, and that this is a more 
appropriate way to see their identities than a hybrid 
or cross between two cultures. She suggests that the 

idea of two cultures is misleading, since neither 
white British culture or Asian culture are clear-cut 
and homogenous anyway. The idea that young British 
Asians experience conflict or culture-clash is not 
backed up by evidence, and most will find ways to 
successfully negotiate their own identity, as will any 
young person living in a globalised and hybrid culture 
such as the contemporary UK. 

Consider some of the ways in which your own ethnic 
identity is hybrid in the contemporary and global 
UK, and examples of code-switching that you may 
experience. For example, consider areas such as 
fashion, music, food and language.

You may wish to research into other studies on hybrid 
and negotiated ethnic identities, such as those by 
Butler (1995), Johal (1998) and Burdsey (2004)
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Think	about	it	...	Images	of	national	identity

Welsh rugby fan

Nationality and identity

Scottish Commonwealth Games

British success at the London Olympics 2012

How would you describe your national identity?

1839481_OCR_Sociology_BP_02.indd   8 04/12/2014   12:29



9

1.3 W
hat is identity?

National identity is often considered in a wider 
context – as the identity of a whole country. However, 
an individual also has a national identity that may 
affect how they see themselves. National identity 
is often expressed through supporting your national 
team in sport, but also through pride in the anthem 
and flag, and through language.

Anderson (1983) argues that ‘nation’ is an ‘imagined 
community’, in that members of a nation will never 
meet most of their fellow members, and so a national 
identity is socially constructed through symbols 
such as the flag and the anthem, and rituals such 
as national holidays and festivals. Anderson argues 
that the social construction of national identities 
was facilitated by the printed language and other 
forms of communication, which created a ‘national’ 
language. Contemporary examples of this can be seen 
in media coverage of international sporting events, but 
also conflicts and disasters, where the fate of British 
people involved is given a higher status and we are 
encouraged to get behind our nation’s interests.

National identity for British people is often quite 
confused. English and British are sometimes seen as 
synonymous, but for someone who is Welsh, Scottish 
or Northern Irish, there is a clear distinction. This 
could be because Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland have historically been in a position of 
subordination to England, leading the people in these 
countries to seek to distinguish themselves from the 
dominant English identity and assert their differences. 

The distinction may have seemed less important for 
English people, as part of the majority nation within 
Britain.

Kumar (2003) has discussed the fact that, unlike the 
Scots, Welsh and Irish, the English find it difficult to 
say who they are, and that English national identity 
is elusive. He argues that the long history of the 
English as an imperial people has developed a sense 
of ‘missionary nationalism’, which, in the interests of 
unity and empire, has necessitated the repression of 
ordinary expressions of nationalism. So, he argues that 
the quest to expand ‘Britishness’ may have diluted 
‘Englishness’.

Changing national identities
Sardar (2002) suggests that the world is in the middle 
of a global identity crisis, in which many of the old 
divides of East versus West and capitalists versus 
communists, by which we had defined ourselves, 
have broken down. Britain, having lost its empire 
and feeling very small in a global world, is unsure 
about whether it should become more American or 
more European. ‘Englishness’ was based on historical 
traditions that are meaningless to the vast majority 
living there today, so there is a struggle to find an 
‘English’ identity. Sardar argues that to develop a more 
confident identity, we must embrace diversity but 
also focus on what makes us the same – our common 
humanity.

Activity:	Scottish	identity	and	the	future	of	the	‘Britishness’.

The 2014 campaign and vote for Scottish 
Independence from the UK raised many issues of 
national identity. Though many of the political 
arguments were related to economic issues, for many 
ordinary Scottish people, it was a question of identity. 
The majority of Scottish people voted to stay as part 
of the UK, but the whole campaign demonstrated key 
differences in the identity of those in Scotland and 
those in other parts of the United Kingdom.

Opinion polls showed roughly equal numbers of 
Scottish people (around 25 per cent each) describing 
their identity as ‘more Scottish than British’ and 
‘Scottish not British’, but slightly more choosing 
‘equally Scottish and British’ (around 30 per cent). 
However, this suggests that roughly half of Scottish 
people do put their Scottish identity first (source: 
www.whatscotlandthinks.org).

During the campaign and following the result, there 
was also a renewed interest in English identity. One 
commentator argued that the campaign has awakened 
the ‘sleeping giant of English Nationalism’. Changes 
promised for Scotland may also affect the national 
identity of those in Wales and Northern Ireland, and 
it could be argued that ‘British’ identity has been 
changed forever.

1 Consider which country of the United Kingdom you 
live in or identify most with. 

2 Is this more part of your national identity than 
being British? 

3 Do you think it is a good or a bad thing that the 
United Kingdom remains together as one nation?

1839481_OCR_Sociology_BP_02.indd   9 04/12/2014   12:29
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However, in more recent times, in the face 
of devolution, economic crises and increasing 
immigration, English national identity appears to 
have strengthened. As we have seen previously with 
ethnicity, any aspect of identity becomes more 
significant to an individual if it is a perceived source 
of conflict or oppression. Some would argue that this 
new English identity is negative and exclusive, with 
the growth in popularity of groups such as the English 
Defence League (EDL).

The broadcaster and writer Darcus Howe argued 
in his Channel 4 documentary series, ‘White Tribe’ 
(2000), that as someone who grew up in the 
Caribbean as part of the British Empire, he can 
comfortably see himself as Black and British, but that 
a growth of English nationalism seems much more 
exclusive and ‘white’, leading him to question where 
he would fit in a new nationalistic England.

However, others would argue that national identity 
will become less and less significant in today’s 
globalised society. Young people are arguable ‘citizens 
of the world’ and national boundaries and cultures are 
less significant. The internet and social media have 
contributed to this breaking down of boundaries.

Responses to Globalisation
Stuart	Hall	(1991) suggested that countries may 
display three different reactions to globalisation:
1 They may accept a global culture, and all countries 

will become more similar, which he referred to as 
‘cultural	homogenisation’.

