
1. Problem formulation

Within past years identity has become a much-debated subject in Western societies, because of rapid social developments. Changes in ethnicity and religion in otherwise relatively stable societies, the weakening of national boundaries and the emergence of multicultural societies seem to have diminished the stability of the individual’s identity (Jørgensen 2008:19). New family structures have emerged in past years, new work habits have developed, liberal lifestyles are tolerated if not accepted, and the effortless transference across national borders has expanded the local into the global. Society seems to have changed from an industrial society of production into an information society of consumption. In academic circles there seems to be a more or less general claim that the stable identity of the past has changed its form due to social changes in recent years and that identity thus has become fragmented in late modern times. (Hall and Gieben 1992:274) 

It therefore seems interesting to find out whether these claims of social changes altering identity can be supported by substantial investigation. I have therefore chosen to focus on the identity of contemporary American women. My motivation for studying this subject arises not only from the sociological discourses around identity and modernity, but also from an interest in understanding the position women have in contemporary society. 

When focussing on American society and American women’s history, there seems to be at connection between society and women’s identity. According to Andersen (2006) traditional life used to be structured around men’s values, as men were in charge of both society and family. At the same time, women’s role, especially white middle and upper class women, seemed to have a fixed and stable identity as caretakers of their family and their children. Women did not have basic right e.g. to a college education or the right to vote in political elections (Andersen 2006:4). As a consequence American feminism began developing, in time becoming a political movement, which challenged the assumption that men were a natural superiority. The Women’s Rights Movement’s main focus was the suffrage, because they found that the right to vote would provide women with both social power and self-respect (Andersen 2006:335).
American women fought against their inferiority in society for many years. A Declaration of Sentiments in 1848 by Women’s Movement stated that: “(…) all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” (Andersen 2006:335). American women thus wanted equal opportunities to men, and wanted modern society to acknowledge that. 

American feminism did, however, not change women’s position in society overnight, and it was not until 1920, 72 years later that American women gained the right to vote (Andersen 2006:335). Their role in society thus remained as inferior to men despite immense effort for many years to change their position. 

When focusing on contemporary time, current sociological discourse about society and identity often revolves around the freedom of choice for the individual. The choices we have as a consequence of technology and globalization are likely to provide the individual and thus also women in Western societies with options that were not available in previous times. As such, comparing women’s position in American society in early modernity to contemporary women in late-modernity, it is probably fair to state that their roles have changed during the last decades. At least we know for at fact that modern American women have gained certain rights over themselves that previously was not an option. The contraception pill and certain American states granting legal abortions have provided them freedom to decide over their own bodies. Likewise, their traditional domestic role has also changed since they have become a part of the public labour market.  

Attitudes in modern American society have also changed. Most women and 50% of all men today find that shared responsibilities concerning household, children and work is a more satisfying lifestyle than the traditional way of men being the provider and women the caretakers in the homes (Andersen 2006:2f). 

The changes that have occurred, both in women’s lives, as well as in men’s attitudes, especially within the last decades have thus changed women role in society. However, does the changing of their role indicate that their identity has changed correspondingly? In fact there are claims of women not having gained much within the past 35 years, but are rather struggling for the exact same things today as they did in the 1970s (Bryson 2007:60). If that is correct, then late modernity has not had the changing effect on individuals and their identities as present discourses on society and identity often claim. Or maybe the changes have not have had any particular effect on women’s position in society. If that is a fact, does it then indicate that women’s identities in contemporary society are remaining in a status quo? 

These questions of contemporary American women’s role and identity will be the main focus of this thesis. My aim is to answer them by approaching the issue from both a theoretical as well as an analytical perspective. 

In the next section a description follows which explains the frames of the thesis, as well as the motivation for the choices I have made during the different sections.  


2. Method 

The thesis will be divided into seven different sections of method, sociological theories, feminist theories, analysis, discussion and conclusion. In the following I will explain the content of the different sections and my motivation for the choice of theories. 

