
Social Differences and Inequalities 

Identity 

What is Identity? 
 Identity can be considered to be whatever makes an entity or person definable or 

distinguishable from something else 

 Identity is an umbrella term used throughout the social sciences to describe a person's 

conception and expression of their individuality or group affiliations (such as national 

identity and cultural identity) 

 It can be divided into practical identity, of relevance to everyday life and practical affairs, 

and analytic identity, the type of identity discusses by academics, 6 

 As an example of this distinction, one can examine racial and national politics and discourse 

without actually positing the existence or causal role of any real entities of races or nations 

 The core challenge is to devise a concept of identity “soft” and flexible enough to satisfy the 

requirements of constructivist social theory, whilst at the same time remaining robust 

enough to shed light on the various phenomena we attempt to explain in social science, 14 

Essentialism 
 Essentialism is the view that, for any specific kind of entity, there is a set of characteristics or 

properties all of which any entity of that kind must possess. Therefore all things can be 

precisely defined or described 

 Essentialism is often contrasted with constructionism, which takes the view that identity is 

formed by a predominantly political choice of certain characteristics. In so doing, it questions 

the idea that identity is a natural given, characterised by fixed, supposedly objective criteria. 

 Common sense essentialism: All people have identity, or are searching for it; All racial, ethnic, 

national, and other similar groups have or ought to have identity, and people and groups can 

possess an identity without being aware of it 

Strategic Essentialism 
 Strategic essentialism is a major concept in postcolonial theory. The term was coined by the 

Indian literary critic and theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

 It refers to a strategy that nationalities, ethnic groups or minority groups can use to present 

themselves 

 While strong differences may exist between members of these groups, and amongst 

themselves they engage in continuous debates, it is sometimes advantageous for them to 

temporarily 'essentialize' themselves and bring forward their group identity in a simplified 

way to achieve certain goals 

Categorization 
 One common use of identity really refers to categorisation, usually of an individual relative 

to other individuals or groups, 16-17 

 This is most commonly done by state institutions, as in census forms, official records, 

passports, etc, 17 



 The state thus has power not in the sense of being able to create or change identities, but 

simply because of its ability to define classifications, within which social discourse and 

political and managerial activities must operate, 18 

 Efforts by political or social leaders to develop a sense of group identity and collective 

feeling (for whatever reason) are doubtless important, but we must be careful not to 

assume that the result of such efforts is necessarily a fully formed and distinct ‘identity’ 

similar to those that are actually used and relevant to everyday life, 18 

Liberal Perspectives 
 Liberalism views essential human nature as homogenous and ahistorical, thus permitting 

broad generalisations about human behaviour and morality 

Communitarian Perspectives 
 Communitarianism is an ideology that emphasizes the responsibility of the individual to the 

community and the social importance of the family unit 

 Communitarians will argue that liberal views of self are empty/ nihilistic, as it ignores  

identity which is determined by communal and cultural values 

 You cannot just consider individuals in isolation – communities and ethnic groups must be 

considered too 

 Communitarianism holds to a form of essentialism in believing that different groups have 

different essential culture/historical characteristics 

 Indeed they go further than this, arguing that an individual identity cannot be distinguished 

or defined apart from the characteristics of the community 

 For example ‘we are the sum of the roles we inhabit’, and hence our identity is inseparable 

from the cultural context in which we are located 

Identity Politics 
 Identity politics practitioners also tend to utilise some of the ideals of essentialism, for 

example by presenting as if all women, homosexuals, racial minorities, etc, have the same 

interests 

 Hence, identity politics may actually exacerbate rather than rectify social inequalities 

Practical Examples 
 It is common to attribute many of Africa’s problems of political instability to tribal identities 

of local peoples; the trouble with this simplistic account is that it fails to consider the fluidity 

and imprecision of tribal boundaries, or the fact that many conflicts have occurred between 

relatively closely related and culturally similar groups – thus it seems that tribal identities in 

this sense are largely a construction, or derivative from other processes, 23-27 

 Another example is the case of nationalism in the collapse of the USSR. Whilst nationalist 

feelings undoubtedly played a role, it must be remembered that many of these identities 

were actively created and promoted by the Soviet Government; they were not necessarily 

pre-existing groups which were suppressed throughout soviet rule, 28-29 

 One can also consider the history of the social/political construction of ‘afro-American’ racial 

and cultural identity, and the various forms it did or could have taken in response to 

particular social and political constraints – there was nothing predetermined or objectivity 

grounded in this process, 29-32 



 Obtaining a more nuanced understanding of these phenomena is important, as it may direct 

one to examining the history of the rise and fall of different ‘identifications’ at different 

places and times, rather than focusing on the origins and history of one particular ‘identity’ 

as if it has some kind of uniquely privileged existence, 32 

Multiculturalism 

What is Multiculturalism? 
 Multiculturalism is the appreciation, acceptance or promotion of multiple cultures, applied 

to the demographic make-up of a specific place, usually at the organizational level, e.g. 