2 They may take in some parts of global culture 
alongside their more traditional culture, and develop 
a new, but still individual culture, which he called 
‘cultural	hybridity’.

3 They may resist global culture and fiercely protect 
their cultural heritage, becoming more traditional 
and nationalistic, which he called ‘cultural	
resistance’.

Arguably, there is evidence that all three of these 
responses are happening in different countries around 
the world, and in the UK.

Many would argue that gender is one of the most 
significant aspects of an individual’s identity. Whether 
you are male or female will have a huge effect on how 
you see yourself and how others see and relate to you.

Gender identity is something which is fluid and 
changing. The way that women are seen and the 
expectations surrounding their appearance, behaviour 
and roles have all changed in the last hundred 

years. However, male identity is also changing, and 
expectations of masculinity are also different in 
today’s society. Traditionally there were clear ideas of 
what was meant by femininity and masculinity, but 
today many would argue that there are many ways 
to be a woman or be a man, and it may make more 
sense to discuss ‘femininities’ and ‘masculinities’.

Gender as a social construct 
This idea relates back to the nature/nurture debate 
we have considered previously. Though some argue 
that gender is based on biological differences between 
males and females, most sociologists argue that it is 
socially constructed.

Quick	Question

Can you tnk of examples of each of cultural 
homogenisation, cultural hybridity and cultural 
resistance? Your examples could come from the UK, 
or you could use international examples.

Activity:	The	disappearance	of	Britishness?

Our lives are becoming hopelessly 
Americanised says professor Halsey. 
Life in Britain can no longer be said to be uniquely 
British, a leading social scientist declares.

Growing international homogeneity and the 
dominance of American culture mean that it 
is increasingly difficult to pinpoint Britishness, 
according to A.H. Halsey, well known sociologist, 
formerly of Oxford University.

Adapted from The Guardian: 27 January 2000 
David Brindle

1 What is meant by the term homogeneity (second 
paragraph)?

2 Which of the three responses to globalisation put 
forward by Stuart Hall is being supported by the 
views of A.H. Halsey?

3 Do you agree that our lives have become 
‘Americanised’? Is this a good or a bad thing in 
your opinion?

Think	about	it	...

1 What are some of the cultural characteristics 
associated with male and female gender identities 
in the UK?

2 Write down three ways in which your gender has 
affected/ will affect your life.
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Key	Study

Gender	role	socialisation	in	the	family
●	 Ann	Oakley (1981) is a feminist who argues that 

gender roles are socially constructed through 
socialisation. She explains how children are 
socialised into their gender roles by their families 
in four ways:

●	 Manipulation – This consists of encouraging 
behaviour that is seen as stereotypically 
acceptable for the child’s gender and discouraging 
behaviour that is not considered the norm. 
Examples could include laughing if a boy gets 
muddy, or congratulating him for attempting 
something adventurous, but discouraging a 
girl from doing anything that would involve 
getting muddy or dirty, or from even attempting 
adventurous activities.

●	 Canalisation – This involves parents channelling 
their child’s interests into toys, games and 
activities that are considered the norm for their 
gender. For example, encouraging girls to play with 
dolls and to go to ballet class and encouraging 
boys to play football.

●	 Verbal	appellation – This refers to giving children 
nicknames or pet names that reinforce gender 
expectations, such as little angel or princess for 
girls and little monster or soldier for boys.

●	 Different	activities – Parents or family members 
may encourage children to participate in activities 
around the home that reinforce stereotypes, such 
as a girl helping her mother with baking and a boy 
helping his father to clean the car.

Can you think of examples of each of these four 
processes from your own upbringing?

The biological view
Sociobiologist Wilson (1975) argues that the need 
to reproduce requires men to be more promiscuous 
– literally ‘spreading the seed’. Women, on the other 
hand, need to nurture one child and stay faithful 
to the father of their child to ensure his help in its 
upbringing.

The functionalist view
According to Parsons (1955), females have an 
‘expressive role’ in the family. This is natural, and 
based on their childbearing role, but it is reinforced by 
socialisation

Males have an ‘instrumental role’ in the family, 
that of breadwinner and protector. This is also natural, 
based on their physical strength, but also reinforced 

through socialisation. These roles are functional for 
the family and society.

However, most sociologists argue that gender, and 
thus gender identities, are socially constructed, learned 
through socialisation, but also changeable.

Earlier in the chapter we saw the different gender 
roles in the Tchambuli tribe studied by Mead, which 
suggests that gender identity, what it means to be 
male or female, is learned rather than biologically 
determined.

The social construction of gender 
identities
Feminists argue that gender identity is socially 
constructed by a patriarchal society. By this, they 
mean that male-dominated society creates and 
reinforces stereotypes of how males and females 
should be.
It is not only the family that contributes to the 
social construction of gender. The other agencies 
of socialisation may also reinforce stereotypical 
expectations of gender roles.

For example, the peer group monitors and regulates 
acceptable behaviour for girls and boys from an early 
age. Hey (1997) studied friendship groups amongst 
teenage girls and looked at the power the female peer 
group has over girls’ behaviour, and how the norms of 
the female peer group are deeply rooted in patriarchy 
and expectations of how girls should be. Mac an Ghaill 
(1994) explored how boys learn to be men in their 
peer groups at school, policing their own and others’ 
sexuality. Gender power, based on ‘hyper-masculinity’, 
was the main source of identity for the ‘macho lads’ 
identified by Mac an Ghaill, who valued the ‘3Fs’ – 
‘fighting, football and f***ing’.

Femininities: is there only one way of being 
‘feminine’?
Arguably, there are a range of feminine identities 
available in the contemporary UK, including the 
traditional and the less traditional. For example, 
housewife and mother, but also breadwinner, career 
woman and single mother. However, even today, 
feminine identity is often related to a submissive 
or passive role, and associated with a lack of self-
confidence and ambition. Feminists argue that this is 
learned through socialisation, and there is evidence to 
suggest that this may be changing, albeit slowly.