I will begin with defining the concepts of modernity and late modernity, in order to understand the structure and development of society from traditional times towards contemporary time. This will provide the reader with an understanding of the break from modernity to late-modernity, as well as clarify the different perceptions of late-modernity and post-modernity. It will be followed by a definition of identity, from three different sociological perspectives. These perspectives will offer different understandings of how the theorists comprehend the development of the individual’s identity, when the social surroundings are taken into account. 

The thesis will be approached mainly from a sociological perspective, as my main interest is the interaction between society and the individual and the consequences for people’s identity.

Following the definition of the concepts the fourth section will introduce the theories of Anthony Giddens and Stuart Halls. The main focus will be on their understanding of how the individual has changed in accordance to how society has developed from Enlightenment and onwards. Giddens describes characteristics of both society and the individual when explaining contemporary time, while Hall focuses on social changes through history, which have had an effect on identity. They have both contributed key works to social science, and are both well know and widely cited in academic literature. The reason for using their theories is to gain insight of the interaction between society and the individual and the outcome for the modern individual’s identity. The fifth section will provide an understanding of American women’s contemporary role and identity in American society, as approached from a feminist perspective. The reason for using a feminist approach is that sociologists are often criticised for not taking gender differences into account in social science, which feminists argue are embedded in social institutions. Thus in order to avoid using only male perspectives on how identity has developed throughout time, a feminist perspective was the most obvious choice. The theories will be Margaret Andersen (2006) and Valerie Bryson’s (2007) approach to women’s current situation in correlation to society. The aim is to present American women’s present situation, and to investigate whether the sociological theories of Giddens and Hall are applicable to contemporary American women’s identity, as feminists understand it. The motivation for choosing American women, is that the United States at the same time as it is one of the most advances countries in many areas, it is also often portrayed as a rather conservative and religious country, where conventional values within families are embraced parallel to innovation in an otherwise modern society. The feminist section will be divided into a presentation of feminist theory and subsections on social institutions where American women’s role will be highlighted and analysed by using Giddens and Hall’s theories. The findings will be supplemented with empirical studies, primarily statistics provided by the U.S. Bureau of the Census, which is a part of the U.S. Department of Commerce collecting statistics about the United States, its economy and its people, and moreover the National Institute of Justice, a research agency of the U.S. Department of Justice. I have also used statistics from Margaret Andersen’s feminist theory, but have chosen those where her sources are primarily U.S. state departments, as such independent of opinion. Furthermore I have looked into an investigation of housework in relation to earnings, by Joni Hersch and Leslie S. Stratton, which was published in The American Economic Review in May 1994. Hersch is connected to the Department of Economics and Finance at the University of Wyoming, and Stratton to the Department of Economics at the University of Arizona. Their research highlights the gendered differences in housework and in earnings on the labour market in the United States, and I have used it because it offers an explanation to the gendered differences between men and women on the labour market. 

Gathering theory, empirical studies and analysis in the same chapter is done in order to avoid ongoing repetition when dividing sections into respectively analysis and discussion, and instead provide substance in the text. 

Following the feminist section, chapter six will look into how American media illustrate contemporary American women. This is done in order to find out if they are being represented with an identity that is in accordance to my findings from the previous section. I have chosen an article and an advert from the April issue of the American magazine Elle. Popular American women’s magazines or media in general are often mirroring society through articles and photos, which thus may illustrate as well as influence their readers in various ways. A look into a popular magazine may thus provide an insight into which issues contemporary American women are confronted with in society, and how they are depicted. I chose Elle, because it is a magazine, which apart from focussing on fashion, culture, food, travels and American personalities, it is also a magazine that focuses on more important subjects. Thus, the chosen issue had three articles on more significant women’s issues. These were about being a woman in the U.S. Army, sexual harassment in the top administration of American basketball, and the article I chose to analyse about the dilemma and consequences for career women who have children. As such all the articles related in various ways to gender. I am aware that looking at such a small example of how media is illustrating women and topics relevant for them does not provide a total insight of the contemporary American women. However, I find that as Elle is a popular and well know magazine appealing to a wide range of women, it may provide an idea of how American women are depicted in media, as well as which issues they are confronted by in contemporary times.  