schools, businesses, neighborhoods, cities or nations 

 The view that “states should not only uphold the familiar set of common, civil, political and 

social rights of citizenship that are protected in all constitutional democracies, but also 

adopt various group-specific rights or policies that are intended to recognise and 

accommodate the distinct identities and aspirations of ethnocultural groups” 

 Multiculturalism as "cultural mosaic" is often contrasted with the concepts assimilationism 

and social integration and has been described as a "salad bowl" rather than a "melting pot” 

Arguments for Multiculturalism 
 Majority groups are systematically privileged in states that do not make place for minority 

national rights, as choices about the language of public services, legal systems, educational 

content, relative allocations of central and local government power, etc, are cultural 

preferences that disadvantage minority nations, even if they are treated equally in all other 

respects, 4 

 The unsuccessful experience of British administrators and colonialists in attempting to 

transplant British institutions throughout the empire seemed to indicate that many 

institutions that intellectuals thought were ‘liberal’ were actually ‘British’, or at least only 

applicable to their particular cultural situation, 6 

 They were taking for granted the “whole rich and stable background of British history”. 

What they needed to do was “translate rather than transplant”, 6 

Mechanisms of Multiculturalism 
 Decentralization of power is not always a good thing for local minorities – it depends upon 

the details of how boundaries are drawn, and how powers are distributed, 14 

 In Brazil, for example, devolution of powers to provincial governments has been detrimental 

to the interests of rainforest tribes, as the central government is more active in defending 

their interests than the provincial governments, which are pro-settlement, 14 

 Recently there has been something of a trend in European countries towards ‘educating’ 

immigrants and minority ethnic groups in the democratic and liberal ‘values’ that 

characterise those nations, 6-7 

 Whilst this is not necessarily a bad thing, it does tend to crystallise stereotypes that those 

from other cultures are more violent, disrespect women, do not share democratic values, 

etc, 7-8 

 Once again, this can actually serve to hamper the cause of minority groups by emphasising 

differences and polarizing attitudes towards them, 8 



The Retreat from Multiculturalism 
 Recently there have been a number of perceived failings of multiculturalism, including the 

Rushdie affair, Gulf Wars, 9/11, Afghanistan, Iraq, Danish Cartoon controversy, Cronulla riots, 

race riots in Northern English towns 

 Angela Merkel, David Cameron, Nicolas Sarkozy have all made statements to the effect that 

immigrants have not assimilated and integrated, so Multiculturalism is a failure 

Communitarian Critiques 

 A second criticism of multiculturalism is the argument that it undermines social cohesion 

and national identity, 2 

 It is feared that multiculturalism emphasises the differences between people, and can even 

lead to events like the London bombings of 2005, which were perpetrated by British-born 

Islamic minority members, 2 

 Another example is the use by Germany of the protected status of German minorities in 

Czechoslovakia and Poland as an excuse for political intervention and ultimately military 

aggression in the 1930s, 7 

 Also, many people from the dominant majority don’t want those who are different from 

them to come into the national culture, as this may lead to a change in said culture in a 

direction that they don’t like 

 The fundamental fear of many such people is not that people look or sound unfamiliar as 

such, but that they see such people as being ‘others’ impinging upon ‘their’ space/territory 

 For example, many older long-term residents of suburban areas experiencing large influxes 

of asian migrants report feeling uncomfortable with the strange shops, different languages, 

and also report that asian shopkeepers are rude and offputting, 8-10 

Feminist Critiques 
 The issue of gender equality, particularly areas like polygyny, forced marriage, female 

circumcision, and veiling of women, is highly relevant to multiculturalism, as are such 

practices acceptable as cultural preferences, or unacceptable as oppression of women? 

 One potential remedy to this is to ensure that females, particularly younger females, are 

given a voice in discussing the cultural preferences of the community 

 Feminists will also argue that private sphere discrimination doesn’t always appear in public, 

and so can be rather difficult to combat via courts or police 

Poststructural Critiques 
 Postructuralists critique communitarian perspectives as essentialising other cultures and 

those from them 

 Culture and ethnicity are not homogenous and unchanging, and immigrants or foreigners 

are unique individuals, not just instantiations of their culture of origin 

 There is a perverse tendency to attribute all criminal and negative actions of minority groups 

to their culture, whilst those committed by majority cultural groups are their personal choice  

 If it is true that there isn’t really such things as separate cultures, then what is it exactly that 

multiculturalism is supposed to be protecting and equalizing?, 3 

 On a similar note, is it possible to have special cultural allowances or exceptions for rules 

and regulations even though these may be based on gross stereotypes, generalizations and 

false dichotomies?, 3 



 The trouble is that discrimination against minorities doesn’t go away just because the 

minority categories cannot be defined very well – we still need to do something about it, 3 