Changing  female identities: the rise of the ladette?
‘Laddishness’ refers to a specific form of masculine 
behaviour, typically involving sportiness, hardness, 
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hanging out and not being seen to be making an 
effort at school. Jackson (2006) found that some 
girls, or ‘ladettes’, also spent time drinking and 
smoking, swearing and disrupting lessons for fear of 
being considered unpopular and ‘uncool’. Similarly, 
Denscombe (2001) looked at the increase in female 
risk-taking behaviour, particularly smoking, as 
being related to a ‘ladette’ culture where young 
women want to be seen as anything but the typical 
stereotype of a woman.

Masculinities: is there only one way of being 
‘masculine’?
Connell (1995) has argued that there are a range 
of masculine identities available today, but that 
hegemonic masculinity (macho, dominant, aggressive, 
breadwinner) is the most common and the one 
that is still reinforced most strongly. Other forms 
of masculinity he identifies, such as subordinate 
masculinity, which he links to homosexual males, 
and marginalised masculinity, which he links to 

unemployed men, are present but not fully accepted 
as ‘real’ masculinity.

Changing male identities: the ‘Crisis of masculinity’?
Mac an Ghaill (1994) used this term to refer to the 
insecurity felt by working-class men today. There has 
been a loss of the ‘breadwinner’ identity with the 
decline of traditional male industries (mining, steel, 
shipbuilding, manufacturing and so on).

Canaan (1996) researched working-class men in 
Wolverhampton. She questioned both those who were 
employed, and those who were long-term unemployed 
and found interesting differences in their views of 
masculinity. When she asked them: ‘What is the most 
important thing about being a man?’, the men who 
had jobs gave fairly predictable responses relating 
to fighting, drinking and sexual conquests. However, 
the men who were unemployed said that having a 
job was the most important thing, and that they felt 
emasculated due to their unemployment.

Activity:	Recent	campaigns	relating	to	self-confidence	in	young	girls.

Run like a girl
If you think of the phrases ‘you run like a girl’ and ‘you 
throw like a girl’ you will probably know they are not 
usually meant as compliments. Procter & Gamble’s 
‘Always’ brand has produced a campaign that aims to 
turn these phrases into positive ones and challenge 
the stereotypes underpinning them. Their research 
showed that more than half of girls experience a drop 
in confidence around puberty and that most consider 
‘like a girl’ to be an insult.

Watch the Always #runlikeagirl video on youtube.

Ban Bossy (www.banbossy.com)
This is an American campaign recognising the knock to 

girls’ confidence based around the word ‘bossy’.

(from the ban bossy website)

This campaign has developed the slogan ‘I’m not 
bossy, I’m the boss’ to encourage leadership qualities 
in young girls, and has had support from Beyoncé and 
Sinead O’Connor among others.

1 Watch the video clip ‘I’m not bossy, I’m the boss’ on 
their website.

2 Do you think campaigns such as the ones discussed 
here are important? 

3 Think of some reasons why phrases such as ‘run like 
a girl’ and ‘bossy’ are used as insults.
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Key	Study:	A	crises	for	female	and	male	identitiy?	Susan	Faludi

In Backlash: The undeclared war against American 
women (1993), Faludi discusses the reaction of 
patriarchal society, particularly led by media 
campaigns about the family, which aim to undermine 
the successes of feminism. Independent and successful 
women were judged and blamed for a range of social 
problems.

In Stiffed: the betrayal of American man (1999), Faludi 
developed this theme by looking at the reaction of 
men, particularly working-class males, to the successes 
of feminism, coupled with the crisis of masculinity, 
particularly the decline in male jobs and breadwinner 
roles.

One example she looks at is the Spur Posse, a group 
of young males who gained brief notoriety in America. 
Their ‘game’ of sleeping with as many girls as they 
could to gain ‘points’, and get that number printed on 
a T-shirt, came to light when one was charged with the 
rape of a 12-year-old girl. His response to Faludi when 
asked about it was ‘well, she had a body’.

Faludi argues that their attitude towards women, and 
increases in domestic and sexual violence against 
women, can be seen as part of this masculinity issue – 
it is their one remaining source of power.

Points	to	discuss	and	research:

These books were both based on American society. 

1 Do you think there is a backlash against successful 
women in the UK? 

2 Is there a difference in how they are portrayed 
compared to successful men? Are they celebrated or 
undermined? 

3 Do you agree that there is a crisis for men in today’s 
society?

4 Do you recognise the attitude of the ‘Spur Posse’ in 
young males you know? 

5 Conduct some internet research on the recent rise 
of ‘lad culture’ in the UK, for example, the ‘UniLad’ 
and ‘Lad bible’ websites. Can this recent trend be 
explained as evidence of a ‘crisis of masculinity’, or as 
a ‘backlash’ against female success?

Think	about	it	...

1 What do we mean by social class? Can you come up with a definition?
2 How is class measured/judged? Write down all the ways by which you would judge someone’s social class
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There are several ways to define class – one definition 
is a group who share a similar economic and social 
situation.

Though it may seem less significant to some people 
today, and despite arguments from some people that 
‘class is dead’, social class is arguably a very significant 
aspect of identity. It will clearly affect the economic 
circumstances of an individual’s upbringing, and 
related issues such as housing, health and schooling.
However, it is argued that this will also lead to a 
social class developing similar norms and values, 
cultures and lifestyles. This may affect an individual’s 
identity: how they see themselves/how others see 
them. Class identity can be seen as a product of 
socialisation, started in the family, and related to 
cultural characteristics such as education, occupation 
and lifestyle and taste.

Judging social class
These are some of the things you may have thought 
of when you considered how you would judge 
someone’s social class:
●	 Money/income
●	 Possessions – car, gadgets
●	 House – type, size, area
●	 Lifestyle/leisure/hobbies
●	 Holidays
●	 Television viewing habits
●	 Dress/style
●	 Accent/speech

●	 Norms/values 
●	 Occupation.

Occupation is the traditional way to measure/assess 
social class.