After analysing the articles, a conclusion will follow, where I will highlight the most focal points of the investigation. 

It my intention to provide a diagnosis of how contemporary society shapes the role and thereby the identity of American women in late modernity. This will be done, by explaining the dynamics that theories claim exist between contemporary society and the individual, and the characteristics the modern individual has gained as a consequence of living in contemporary times. The investigation approaches the problem mainly from a sociological perspective. I am however aware that there are both psychological as well as biological aspects that are important and which may have an effect on contemporary women’s identity, and I will be touching upon these perspectives where necessary.  
3. Central concepts

The most central concepts that will be focussed on in the thesis are modernity, post modernity and identity. 

Modernity and post modernity are both concepts often used to describe the contemporary period, although post modernity connotes that we have gone beyond modernity. However, there seems to be no apparent agreement in academic circles whether this is true. In the following I will therefore introduce how Stuart Hall and Anthony Giddens understand the present period, in order to clarify how I intend to use the concepts.   

3.1. Modernity versus post modernity

Giddens states that modernity is generally referring to the period that emerged in Europe from around the seventeenth century onwards, characterised by the modes of social life and organisation that had more or less worldwide influence. These facts associate the beginning of modernity with a period of time as well as a geographical location. 

Jean-Francois Lyotard was one of the first to introduce the concept of post modernity, and the aim was to create a shift away from epistemology and the understanding of society as a coherent history and a coherent time line where the individual is situated with a definite past and a predictable future. Instead he wanted to create a condition where knowledge is not a definite truth: “The post-modern outlook sees a plurality of heterogeneous claims to knowledge, in which science does not have a privileged place” (Giddens 1990:2). The radical change meant that the period prior to modernity is now being referred to as the traditional society and traditional living.  

Giddens agrees that modern society has changed, but does not completely follow Lyotard’s way of thinking in terms of having left modernity for post-modernity. Instead he finds it important to take a closer look at modernity, in order to understand what has changed in recent years. By doing that, he identifies disorientation as the main reason for not being able to create a coherent pattern of social life and development: 

“The disorientation which expresses itself in the feeling that systematic knowledge about social organisation cannot be obtained, I shall argue, results primarily from the sense many of us have of being caught up in a universe of events we do not fully understand, and which seem in large part outside our control “(Giddens 1990:2). 

As such it is not plausible for Giddens to use a term as post-modernity in order to mark a shift in modern social development. But by looking at the nature of modernity itself Giddens arrives at a “discontinuist” interpretation of modern social development. What he means is that modern social institutions are uniquely different from traditional order, and that the primary deviance between the two periods is the discontinuity (Giddens 1990:3).

The discontinuity that separates modern social institutions from traditional social order is visible in various ways. Giddens mentions the pace of change as a feature of discontinuity, referring to the rapid change of conditions in modernity compared to traditional society, mostly as a cause of technological advancement. The scope of change is another feature, where the interconnection among different geographical parts of the world creates worldwide societal changes. Moreover the nature of modern institutions is also identified as a discontinuity, because certain social and political forms, as e.g. the nation state and the wholesale of production as well as wage labour did not exist prior to modernity (Giddens 1990:6). 

Marx, Durkheim and Weber are Giddens’ inspiration when he analysis modernity. But whereas they have different notions on whether the characteristics of modernity are capitalism, rational capitalism as a form of information control, or industrialism, Giddens understands modernity as features combined of all these factors, in such a way that modernity is “multidimensional on the level of institutions” (Giddens 1990:12). However, he claims that to understand modernity it is necessary to break away from traditional sociological perspectives. Instead it is important to focus on the vast dynamism and the global effect modern social institutions have, which is a “discontinuist” interpretation of modernity. And Giddens does so by focussing on three different aspects of modernity that did not exist in traditional society. These are the separation of time and space, the disembedding of social systems, and the reflexive ordering and reordering of social relations. 

In the following I will explain these features. 

The separation of time and space 

Giddens focuses on the separation of time and space as a main feature of modernity, when comparing with traditional society. In traditional society social interaction was always going on at the same time and in the same place, and was as such face-to-face. When defining place, Giddens means what is local, because the local primarily dominated living in pre-modern society. In traditional societies place and space were often synonymous, but modernity has provided a new dimension to the concept of space, as these concepts do not naturally coincide anymore (Giddens 1990:17f).