Gender and Sexuality 

Liberal Feminism 
 Liberal feminism is based on a liberal view of human nature: individualism, autonomy, 

equality, rationality 

 Human nature is identical: there is no male/female nature, just human nature 

 Liberal feminism tends to be reformist rather than revolutionary 

 For example, they believe that society should be restructured to ensure equal rights for 

women in career and education etc, but not any fundamental change 

 This perspective has been attacked as focusing excessively on middle class needs and 

concerns 

Postcolonial Feminism 
 Arose in reaction to the perceived white/middle class bias of liberal feminism 

 Spivak wrote in the 1980s about the lack of voice of poorer and minority women 

 “White men are saving brown women from brown men” – colonialism and patriarchy 

intertwined 

Radical Feminism 
 Radical feminists also attack liberal feminism, as the liberal individualist perspective ignores 

social patriarchal structures 

 Radical feminists argue that personal institutions (childbearing, marriage, housework, love, 

sexual practices) replicate and reinforce power differentials between the sexes 

 Some radical feminists go so far as to argue that men are the problem; for example 

Brownmiller (1975) ‘Against Our Will’ 

 Some even advocate Political lesbianism and Feminist separatism 

 False consciousness and the hegemony of prevailing ideologies can be an important 

consideration when considering women’s equality issues 

 False consciousness refers to the fact that people internalise norms and power structures 

that may be against their own interests 

Post-structuralism and Feminism 
 Poststructuralism focuses on unpacking discourses, looking at how knowledge is constructed 

and truth is produced – culture creates truth by repetition and social norms 

 There is no constant observer; identities are historically contingent and socially constructed 

involving bodily experimentation and interaction with others 

 People need to act in specific ways in order to be recognised and valued in society 

 As an example, as soon as a baby is proclaimed a boy or girl, they must behave in certain 

ways as to be considered a normal, viable human subject 

 There is a strange cultural phenomenon whereby men are somehow seen as the ‘default’, or 

the positive and neutral gender, whereas females are the negative, the ‘other’, 4 

 Both Aristotle and St Thomas made remarks to the effect that females are inferior, lacking 

some quality of men and therefore ‘defective’, 4-5 



 People internalise these norms, and self-regulate their behaviour to conform to expectations 

 Applying to feminism, post-structuralists will argue that pursuing women’s interests is not 

really getting to the bottom of the problem, because women too have internal conceptions 

of gender that can and should be challenged 

 Laws, religions and societies all around the world have devised various means to justify and 

codify this discrepancy, 8 

 The trouble is that such institutional constraints generate self-fulfilling prophecies. If women 

are thought to be inferior and denied the same opportunities as men, then they will become 

inferior, at least as far as outcomes are concerned, 9 

Post-Feminism 
 This school argues that most obvious forms of oppression have been overcome, so society is 

no longer patriarchal 

 Post-feminist consumer culture: active, empowered, above influence, beholden to no one, 

able to choose beauty 

 Intersections with race and gender: Leg lengthening, eyelid reshaping, skin whitening in the 

developing world as seen as racist practices, but Brazilian waxing, bleaching, breast implants, 

collagen and Botox are seen as a choice 

Gender Performativity 
 Gender Performativity is a term created by post-structuralist feminist philosopher Judith 

Butler in her 1990 book Gender Trouble 

 In it, Butler questions the belief that certain gendered behaviors are natural, illustrating the 

ways that one's learned performance of gendered behavior (what we commonly associate 

with femininity and masculinity) is an act of sorts, a performance, one that is imposed upon 

us by normative heterosexuality 

 This effect produces what we can consider to be 'true gender', a narrative that is sustained 

by "the tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar 

genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those productions – and the 

punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them” 

 Performativity this refers to the fact that social reality is not a given, but is continually 

created as an illusion "through language, gesture, and all manner of symbolic social sign"  

 Thus, how we act and react to others actually determines what social reality is, not the other 

way around 

 It rejects the conventional belief that actions express our ‘inner being’ 

 Performativity refers to the actions that are performed in the act of speaking – for example, 

a certain phrase may be the embodiment of making a complaint, which is the action 

 Norms can be performed in different ways at different times; thus in some circumstances 

men will begin to adopt the conversational style of women in certain situations 

 http://www.cla.purdue.edu/english/theory/genderandsex/modules/butlerperformativity.ht

ml 

Masculinity 
 Post-structuralist critiques of normative gender roles and identities also applies to males 

 The great secret of American manhood: we are afraid of other men. Homophobia is a central 

organising principle of our cultural definition of manhood 



 Homophobia is the fear that other men will unmask us, emasculate us, reveal to us and to 

the world that we do not measure up, that we are not real men 

 There is an interesting asymmetry in gender roles in this sense: one does not need to prove 

oneself to be a women, but there are a myriad of rituals to prove ‘manhood’ 

Heteronormativity 

Sexuality as a Discourse 
 Foucault uses the word "discourse" frequently, and has a very specific meaning in mind 

 When we talk about a "discussion," we are talking only about what has been said. When we 

talk about a "discourse," we are talking also about who has done the speaking, how they 

have done it, in what context, in reaction to what, and so on 

 Discourse is important to Foucault because to him, language and knowledge are closely 

linked to power. Speech and writing are not simply the communication of facts that occurs 

in a vacuum: as important as what is said is who decides what is said 

 Whoever determines what can be talked about also determines what can be known. 