The main classes in the UK are traditionally 
identified as the upper class, the middle class and the 
working class. However, defining these three classes is 
not easy, and not everyone will identify themselves as 
belonging to one of them. More recently, sociologists 
have identified other groups such as the super-rich 
and the underclass.

Who are the upper class?
Traditionally, the upper class are those with inherited 
wealth, often in the form of land. Mackintosh and 
Mooney (2004) have pointed out that a key feature 
of the upper class is their invisibility. The upper class 
operate ‘social closure’, meaning that their education, 
leisure time and daily lives are separated from and 
partially invisible to the rest of the population. They 
may send their children to boarding schools, socialise 
in exclusive clubs and participate in leisure activities 
that are largely unknown or inaccessible to the 
majority, such as hunting, polo and opera. However, it 
could be argued that this group is waning in numbers 
and power, and that the new ‘super-rich’, based on 
achieved rather than ascribed (inherited) status, is now 
much more significant.

Key	Study

Pierre	Bourdieu	Taste and Forms of Capital	(1984,	
1986)

According to Bourdieu, ‘class fractions’ are determined 
by varying degrees of social, economic and cultural 
capital. The dominant (ruling) class has the power to 
shape which attributes are valued, and are in a position 
to acquire and pass on capital to their children.

●	 Cultural	capital: the knowledge, attitudes, skills, 
education and advantages that a person has, which 
give them a higher status in society.

●	 Economic	capital: economic resources (cash, 
assets).

●	 Social	capital: resources based on group 
membership, relationships, networks of influence 
and support.

All these types of capital are interrelated, and someone 
with high levels of one type of capital is more likely 
to be able to attain the others as well. However, 

cultural	capital is the most significant for Bourdieu. 
Parents provide their children with cultural capital by 
transmitting the attitudes and knowledge needed to 
succeed in the current educational system. So it may 
include the right ways of speaking and behaving in 
different circumstances, knowledge of ‘high culture’, 
etiquette, confidence in different social situations and 
so on. Those with high levels of cultural capital will be 
in a position to accumulate the other forms of capital 
as well.

Bourdieu was mentioned earlier in this chapter. As a 
Marxist (see theory section), Bourdieu argued that 
it is the power of the ruling class that allows them 
to define the knowledge and skills that are valued, 
and to ensure that they, and their children, are in the 
best position to acquire them, giving them an unfair 
advantage.
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Who are the middle class?
Traditionally the middle class is associated with those 
who have professional or managerial careers. They are 
likely to have been university educated and to own 
their own homes. However, these features now apply 
to more and more of the population as access to 
home ownership and university education has spread, 
more people are self-employed, and there are fewer 
people working in manual jobs or trades.

Because of this, the middle class is a very diverse 
group, containing a wide variety of people with very 
different incomes, attitudes and lifestyles. Fox (2004) 
discusses upper middles, middle middles and lower 
middles to highlight these differences. There is also 
likely to be a big difference between public sector 
professionals, such as teachers and nurses, and private 
sector professionals such as lawyers and bankers. Thus 
it is unlikely that everyone who sees themselves as 
middle class shares a common experience or identity.

Who are the working class?
The working class used to form the majority of the 
population, though it is shrinking. It was traditionally 
made up of manual workers and those with trades. 
However, Hutton (1995) has argued that the decline 
in trade union memberships and the manufacturing 
sector, and the dispersal of working-class 
communities, has eroded working-class identity.

Unlike the underclass, the working class are often 
romanticised as a hard-working, straight-talking, ‘salt-
of-the-earth’ identity, which many, who are clearly 
middle class in terms of education, career or income, 
still clamour to claim as their identity. However, 
Skeggs (1997) studied working-class women who 
felt humiliated by the ways in which others, such as 
teachers and doctors, judged and dismissed them due 
to their working-class background. As a result, the 
women made a strenuous effort to show they were 
‘respectable’, taking care in how they dressed, their 
leisure pursuits and home decorations.

Who are the underclass?
This is a controversial term and it is unlikely that 
many would consciously identify themselves as a 
member of the underclass. The term was originally 
used by sociologists from conflict perspectives (see 
page XX) who wanted to draw attention to the social 
exclusion experienced by those who were at the very 
bottom of society, and who lacked opportunities in 
terms of education, health and earning potential. 
However, the term is now often used in a negative 

way to describe those who rely on benefits and are 
blamed for their own situation due to the choices 
they have made. It is particularly associated with 
Murray (1984), who argues that over-generous 
benefits encourage some people to develop a culture, 
or set of norms and values, in which they do not 
take responsibility for their own actions and have an 
expectation that they will be looked after by the state.

Governments are concerned about this group, and 
groups such as NEETs – young people who are not 
in education, employment or training – have been 
targeted by various policies, for example, the raising 
of the school-leaving age. This group are also often 
portrayed in very negative ways in the media, through 
shows such as Jeremy Kyle, Benefits Street and non-
fictional portrayals such as Shameless.

Changing class identities? Does 
class still matter?
Postmodernists such as Pakulski and Waters (1996) 
suggest that there has been a shift from production to 
consumption in the defining of identities – we are now 
defined by what we buy, not what we do.

Offe (1985) argues that in today’s society, fewer 
and fewer individuals share a common, unifying 
experience of full-time work – the experience that 
used to shape the culture of social classes. The days 
when people had a job for life have gone, and we are 
all able to create our own identities regardless of the 
social class of our families and the particular level of 
qualifications or job we may have at any one time. 

Additionally, the contemporary UK gives choices 
and opportunities to everyone, which may have been 
limited to the privileged few in the past, such as the 
possibility of going to university, travelling, starting 
your own business and owning your own home. 
The media also gives access to an endless range of 
information and cultural experiences, and has broken 
down many social and class-based barriers that may 
have existed even 30 years ago.