“The advent of modernity increasingly tears space away from place by fostering relations between “absent” others, locationally distant from any given situation of face-to face interaction. In conditions of modernity, place becomes increasingly phantasmagoric: that is to say, locales are thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social influences quite distant from them” (Giddens 1990:19).

The consequence of being able to separate time and space in reference to the dynamics of modernity is disembedding. 

Disembedding and trust

Giddens explains disembedding as: “the “lifting out” of social relations from local contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time-place” (Giddens 1990: 21). He divides the disembedding into two different types of mechanisms, respectively symbolic tokens and expert systems. Symbolic tokens refer to media of interchange, which it is possible to expand without paying attention to who the receiver is, and money is an example of such a token. Giddens finds that money in its developed form: “(…) is defined above all in terms of credit and debt, where these concern a plurality of widely scattered interchanges.“ (Giddens 1990:24) As such, money also becomes associated with time as they function as a postponement through their function as credit, when direct delivery is not possible. Furthermore economic transaction systems create the possibility of evaporating time and space, as agents of transactions in modern society are not dependent on neither time nor space (Giddens 1990:24). As such the separation of time and space is a fundamental feature of modernity. 

Yet, a common denominator for all disembedding mechanisms is trust, - a trust in both the system of transference, as well as the faceless agents that are part of the transference one way or the other. Trust therefore becomes a fundamental factor of modern institutions.  The issue of thrust is also present in reference to expert systems. By expert systems Giddens refers to: “technical accomplishment or professional expertise that organise large areas of the material and social environments in which we live today.” (Giddens 1990:27)  Technical accomplishments may be a house or a car that the individual has faith in will function, although not being familiar with the technicalities. Or the expertise of different agents as doctors, lawyers and other professionals, which influences the continuous action of the individual. As such the issue of trust is a basic feature of modernity.

Expert systems are thus also disembedding mechanisms, as the ability to lift the systems to other contexts and thereby remove the social relations is possible in modern society (Giddens 1990:27ff). This means that modernity is characterised by time and space not having any significance any longer, as it is now possible to transfer symbolic tokens as well as expert systems worldwide. Neither time nor space is creating any limits.  

Reflexivity

Yet another feature characteristic of modernity is reflexivity. Reflexivity is a fundamental characteristic of human nature, a characteristic that generates a monitoring of action. In traditional society, the past was admired for the experience and knowledge embedded in tradition. Although tradition is not static, it is however linked to a context where time and space are not separated. Since the past had greater impact on traditional society than the future, the reflexive monitoring of action that is part of the human nature, thus became a way of integrating the time-space organisation of community.

Modernity changed the faith in tradition, and reflexivity thus changed its form: “It is introduced into the very basis of system reproduction, such that thought and action are constantly refracted back upon each other “(Giddens 1990:38). As a consequence tradition was replaced with knowledge, and the traditional way of doing things was thus only justified if verified through knowledge.  However, knowledge is not static either, and modern social practises are thus constantly being studied and modified, and thereby also altered. As knowledge is constantly modified, it also generates a feeling of insecurity, because knowledge thus can never be understood as the complete truth (Giddens 1990: 36ff). 

As such Giddens analyses modernity in order to understand how society has changed. His discontinuist interpretation identifies three main features dominating modernity, being time and space separation, disembedding and reflexivity. He points towards these features as the main reason for breaking away from traditional society where epistemology and teleology were fundamental. Therefore, he finds it reasonable to state that progress has changed modern society, but instead of having gone beyond modernity, the changes must be looked upon as a self-clarification of modern thought, or a radicalisation of modernity. He therefore prefers referring to contemporary times as late modernity (Giddens 1990:51). 

Stuart Hall’s notion on the concept of modernity is similar to Giddens. He also points towards European history and especially historians who began using the term “early modern period” when focussing on the break from old structures and ways of life, that began in late fifteenth century (Hall and Gieben 1992:14).