Whoever determines what can be known effectively determines how we think and who we 

are. According to Foucault, then, language and knowledge always have a political edge. 

 There is no central authority imposing these identities on people – the pressure is defused 

throughout society as a whole in the form of the dominant discourse 

 People don’t invent discourses –they simply cite those that they hear, perhaps without even 

realising that they are doing so 

Queer Theory 
 Queer theory is a set of ideas based around the idea that identities are not fixed and do not 

determine who we are 

 It suggests that it is meaningless to talk in general about 'women' or any other group, as 

identities consist of so many elements that to assume that people can be seen collectively 

on the basis of one shared characteristic is wrong 

 The key element is that of viewing sexuality as constructed through discourse, with no list or 

set of constituted preexisting sexuality realities, but rather identities constructed through 

discursive operations 

 For example, as Foucault explains in The History of Sexuality, two hundred years ago there 

was no category for gay male. Instead, the term applied to sex between two men was 

sodomy. Over time, the concept "homosexual" was created through the discourses of 

medicine and especially psychiatry 

 What is conventionally understood to be the same practice was gradually transformed from 

a sinful lifestyle into an issue of sexual orientation. Foucault argues that prior to this 

discursive creation there was no such thing as a person who could think of himself as 

essentially gay 



Race 

Is Race a Useful Term? 
 “Human race does not exist in any meaningful biological sense – if we were looking for 

relatively genetically homogenous populations, the best candidates for races would be the 

amish, Icelanders, Sardinians, etc” 

 W.E.B du Bois has stated that racial differences are mostly defined by the differences of 

“colour, hair, and bone”, but that “such things are on the whole, poorly correlated with 

genetic difference and on the other hand, impossible to correlate significantly with cultural, 

intellectual, or the cognitive characteristics of people” 

 “Even the physical characteristics including skin colour are to no small extent the direct 

result of a physical and social environment. In addition to being too indefinite and too 

elusive… to serve the basis for any origin, classification, or division of human groups” 

 Thus races are not biologically determined, but are based on a shared history: “they have a 

common history, have suffered a common disaster, and have one long memory of disaster” 

 Most US anthropologists now agree that there are no ‘real’ races in homo sapiens 

How are People Racialised? 
 Homi Bhabha has shown how colonial discourse operated to structure knowledge around 

racial stereotypes, and also embodied racial protocols of fantasy and desire 

 Fantasies of supremacy, the civilizing mission, combating savagery and barbarism 

 Fantasies of “goodness” saving the lost souls e.g. Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 

 Fantasies of the eroticized other, domination, subjugation, the over-sexed black body 

Race as a Floating Signifier 
 Floating signifiers or empty signifiers is a term used in semiotics to denote signifiers without 

referents, such as a word that doesn't point to any actual object or agreed upon meaning 

 The notion of floating signifiers can be applied to concepts such as race and gender, as a way 

of asserting that the word is more concrete than the concept it describes, where the concept 

may not be stable, but the word is 

Orientalism 
 Orientalism is an entrenched structure of thought, a pattern of making certain 

generalizations about the part of the world known as the 'East' 

 As Said puts it: “Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality whose structure 

promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, West, "us") and the strange (the 

Orient, the East, "them")” 

 Said didn't invent the term 'Orientalism'; it was a term used especially by middle east 

specialists, Arabists, and many who studied East Asia and the Indian subcontinent 

 The vastness of the part of the world that European and American scholars thought of as the 

"East" should, one imagines, have caused some one to think twice. But for the most part, 

that self-criticism didn’t happen, and Said argues that failure there is a structural one 

 The stereotypes assigned to Oriental cultures and "Orientals" as individuals are pretty 

specific: They are despotic when placed in positions of power, and sly and obsequious when 

in subservient positions; they are impossible to trust; they are capable of sophisticated 



abstractions, but not of concrete, practical organization or rigorous, detail-oriented analysis; 

their men are sexually incontinent, while their women are locked up behind bars 

 The oriental is a myth or a stereotype, but Said shows that the myth had, over the course of 

two centuries of European thought, come to be thought of as a kind of systematic 

knowledge about the East 

 Because the myth masqueraded as fact, the results of studies into eastern cultures and 

literature were often self-fulfilling 

 It is unsurprising, therefore that so many early European studies into, for instance, Persian 

poetry, discovered nothing more or less than the terms of their inquiry were able to allow: 

mystical religious devotion and an absence of rationality. 