Not everyone would agree that today’s society 
is as class free as it seems. Social-class background 
remains the most significant indicator of outcomes 
such as education, health and life expectancy, and 
there is a lot of evidence suggesting a difference in 
culture and lifestyle between people from different 
social and economic backgrounds. It is also important 
to recognise that ‘choice’ depends on money. Some 
sections of the UK population do not even have 
access to the internet, and are more concerned with 
struggling to feed their family.
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Sexuality and identity
Think	about	it	...

Sexuality around the World:
Quinn (2001) studied the same-sex relationships 
of some tribal people. Many Native American tribes 
celebrated same-sex marriage between two males, 
with the ‘wife’ being a feminine acting ‘berdache’ who 
dressed in female clothing, and between two females, 
where the ‘husband’ was a dominant ‘amazon’ who 
participated in male activities and was often a female 
warrior.

Quinn also notes that some sub-Saharan African 
peoples have man–boy marriage ceremonies. These 
African ‘boy-wives’ are between 12 and 20 years of 
age and the boy-wife is treated in the same way as a 

female wife. When he becomes a man, he becomes a 
warrior, and takes a boy-wife of his own.

The Kinsey Reports (1948, 1953) in the USA found 
that homosexual encounters amongst both men and 
women were much more common than many people 
would have imagined, at a time when homosexuality 
was still classified as a mental illness in the USA. For 
example, 37 per cent of men had had a homosexual 
experience to the point of orgasm, but less than 4 per 
cent were exclusively homosexual.

What do these cross-cultural examples tell you 
about sexuality, and ideas about what is ‘natural’ and 
‘unnatural’?

Sex and sexuality is an area of social life that society, 
and especially the media, seems obsessed with – 
images relating to sexuality are everywhere you look. 
Feminists in particular have been concerned to point 
out the way in which women are often portrayed 
through their sexuality – as sexual objects for men to 
fantasise about. However, though sexual identity is 
a significant issue for many, as with other aspects of 

identity, it tends to be more significant for those who 
are not heterosexual. As Weeks (1987) points out, 
not many would say ‘I am heterosexual’ in relation 
to their identity, but to say, ‘I am gay’ or ‘I am a 
lesbian’ makes a statement about belonging and your 
relationship to dominant sexual codes.  Historically, 
homosexuality was considered a perversion, a mental 
illness that needed to be cured and even a criminal 

Activity:	Does	class	still	matter?

‘Strong class identities’ Marshall et al. 
(1988)
● 60 per cent of their sample thought of themselves 

as belonging to a particular social class; 90 per cent 
could place themselves in a class if prompted.

● 75 per cent agreed that people are born into a 
social class and it is difficult to move from one class 
to another.

‘Weak class identities’ – Savage et al. (2001)
● Few of their sample thought Britain was a classless 

society, most of them were well aware of the strong 
influence of class in the wider society.

● However, most saw themselves as ‘outside’ classes 
and just ‘ordinary’ individuals.

● Savage et al. described a paradox – class is an 
important structural force in people’s lives yet class 
identities are generally weak.

Social Mobility and Child Poverty 
Commission study 2014
This detailed study found that those who had 
attended fee-paying schools included:

● 71 per cent of senior judges
● 62 per cent of senior armed forces officers
● 45 per cent Chairs of public bodies
● 44 per cent of the Sunday Times Rich List
● 43 per cent of newspaper columnists and 26 per 

cent of BBC executives
● 50 per cent of the House of Lords
● 33 per cent of MPs, 36 per cent of the cabinet and 

22 per cent of the shadow cabinet.

However, they make up just 7 per cent of the UK 
population as a whole. 

1 Is social class still significant in the UK? Is this the 
same as class identity?

2 Why do you think that people may recognise 
class divisions, and yet have a weak class identity 
themselves, as Savage discovered?

3 How might a Marxist answer this question? 
4 What about a postmodernist?
5 What does the evidence from the Social Mobility 

and Child Poverty Commission suggest about access 
to positions of power in the UK?
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offence in the UK. Attitudes towards homosexuality 
have changed significantly in British society over the 
last 50 years, but in some parts of the world, for 
example, Uganda and Nigeria, homosexuality is still 
illegal, and homosexuals are still denied basic human 
rights in many counties.

The process of developing and accepting a 
homosexual identity has been referred to as ‘coming 
out’. Studies suggest that homosexual behaviour does 
not automatically lead to a homosexual identity. 
Weeks (1991) argues that ‘sexual identification is a 
strange thing’, and more complex than other aspects 
of identity. He points out that there are people who 
identify themselves as ‘gay’ and participate in the gay 
community, but do not participate in same-sex sexual 
activity, but there are also people who do have same-
sex sexual encounters, but do not identify themselves 
as gay. For example, in Reiss’s 1961 study he found 
that young male prostitutes, or ‘rent boys’, regarded 
themselves as heterosexual, despite having sex with 
men for money, and they actively despised the men as 
a way of neutralizing their behaviour.

Plummer (1996) partially supports McIntosh’s ideas, 
seeing homosexuality as a process and discussing the 
‘homosexual career’, where a male who has accepted 
the label of homosexual will seek out others and 
join a subculture in which stereotypical homosexual 
characteristics become the norm.

These studies are suggesting that it is not actually 
sexual attraction that creates the ‘homosexual’, but 
the acceptance and internalisation of the identity of 
‘homosexual’. In a society where homosexuality is 
still not accepted by many, this is not an inevitable or 
easy process: ‘“Becoming a homosexual” is a difficult 
process of “becoming the other”, or “becoming what 

one has learned to despise”’ (Gay Left Collective 1980: 
80).

Rich (1980) argues that women’s sexuality is 
oppressed by men in patriarchal society, through 
institutions such as marriage, through sexual violence 
and rape and through the sexual objectification 
of women. Taking a feminist perspective, she uses 
the term ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ to describe 
the way women are socialised into a subordinate 
and heterosexual role, ensuring their availability 
to men. Rich believes that most women are not 
necessarily inherently heterosexual, but that this 
is forced upon them, and that lesbian existence 
is quite distinct from homosexuality in men, with 
little evidence of anonymous promiscuity and more 
focus on empowerment and joy. She argues that 
lesbian identity has been written out of existence or 
constructed as abnormal, since it is a threat to male 
dominance and power over women.