He associates four social processes that have changed traditional society into what we now call modernity. These major changes have occurred, within politics, economy, culture and the social. The interaction among these processes is the explanation for how modernity has emerged, as they could not singularly move society towards modernity (Hall and Gieben 1992:ff). Through the interaction of these processes, certain distinctive features have emerged that are now characteristic for modern societies. One of these characteristics is the nation state, defined by its territorial boundaries and dominated by secular forms of policy, authority, sovereignty and legitimacy. Another one is the economic accumulation based on private ownership and as such the emergence of capitalism, consumption and commodities. Furthermore, the decline of social hierarchies and thus the emergence of new class formations based on patriarchal relations became dominating. Moreover the decline of religion and thus the individualistic and rationalistic lifestyle is a main feature of modern society. Hall also emphasizes the importance of how knowledge was produced and classified as a consequence of the new intellectual world of the 17th and 18th century as an important reason for the emergence of the modern society (Hall and Gieben 1992:6). 

However, Hall does not entirely reject the concept of post-modernity as Giddens does. Instead he finds that what is referring to post-modernity is: “challenging the old modernisms” (Hall and Gieben 1992:15). What he means is that “the modern” keeps superseding itself, and that the concept of the “modern” instead of referring to a period of time, is more associated with: “the fact that a society becomes seized with and pervaded by this idea of ceaseless development, progress and dynamic change“ (Hall and Gieben 1992:15). Furthermore, he states that the most important aspect of modernity is the belief in the thought of everything going faster as in: “speeded up, dissolved, displaced, transformed, reshaped” (Hall and Gieben 1992:15). Hall finds that these changes of society constitute modernity.  

Hall and Giddens thus agree that modernity emerged as a consequence of secularisation and new intellectual thinking which over a long period of time has changed society. The changes have altered social science and defined the emergence of new social systems, which now constitute contemporary society. Hall is focussing primarily on the interaction among four major changes in history, when identifying what modernity is, and questions whether what is modern shouldn’t be referring to something new and different, rather than a period of time. Giddens on the other hand is focussing on, and naming features that are dominating the contemporary period, which are mainly developed as a consequence of technological advancement. As such the compression of time and space would not be possible without technology. Neither would the lifting of knowledge out of context, nor the constant altering of knowledge. If knowledge could not be altered as fast as it does today, reflexivity would not dominate contemporary society. 

Giddens is rejecting the concept of post-modernity because he does not find that the contemporary period has gone beyond modernity, but rather finds that it is in a state of evaluation. Therefore, he finds it more plausible to refer to contemporary time as late-modernity. Hall on the other hand, believes that post-modernity challenges modernity, and goes beyond what is new and innovative, and thus uses the term. 

In essence they are both acknowledging a break from modernity into a society where the compression of time and space provides new and different opportunities for the individual. Although they do not agree on the concept of post-modernity, they correspond in their notion of contemporary society being characterised by modern social institutions, constant development and rapid change. 

As such, in order to avoid confusion, I will in the following use the concept of late-modernity when referring to the contemporary period. 

Another concept of importance for this thesis is the concept of identity, and in the following I will introduce the understanding of the concept from different perspectives.

3.2. Identity

The concept of identity is generally referring to the characteristics of an individual or a place that makes it possible to distinguish them from others. (Collins Cobuild Advanced Learner’s Dictionary) (2003) In order to identify, it is inevitable to compare and recognize the contrast. The contrast thus becomes the basic feature for being able to identify something or someone (Hauge and Brørup 2005:166).

There are different perceptions of how identity develops in the individual, focussing on internal or external aspects or integrating both perspectives. Freud focussed mainly on internal aspects, but as the main focus of this thesis is society in relation to the individual, three perspectives on identity will be presented in the following, which all acknowledge the external world as an important part of developing an identity. 