 Said showed that the myth of the Oriental was possible because of European political 

dominance of the Middle East and Asia 

 Said argues that Orientalism is a full-fledged discourse, not just a simple idea, and when he 

suggests that all knowledge is produced in situations of unequal relations of power. A person 

who dominates another is in a position to write a book about it, to establish it, to define it 

Whiteness 
 Richard Dyer talks about the universality, invisibility, normality of whiteness 

 Raced people can only speak for their race, whereas white people can speak for the whole of 

humanity 

 Whites are everywhere in representation, but place themselves as the norm, and do not 

represent themselves as white, but as people who are classed, gendered, sexualised, abled 

 That is, whites are seen as diverse, whilst other races are seen as homogenous 

 The defense of ‘whiteness’ as a category seems to be strongest with those who are poor 

whites, as in a sense this is their only form of prestige 

New Racism 
 The ‘New racism’ focuses not on the biological basis of race, but rather construes race as a 

cultural and nationalist inclinations, 32 

 Other races were not seen as inferior or sub-human, but mixing of different races was seen 

as contributing to cultural and political conflict, and was therefore undesirable, 32 

 Nature, history, religion and politics meant that it was always best for people to stick with 

their own kind, 32 

 This was often associated with essentialist, primal-historic accounts of the origin and 

achievements of different races – for example, the sea was in the  English people’s blood, 32 

 It was this kind of racism that underlay the policy of ‘separate but equal’ in apartheid south 

Africa, 33 

Ethnicity 

What is Ethnicity? 
 An ethnic group is a group of people whose members identify with each other, through a 

common heritage, often consisting of a common language, a common culture (often 

including a shared religion) and an ideology that stresses common ancestry or endogamy 



 In general it is a highly biologically self-perpetuating group sharing an interest in a homeland 

connected with a specific geographical area, a common language and traditions, including 

food preferences, and a common religious faith 

 National, religious, geographic, linguistic and cultural groups do not necessarily coincide with 

racial groups: and the cultural traits of such groups have no demonstrated genetic 

connection with racial traits 

 Eric Hobsbawm: “Every separatist movement in Europe bases itself on ‘ethnicity,’ linguistic 

or not, that is to say on the assumption that ‘we’ – the Basques, Catalans, Scots, Croats, or 

Georgians are a different people from the Spaniards, the English, the Serbs or the Russians” 

Conceptions of Ethnicity 
 “Primordialism" and "instrumentalism". In the primordialist view, the participant perceives 

ethnic ties collectively, as an externally given social bond, based on shared religion and 

culture, and genetic relationship 

 The instrumentalist approach, on the other hand, treats ethnicity primarily as an ad-hoc 

element of a political strategy, used as a resource for interest groups for achieving 

secondary goals such as, for instance, an increase in wealth, power or status 

 “Constructivism" and "essentialism". Constructivists view national and ethnic identities as 

the product of historical forces, often recent, even when the identities are presented as old 

– less of a focus on the role of elites in imposing the identity, as there is in instrumentalism 

 Essentialists view such identities as ontological categories defining social actors, and not the 

result of social action 

 Coming from an extreme constructivist position, Abner Cohen has argues that London 

Stockbrokers could be considered as an ethnic group, as they intermarry, live in a similar 

area, have similar behavioural/cultural patterns, values, etc 

Is Ethnicity a Useful Concept? 
 Perhaps the biggest problem is that there is no common definition/understanding of 

ethnicity, with meanings being very context-specific 

 The concept of ethnicity also ignores the interaction of factors like race, class, gender, 

sexuality, etc 

 Another question is who represents an ethnic group? Self-appointed elderly males? 

 Use of ethnic also introduces the risk of essentialisation and ‘othering’ 

 Mismatch between ethnic identity assigned by public policy/services and how it is used by 

members of ethnic communities (eg: Southern Sudanese tend to identify based on tribe 

rather than African or even Sudanese) 

Cultural Hegemony 
 Cultural hegemony is the concept, originated by the Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci, 

that a culturally-diverse society can be ruled or dominated by one of its social classes 

 The theory claims that the ideas of the ruling class come to be seen as the norm; they are 

seen as universal ideologies, perceived to benefit everyone whilst really benefiting only the 

ruling class 

 Hegemony, in Gramscian theory, refers to the cultural production of 'consent' as opposed to 

'coercion' 



 For Hall, culture is not something to simply appreciate or study, but a "critical site of social 

action and intervention, where power relations are both established and potentially 

unsettled." 

 Gramsci suggested that prevailing cultural norms must not be perceived as either “natural” 

and “inevitable”, but that cultural norms (institutions, practices, beliefs) must be 

investigated for their roots in societal domination and their implications for society 

Nationalism 
 Ernest Gellner argues that nations were constructed during the early industrial revolution as 

a result of the need to integrate many previously disparate people into the new industrial 

economy; need for a common identity 

 Need for common education, for a standardised labour force 

 Benedict Anderson described them as “imagined communities”, as even the members of 

smallest nations cannot know everyone, yet sense of fraternity 

 Nations also have cultural myths, such as the American dream, or emotional reactions to the 

national anthem, etc 

 There is also a discourse involving use of familial and bodily concepts of the nation, such as 

calling the nation the ‘motherland’ and referring to citizens as ‘children of the nation’ 

National Capital 
 Nationality or national belonging is not a binary state, but can be possessed in greater or 

smaller quantities, and is generally acquired over time 

 Often length of stay or manner of speech will be used as proxies for measuring this 