As the examples given above show, cross-cultural 
evidence suggests that a distinct homosexual identity 
is not apparent in all cultures, and that a sexual 
encounter between two people of the same sex is 
not uncommon, but also not necessarily defined as 
‘homosexual’. 

Changing sexual identities
In the UK, attitudes towards homosexuality have, at 
least publically, changed enormously in the last 30 
years, which is likely to have a big impact on sexuality 
and identity. Homosexuality is no longer classified as 
a ‘condition’, the age of consent for sexual intercourse 
was finally equalised in 2000, and the Equality Act 
2010 makes it unlawful to discriminate against any 
individual on the grounds of sexuality.

Key	Study:	The	Homosexual	Role	Mary	Mcintosh

McIntosh (1996) argued that in Western cultures the 
role of homosexual male involves certain expectations 
or cultural characteristics. For example, the 
homosexual role may include effeminate mannerisms, 
a higher voice and attention to appearance. McIntosh 
argues that once a male has accepted the label 
or identity of ‘homosexual’ he will start to fulfil 
these expectations, so the label actually creates the 
behaviour.

McIntosh supports her argument by citing evidence of 
married men who see themselves as ‘straight’, but still 

admit to attractions to males, but do not exhibit any 
other ‘signs’ of homosexuality. Conversely, males she 
studied who were ‘out’ did fulfil all the expectations of 
the homosexual role.

Points	to	discuss:

1 Do you agree with McIntosh that we sometimes 
change our behaviour to live up to the identity we 
have adopted? 

2 What cultural characteristics would be associated 
with the ‘Lesbian role’ or the heterosexual male or 
female roles?
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Age and identity

Activity:	Changing	views	on	homosexuality

Same-sex marriage
In March 2014 a change in the law meant that same-
sex couples could legally marry for the first time. 
Politicians of all parties welcomed this change and 
many ceremonies have taken place across the UK. 
However, some surveys suggest that around one–fifth 
of people would refuse an invitation to a same-sex 
wedding and some religious groups remain deeply 
opposed, though the Church of England has dropped 
its opposition after the change in the law. Prior to 
the change in the law, over 60,000 civil partnerships 
had taken place in the UK since these were legalised 
in December 2005, and more than 1,400 same-sex 
marriages took place in the first three months after 
they were made legal, with government predictions 
that approximately 6,000 civil partnerships and same-
sex marriages will take place each year.

Commonwealth Games 2014
The opening ceremony of the 2014 Commonwealth 
games in Glasgow was led by John Barrowman and 
Karen Dunbar, who are both openly gay. Barrowman 
then kissed his male ‘bride’ in a mock-up Gretna Green 

marriage ceremony. This has been seen by some 
as a deliberate statement aimed at the 42 countries 
who attend the games in which homosexuality is still 
illegal. 

What do these examples tell you about homosexual 
identity in the UK today?

Think	about	it	...

What does age actually mean – is it a number, a lifestyle or an attitude?
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Age is probably the only aspect of identity for which 
we will all experience the changing effects. As 
children, young people, adults and eventually older 
people, we will all find our identity affected by how 
our age makes us feel and how other people relate to 
us. The world is run by adults, and it is often young 
people and older people whose identities are the most 
negatively affected by their age, often due to lack of 
status and power.

Quick	Questions:

1 How is your identity influenced by your age?
2 Are you the same person you were when you were 

10?
3 Will you be the same when you are 45?
4 What about when you are 70?

Age is sometimes looked at chronologically – as 
in your actual age (e.g. 17). Alternatively, age is often 
looked at as a stage in the life-course: childhood, 
youth, adulthood and so on.

The problem with looking at stages in the life-
course is that the ages at which they start and end 
vary – they can be seen as socially constructed. For 
example, when does childhood end? When does 
middle age start? Individuals will also differ: some 
keep their ‘youth’ going for longer, others seem ‘old 
before their time’.

Stages in the life-course
Childhood: This can be seen as socially constructed. 
In some cultures ‘childhood’ is not seen as a period 
of innocence, dependence or vulnerability, as in the 
UK. For example, children will be working, and even 
fighting as armed soldiers, in some countries. Marriage 
may be considered at the age 12 or 13, especially for 
girls. Even in the UK children were working in factories 
until the mid-nineteenth century.

Today, it is argued that we have a contradictory 
relationship with children in the UK. Children are 
either portrayed in the media as little angels and 
as vulnerable victims or little devils (delinquent or 
shocking).

There is a generally held view that children ‘grow 
up’ more quickly today than previously, but actually, 
until the mid-twentieth century, childhood lasted 
for a shorter time, and people were usually working 
and even having families of their own before their 
eighteenth birthday.

Postman (1982) argues that childhood emerged 
only when the spread of literacy enabled adults to 

better shield children from various aspects of adult 
life – particularly certain aspects of sexuality and 
certain horrors associated with death and disease – so 
the ‘innocent’ child was created. He suggests that the 
emergence and spread of the media and visual culture 
in the twentieth century has brought about a decline 
in childhood and threatens, ultimately, to bring about 
its disappearance. 

Youth: this tends to be associated with those from 
12–25. Youth is socially constructed as a period of 
transition from childhood to adulthood and a time 
of rebellion/resistance in our culture. However, some 
cultures have no concept of ‘youth’ as a stage in the 
life-course. Through initiation ceremonies, such as the 
one seen in the Hamar tribe earlier in this chapter, 
childhood ends one day and adulthood begins. 
Margaret Mead (1928) also argued that the ‘storm 
and stress’ associated with youth is culturally specific 
and not found in all cultures, though her findings and 
methodology have been questioned.

Young	adulthood	and	middle	age: Very little 
is said about normal ‘adulthood’ by researchers. 
Young adulthood is normally characterised by career 
and family. Most people form relationships, have 
children and establish their careers during this time, 
often moving into their own home and becoming 
independent from parents.