 It seems to be that ‘whiteness’, or at least not looking like a ‘third world looking person’ who 

represents a ‘problem’, is the single most important form of cultural capital 

 Some people try to promote certain aspects of national capital as being more important 

than they actually are – for example the case of the Christian Lebanese women pulling off 

the scarf of a Muslim women, who is perceiving Australia to be a ‘Christian  country’ 

 Although one can gain cultural/national capital, those who do so will always be at a prestige 

disadvantage compared to those who attained it by birth, and hence simply ‘are’ Australians 

without having to ‘act like’ Australians 

 Often this ‘national aristocracy’ distinguishes itself through many apparently small, 

insignificant comments, interactions and actions, which accumulate to make non-nationals, 

no matter how ‘culturally assimilated’, fell on the outside 

 Nationalists promoting and trying to protect national identities are always in a sense chasing 

fantasies, because if national unity was already achieved, if national values are not under 

threat, if there were no ‘wogs to send home’, such things would not even be mentioned 

Intolerance of the Disempowered 
 Those who arrogate to themselves the power to say who should and should not be allowed 

in the country, who complain about excessive immigration, etc, are generally those who feel 

that they are possess national belonging, but not a sufficient degree of governmental power 

to have their wishes fulfilled 

 Those who are actually in power of the government need not make such claims, as their 

policies are already more or less being carried out 



 Thus, the violent nationalist act is the act of one who in practise is politically disempowered, 

but who feels that they ought to be more empowered than they are 

 Nationalists actually use the presence of ‘undesirables’ as a reason/excuse for why their 

desired national community of unity cannot actually be realised – they therefore do not 

have to face up to the reality of the fact that their goal is impossible to achieve 

Religion 

Nietzsche 

 "God is dead" does not mean that Nietzsche believed in an actual God who first existed and 

then died in a literal sense 

 It may be more appropriate to consider the statement as Nietzsche's way of saying that the 

conventional Christian God is no longer a viable source of any absolute moral principles 

 Nietzsche recognizes the crisis which the death of God represents for existing moral 

considerations, because "When one gives up the Christian faith, one pulls the right to 

Christian morality out from under one's feet. This morality is by no means self-evident... By 

breaking one main concept out of Christianity, the faith in God, one breaks the whole: 

nothing necessary remains in one's hands” 

Secularisation 
 Weber: Secularisation is rationalisation and modernisation, functional differentiation of 

modern societies, growing autonomy of the self, individualisation 

 One can still be religious in secular societies, but it is a private rather than a public affair 

 Durkheim: religion is a carryover from humanity’s primitive past. As a society becomes more 

rationalised and industrialized it loses its need for religious explanations 

 There are many different varieties of secularism, including official separation in france and 

the US, official integration with widespread popular secularism (UK), and official secularism 

with popular religiosity (US) 

 Secular societies refuses to commit themselves officially to any one view of the nature of the 

universe and the role of man in it 

 They are also pluralistic, tolerant, approach problem solving rationally, and minimise the 

degree to which their society has common aims and interpretations of life 

 Problem solving is approached rationally, through examination of the facts 

Origins of Secularism 
 Secularism arose out of unique political and historical circumstances in western Europe 

around the 17th century, when nascent states needed to unite disparate peoples and provide 

them with a higher, overarching identity 

 Finding some way of dealing with religious pluralism, particularly after the reformation, was 

an important aspect of this 

 Of course, just because the idea of secularism arose in Europe does not mean that it is only 

applicable to Europe 



Islam and Secularization 
 There seems to be an asymmetry in how Islam and Christianity are viewed: Muslims are 

constrained to interpret their text in a traditional, literal way, whereas Christians and Jews 

are free to interpret the bible as they see fit, including the many unsavoury passages 

 On a related note, there are plenty of examples of secular Arab leaders committing atrocities 

without invoking Islam at all (Syria, Saddam, Qaddafi) 

 Basically all religions put themselves above political authority, at least in a moral sense – 

that is what it means to be a religion, and Islam is not unique in this regard 

 The popes certainty did not recognise the validity of the idea of separation of church and 

state until the fact was essentially forced upon them by the formation of the Italian republic 

 Reformist/liberal Muslims actually want to separate religion from the state and also from 

traditional historical and social baggage that has been attached to it, in order to recover and 

rejuvenate the true religion 

 This is very similar to protestant and puritan views in the united states and parts of Europe, 

and shows that such a view is certainly possible in Islam, even if it currently is a minority one 

Is Islam Different? 
 An analysis of the historical record actually shows that ever since the death of Mohammed, 

Islam has mostly been separated from the state, with much more state intervention in 

religion than the other way around 

 Indeed, Islam never had a theocratic bent or attempted to take over political power from 

the state to anything like the degree that the Christian church did – ulema were mostly 

politically pliable by whatever rulers managed to claim power 

 This is precisely why most fundamentalist groups have been opposition movements 

 Religious movements or ideologies do not spring out of religious dogma directly, but are 

always tied up with the prevailing political and social circumstances 

 Thus, it may be the case that in the Arab world at the moment, globalization is fostering the 

development of religious fundamentalism, while also weakening the state that originally 

made separation of church and state possible 

 The call for a return to religious or fundamentalist law may well have more to do with a 

reaction against the mostly secular dictators and autocratic leaders that have dominated 

most middle eastern states since independence 

 Recent Islamic fundamentalist movements are not a re-reading of classical Islam, but rather 

an Islamic reading of modern, mostly western concepts, such as state, politics, and ideology 

Islamic Unity in Europe 
 This unity of the Muslim community is hotly disputed; it is not internally homogeneous, and 

is at various stages of assimilation or integration within the host country 

 In France, virtually no mosques that are frequented by both Turks and Arabs  

 Islamic institutions compete for funding and patrons between groups 

 Islam in France is generally locally based around a small mosque, usually serving a 

monoethnic group, or a charismatic personality e.g. an imam 

 Muslims from sub-Saharan Africa constitute the most observant Muslims, while Algerians 

are the least observant 



Clash of Civilisations 
 Huntington identified Islam as a failed civilisation, with a propensity for violence 

 He has argued that Muslims struggle to live peacefully with their neighbours. And that Islam 

has “bloody borders” in that any non-Islamic country that borders an Islamic country will 

experience warfare 

 “The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Islam, a different 

civilisation whose people are convinced of the superiority of their culture and are obsessed 

with the inferiority of their power” 

 Potential examples: Satanic Verses controversy, terrorist attacks against the West, namely 

the 9/11, Madrid and London bombings, Danish Mohammed cartoons 

Class 

Contemporary Role of Class 

Historical Materialism 

 Marx argued for an inversion of the Hegelian dialectic 

 Whereas Hegel argues that ideas determined the structure of society, Marx argued that the 

structures of society determined prevailing ideas and ideology 

 Specifically, he argued that base (the economic structure of society) determines the 

superstructure (namely culture, law, religion, politics, etc) 

 The basis of human society is how humans produce the means of subsistence 

 There is a division of labour into social classes (relations of production) 

 The system of class division is dependent on the mode of production. He outlines five modes 

of production: primitive communism, ancient society, feudalism, capitalism, communism 

Karl Marx 

 The Communist Manifesto begins with Marx's famous generalization that "the history of all 

hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles" (79). While human societies have 

traditionally been organized according to complex, multi-membered class hierarchies, the 

demise of feudalism effected by the French Revolution has brought about a simplification of 

class antagonism. Rather than many classes fighting amongst themselves (e.g. ancient Rome 

with its patricians, knights, plebeians, and slaves), society is increasingly splitting into only 

two classes: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat. 

 This state of affairs is the result of a long historical process. The discovery and colonization 

of the New World in the 16th and 17th centuries required new methods of production and 

exchange. Because of the demand for more efficient, larger scale production, the medieval 

guild system gave way to new methods of manufacturing, defined by the widespread use of 

division of labor and, with the advent of industrialization, by steam and machinery. 

 The new economic powers of the bourgeoisie led to their political empowerment. While the 

bourgeoisie had originally served the nobility or the monarchy, they had come in the middle 

of the 19th century to control the representative states of Europe. In fact, as Marx famously 

notes, "the executive of the modern State is but a committee for managing the common 

affairs of the whole bourgeoisie" (82).  

 It was not enough, though, for the bourgeoisie to radically change all that has preceded it; it 

must constantly change in the present in order to expand and exploit its markets. As Marx 



says, "Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social 

conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all 

earlier ones" (83). This economic and social dynamism unsettles the boundaries of nations 

and creates pressure toward globalization, amounting to an economic imperialism which 

demands that other nations assimilate to bourgeois practice or be cosigned to the economic 

backwater. 

 Marx uses the above story of the bourgeoisie's evolution to substantiate his central 

contention that the forces of production develop faster than the sociopolitical order in 

which those forces of production arise. The result of this disparity is a radical alteration of 

the sociopolitical order that allows it to catch up with the forces of production. Marx claims 

that this is what occurred in the shift from feudalism to bourgeois capitalism. 

 The conditions for the existence of the bourgeois order are being undermined by the new 

forces of production which the bourgeoisie themselves have ushered in. This is evidenced by 

the many economic crises‹ results of an epidemic of overproduction, which Marx sees as a 

consequence of bourgeois economic development that rocked Europe in the 1830's and 40's. 

In response to these crises, the bourgeoisie either scale back their production, find new 

markets, or more thoroughly exploit old ones. According to Marx, though, all this is for 

naught as it does not treat the underlying problems which will create more acute crises in 

the future. Indeed, the underlying problems cannot be suitably treated as capitalism 

contains within it the seeds of its own demise, seeds which it itself nurtures through the 

necessary creation and ultimate exploitation of a new class, the proletariat. 