Middle age tends to be associated with those in 
their forties and fifties. Bradley (1996) argues it has 
a higher status than youth or old age – middle-aged 
people are running the country and hold power at 
work. However, middle age is also seen as a negative 
time, as ‘youth’ is lost and old age comes closer. It is 
sometimes associated with negative ideas, such as a 
‘mid-life crisis’, and ‘empty nest syndrome’.

Old	age: When does old age start? Some say it 
starts at retirement age but there is a lot of difference 
between a 65 and an 85 year old.

UK culture admires youth and the beauty of 
youthful bodies. In contrast, ageing bodies represent 
ugliness and degeneration. Older people have been 
socialised into this view themselves. The language 
used by older participants about their own identity 
in Corner’s (1999) study was mostly negative, 
reflecting that used by the media and popular culture. 
Participants described the problems of old age for 
society and the ‘burden’ of the ageing population. 
Participants were concerned with becoming a ‘burden’ 
themselves and the dominant stereotype they 
presented was of later life being one of ill-health and 
dependency.
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Changing age identities
Postmodernists would look at trends such as 
living and working for longer, anti-ageing products 
and procedures, and the extension of ‘youth’ and 
childhood to show how age is fluid and becoming less 
significant today.

Featherstone and Hepworth (2005) argue that 
media images of ageing, which have been a source of 
negative stereotypes and identities, can also create 
new identities, and suggest that as the population 
ages, more positive images may emerge. The 
popularity of ‘retro’ fashions, and comeback tours 
from bands from the 1970s and 1980s, are also trends 
that help blur the boundaries of the life-course.

Key	Study

Hockey and James (1993) say that children are seen to 
lack the status of personhood, and are separated and 
excluded from the public, adult world, largely confined 
to ‘specialist places’ for children such as schools, 
nurseries and the family. They are seen as the opposite 
of adults – dependent, innocent, vulnerable – and 
needing care and control. 

Hockey and James link old age and childhood, and 
argue they are socially constructed in a similar way, 
having lost their ‘personhood’ status. Terms such as 
‘gaga’ are used, relating to baby noises, and the elderly 
are also seen as helpless and vulnerable, dependent, 
and needing care. They use the concept ‘infantilisation’ 
to describe this. In their research in an old people’s 
home, they report that the clients were treated like 
children: they weren’t allowed to keep their own 
money, but were given ‘pocket money’; they had their 
privacy taken away – being bathed, dressed and having 

to ask to be taken to the toilet; their daily routine 
was decided for them; and they were assumed to be 
quite innocent, and definitely not sexually active. 
Such practices will create a self-fulfilling prophecy, but 
Hockey and James argued that in most cases it was 
not based on medical needs.

They do argue that such an identity is possible to 
resist. Alternative sources of status may be used to 
retain some power. For example, male residents in the 
home exerted some power over female staff. Also, it 
is possible to resist the status by assuming a different 
one, such as children who pretend to be older to 
gain more status, and older people who act younger. 
Hockey and James give accounts of residents in the 
home who mocked the care staff by deliberately 
behaving in a childlike way, or even poking their 
tongues out at the staff!

Think	about	it	...

Images of disability – disabled or differently able?

Disability and identity

David Weir winning Gold Warwick Davies–filmstar
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1.3 W
hat is identity?

For those who are not living with any impairment, 
disability may not seem a significant aspect of 
identity. However, those living with a physical or 
mental impairment may often find it is the most 
significant aspect, especially in terms of how they are 
seen by others. The profile of those with disabilities 
has arguably improved significantly in recent years, 
with events such as the Paralympics raising awareness 
of positive achievements and images in relation to 
disabled people. In 1995, the Disability Discrimination 
Act was passed, giving legal protection and 
enforceable rights to disabled people. However, despite 
such positive developments, a lot of discrimination 
and social and physical barriers to full inclusion 
remain, which have a significant impact on a disabled 
person’s identity and experience.
There are two broad approaches to understanding 
disability in society.

The	medical	model	sees disability as a medical 
problem, focusing on the limitations caused by the 
impairment, and this has long been the prevalent 
approach taken by society. This approach leads to 
the defining of a disabled person by their disability 
or impairment. The problem is that this leads to a 
‘victim-blaming’ mentality, where the problem lies 
with the disabled individual, rather than with a society 
that has not met their needs.

Shakespeare	(1996) argues that disabled people 
are often socialised into this way of seeing themselves 
as victims, and that ‘(t)he person with impairment 
may have an investment in their own incapacity, 
because it can become the rationale for their own 
failure’, thus creating a ‘victim mentality’.

The	social	model, by contrast, focuses on the 
social and physical barriers to inclusion that may 
exist, such as the design of buildings and public 
spaces that deny access to those with mobility 
problems, or discriminatory attitudes and practices 
against those with disabilities. Society is therefore the 
disabling factor. This approach can lead to the view 
that disability is socially constructed, since it rests on 
assumptions of what is ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’. Some 
campaigners have argued against the use of the term 
‘disabled’ at all and prefer ‘differently able’.

Shakespeare argues that there are major obstacles 
to forming a positive disabled identity. Disabled people 
are often socialised to see themselves as inferior. He 
also points out that disabled people are often isolated 
from one another, so forming a strong, collective 
identity is difficult. There is also a lack of positive role 
models in public life and the media, and often even 
within the immediate family. Additionally, disability 
or impairment in a largely able-bodied society often 
leads to reactions of pity, avoidance and awkwardness. 

Activity:	Does	this	article	make	you	feel	awkward?

By Lee Ridley Guest blogger BBC News 
website 11 May 2014
Comedian Lee Ridley, known as Lost 
Voice Guy, regularly experiences public 
awkwardness. 

Hello. I’m Lee, and I’m disabled. Do you feel awkward 
yet?

In fact, I have a disability called cerebral palsy and, in 
my case, it means I can’t speak (I use a communication 
aid to talk with – a bit like Stephen Hawking but better 
looking). I move like a zombie from The Walking Dead, 
and the right side of my body is weaker than my left. 
Do you feel awkward now?

According to a survey by the disability charity Scope 
(2014), two out of three people feel uncomfortable 
talking to a disabled person. So they ... launched 
a campaign to help people to end this perpetual 
awkward stand-off ... (www.scope.org.uk/awkward).

The survey by Scope also suggests that 43% of people 
don’t know anyone who is disabled. Either those 
people are blind (which would be very ironic) or they 
don’t understand disability that well. We’re not all in 

wheelchairs. Some disabilities are more visible than 
others. 

Only 17% of people are born with their disabilities. 
The rest I call the not-yet-disabled, because being 
able-bodied is not a lifelong certainty, I’m afraid. Now 
that’s certainly awkward ...

It’s easy to joke about this awkwardness but it has 
serious consequences as well.

I’m fairly sure I’ve been overlooked for jobs because 
potential employers couldn’t see past my disability. Of 
course, if they had asked me, I could have explained 
how I work and put their minds at rest. They probably 
felt too awkward to ask but, until that changes, 
disabled people will always be fighting a losing battle 
...

1 Did the article make you feel awkward? If so, 
consider why.

2 Have you experienced a situation involving someone 
with a disability where awkwardness was a factor?

3 Visit the Scope website (or search for ‘Scope end the 
awkward’ on youtube) and view the films they have 
made to highlight this issue.
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The label ‘disabled’ carries with it a stigma (negative 
label) that affects all interactions between 
the disabled person and others, creating what 
interactionists (see page xx) would call a ‘master 
status’. This means that it transcends all other aspects 
of identity and becomes the defining characteristic by 
which the individual is judged. A key issue for many 
disabled people is that their disability becomes the 
defining aspect of their identity for others, who only 
see them in relation to their disability and not as a 
man or woman, gay or straight, young or old and so 
on. 

The issue of disability becoming a master status 
may also be true for the individual themselves, as 
they learn to see themselves first and foremost in 
terms of their impairment. According to disability 
psychologist Carol Gill (1997), a polio survivor who 
became disabled later in life, reconciling your identity 
as a disabled person with previously held notions 
about what being disabled means is a common hurdle: 
‘When you become a member of the group that you 
have previously felt fear or pity for, you can’t help but 
turn those feelings on yourself.’

Zola (1982), a sociologist also disabled through 
polio, writes that ‘(t)he very vocabulary we use to 
describe ourselves is borrowed from [discriminatory 
able-bodied] society. We are de-formed, dis-eased, 
dis-abled, dis-ordered, ab-normal, and, most telling of 
all, called an in-valid’ (1982: 206).

This could lead to a form of ‘learned helplessness’, 
a concept that originates in psychology, describing the 
way that some disabled people may internalise the 
idea that they are incapable of changing a situation, 
and thus fail to take action to help themselves. Low 
self-esteem and a highly structured life in which 
decisions are often made for disabled people can 
contribute to this. It has been argued that policies 
such as segregated schooling actually encouraged 
‘learned helplessness’ even if the intentions were well-
meaning.

However, Murugami (2009) argues that a disabled 
person has the ability to construct a self-identity that 
accepts their impairment but is independent of it. So 
they see themselves as a person first, and see their 
disability as just one of their characteristics.

Activity:	A	person	first?

Watson (2002) was surprised at first when 
encountering a person with a disability who said: 
‘I know this is going to sound very strange to you, 
but I do not see myself as a disabled person.’ This 
person side-lines his impairment and formulates a 
self-identity based on what he is able to do, and not 
how it is done. If what he is able to do is not done, 
the blame will be directed towards societal and 
environmental barriers rather than the impairment.

Adapted from Muru 4 gami (2009)

David Blunkett, former Labour Home Secretary, who 
also happens to be blind.

Points to discuss:
1 Why do you think that as a society we tend to 

define people by their disability first, and as a 
person second? 

2 What could be done to try to change this in the 
future?

Check	your	understanding

Briefly define the following terms and give an example 
of each:

Identity

1 (Ethnic) Hybridity
2 Hegemonic masculinity
3 Cultural capital
4 Social closure

5 Social construct
6 Infantilisation
7 Learned helplessness.

Select one sociologist for each of the seven aspects of 
identity we have looked at (ethnicity, nationality, social 
class, gender, sexuality, age, disability) and summarise 
his or her ideas.

1839481_OCR_Sociology_BP_02.indd   22 04/12/2014   12:29



23

1.3 W
hat is identity?

Section	summary	–	fill	in	the	blanks	using	the	words	given	below

Identity is about how you see ____________ but also relates to how you are seen by __________. Most 
sociologists see identity as ___________ and ever-changing, as an individual moves through life. Those aspects 
of an individual’s identity that lead to _______________ or inequality are likely to be more significant. Thus 
_________ is often more significant for those from ethnic minorities, and _________________ may seem more 
important to those from Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland than it does to those from ____________. Similarly, 
sexuality and ____________ tend to be significant aspects of identity for those most affected by the issues 
they raise. ___________ means a mixture of two or more things, so ethnic identities are often said to be hybrid. 
______________ tend to argue that identity is more fluid today, and aspects such as________________, gender and 
even age are less significant for individuals, though Marxists and ________________ would disagree.

social class, subordination, ethnic identity, postmodernists, yourself, feminists, active, England, hybridity, others, 
disability, national identity

AS	and	A	Level	style	question
Identify and briefly explain two examples of cultural hybridity. [6]

A	Level	style	question

Almost $270 billion was spent worldwide on anti-ageing products and services in 2013. Meanwhile, in the UK, 
young adults in their mid-twenties and early thirties are more likely to be living with their parents than they were 

30 years ago, and one in ten will still be living with parents when they are 40.

Using sources A and B and your wider sociological knowledge, outline and briefly evaluate the view that age 
identities are changing in the contemporary UK. [20]

Source A Source B
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