 The proletariat are the workforce of bourgeois enterprise, "a class of laborers who live only 

so long as they can find work, and who find work only so long as their labor increases 

capital" (87). The proletarians are themselves commodities and are likewise subject to the 

vicissitudes of the market. According to Marx, this wage is the cost of bare subsistence for 

the proletariat and his family. Because of the division of labor, the work of the proletariat is 

assimilated to the great industrial machinery, of which they are no more than cogs. As the 

division of labor and the mechanization of industry increases necessary conditions of 

efficient production so does the drudgery of the proletariat's work. 

 As slaves to their bourgeois masters, the proletariat is in a constant state of antagonism with 

the bourgeoisie. This antagonism, though, leads to the mass mobilization helped by ever 

improving communication technologies of the proletariat, increasingly aware of their 

collective power to effect changes in wages and working conditions. Indeed, the proletariat 

is helped in this by the bourgeoisie, who educate the proletariat in order to mobilize the 

masses of workers in favor of their own political goals. As the proletariat become more 

numerous and organized, though, members of the bourgeoisie begin to realize that their 

class will fall and the proletariat will triumph. These foresighted bourgeoisie, of which Marx 

is a member, increase class consciousness among the proletariat and hurry their historically 

ordained victory. 

 Eventually, the proletariat erupt into rebellion, casting off the shackles which bound them to 

the bourgeoisie. They condemn all the bourgeois laws, morality, and religions as facades for 

bourgeois economic interests. They rend society apart, destroying the most fundamental 

condition of their own bondage, the institution of private property. All this is the necessary 

result of the rapacious bourgeois appetite for profit which brought the proletariat into 

existence and continually diminished his welfare. Thus, the bourgeoisie undermine the 

conditions of their own existence. 



Bourdieu 

 Social stratification refers to the hierarchy of social structure, often based upon wealth, 

occupation, and prestige 

 Taste functions as a sort of social orientation, a ‘sense of one’s place’, guiding the occupants 

of a given place towards the social positions adjusted to their material circumstance and 

towards the goods/practices which befit the occupants of that position 

Wallerstein 

 Immanuel Wallerstein is an American sociologist, historical social scientist, renowned for his 

world systems theory 

 He argues that Colonisation led to a division of the world into the core, semi-periphery and 

the periphery 

 Core: democratic, high wages, import raw material, export manufactures. igh investment, 

welfare 

 Semi-periphery: Authoritarian, export mature: manufactures & raw materials, import 

manufactures& raw materials, low wages, low welfare services 

 Periphery: Non-democratic, export raw material, import manufactures, below subsistence 

wages, no welfare services 

 Are social divisions in nation states like this too? 

Beck 
 The key point of Beck’s argument of ‘Individualization’ is that class, employment, gender 

roles, the ‘traditional’ family, have ceased to offer a frame for individual identities, 

biographies and life situations in reflexive modernity 

 Instead, agents are compelled by the very mechanisms of modernization to make 

themselves (as individuals) the masters of their own destinies 

 At the heart of this phenomenon, Beck contends, is the dual process whereby, under 

conditions of reflexive modernity, individuals are disembedded from ‘historically prescribed 

social forms and commitments’, including those related to class, and subsequently re-

embedded in new ways of life in which they ‘must produce, stage, and cobble together their 

biographies themselves 

 The chief mechanisms responsible for this, he continues, are the institutions and welfare 

state regulations of industrial societies themselves, for these, he argues, are not geared to 

group interests but instead ‘presume the individual as actor, designer, juggler and stage 

director of his or her own biography 

 In particular, he notes the impact of the expanding education system, which ‘recasts and 

displaces’ traditional lifestyles and ways of thinking with ‘universalistic’ forms of knowledge 

and language, furnishes individuals with a capacity for self-reflective knowledge and 

credentializes them on the basis of individual performance 

 Further, the increased demand for and expectation of mobility and competition in the 

labour market undercuts the formation of community and kinship support networks and 

forces agents to ‘take charge of their own life’, increasingly independently of even family 

and spouse 

 As a result, people are increasingly forced to construct their own biographies and self-

identities from the diverse options available and to anxiously navigate their way through the 

perilous social system armed with nothing but their own capacity for decision making 



 However, this does not necessarily lead to an increase in diversity and personal expression, 

but rather is accompanied by a tendency towards ‘the institutionalization and 

standardization of ways of life’ 

 In reflexively constructing their biographical trajectories and sense of self, people have 

become wholly dependent on the dictates of the labour market, the education system and 

the consumption of ‘generically designed housing, furnishings, articles of daily use, as well as 

opinion, habits, attitudes and lifestyles launched and adopted through the mass media’ 

 Beck argues that now, inequality and poverty in  are not differentially distributed between 

groups, as they were in the past, but between phases in the average work life 

 People enter and escape economic hardship for a variety of (non-class related) reasons at 

different stages of their lives – as university students, as pensioners, after redundancy, 

following divorce – and this applies to the (temporarily) rich and poor, managers and manual 

workers alike. Consequently, individuals can hardly been seen as occupying static positions 

in a rigid class structure ‘handed down from one generation to another’ 