Erik H. Erikson’s identity theory is an elaboration on Freud’s work, although focussing less on internal aspects and more on the integration between the internal and the external. His description of developing identity is based on the child’s development from birth until puberty, where the child must deal with different conflicts in a healthy way in order to gain a positive identity. These conflicts revolve around basic trust versus mistrust at the infant stage, autonomy versus shame at the toddler stage, initiative versus guilt at the age of 4-5 years, competence versus inferiority from 6 until 12 years of age, and intimacy versus isolation in puberty and as young adults. The resolution of the conflicts is successful if dealt with in collaboration with the child’s surroundings, i.e. parents, family, teachers and other social relations (Hauge and Brørup 2005:166). As such, Erikson finds that external aspects have great importance when developing identity.

Another perspective on identity is by the American sociologist David Riesman. He focuses on the social character of the individual as a development based on sociological changes in society. He thus divides people into being either inner-directed or other-directed, where inner directed was central in traditional societies, and other-directedness is influenced by twentieth century society. Other-directness is a group-oriented character, which is a reaction to mass society, the media and urban living, which encourages an outgoing and sociable attitude based on education, service and the consumption of pictures, events and words. Riesman thus focuses on the contemporary sensitiveness to other people’s behaviour and opinion, as well as a constant need for acknowledgement that forms the modern individual (Hauge and Brørup 2005:167).

Stuart Hall works with three different perspectives on identity. He distinguishes among the Enlightenment subject, the sociological subject and the post-modern subject. The Enlightenment subject is understood as an individual with an inner core or a coherent self, emerging at birth, and with basic characteristics as reason, action and consciousness, that remain the same throughout life. It is thus understood as an identity that remains stable and independent of social context. 

The sociological subject on the other hand is understood as the inner core interacting and altering through the interaction with other individuals that mediate an understanding of the cultural surroundings to the subject. This classic sociological perspective thus contemplates a dynamic between the individual and society that modifies the inner core of the subject in relation to the outside world. Hall contemplates that: “identity, in this sociological conception, bridges the gap between the inside and the outside - between the personal and the public worlds” (Hall and Gieben 1992:276). When the subject takes in and internalises the outside world, it provides a cultural identity that: “stitches the subject into a structure” (Hall and Gieben 1992:276). The structure creates stability to the subject and the cultural world outside, thus creating unification and predictability. 

The third perspective of identity is the late-modern subject, which is understood as having an unstable and fragmented identity:” (…) formed and transformed continuously in relation to the ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems which surround us” (Hall 1992:277). The late-modern subject is not constituted biologically with an inner core, but is understood only from a historical perspective, where the system of meaning and the cultural representation are constantly being reproduced. The different identities the subject adapts are thus continuously changing and pulling in different directions, thus creating a fragmented identity. 

If the late-modern subject feels that it does have a stable identity, it is because he or she is constructing a coherent narrative of self. The unified and consistent identity is a fantasy in late-modern times (Hall and Gieben 1992:277). 

This notion of late-modern identity is supported by Giddens, who also argues that contemporary self-identity is being created or narrated through reflexive awareness: “Self-identity, (…) is not something that is just given, as a result of the continuities of the individual’s action-system, but something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the individual“ (Giddens 1991:52). Giddens also focuses on ontological security and trust as basic features of the late-modern individual. The individual is through practical consciousness being confronted with chaos parallel to the natural attitude towards daily life. By chaos Giddens means: “ (…) not just disorganisation, but the loss of a sense of the very reality of things and of other persons” (Giddens 1991:36). In order to function beyond the lurking chaos, the individual is able to “bracket” these thoughts, and go on with daily activities. But in order to go on, the individual needs to trust other people and surroundings. Fundamental trust therefore becomes a necessity of the individual’s identity, and Giddens argues that such trust is gained in childhood in relation to the caretakers separate identity and their absence. What he means is that trust is connected to the interpersonal organisation of time and space: the absence of a caretaker that is not in the presence of the infant, and the faith in his return. From the experience of a returning caretaker the infant gains a sort of emotional inoculation against existential anxieties, and is able to function on the premises that life comprises (Giddens 1991:36ff).
Hall thus illustrates a historic timeline of how the concept of identity has changed, by focussing on a biological shift towards a cultural and context related notion. He thus arrives in late-modernity with a perception of identity as being altered by the ever-changing contemporary society. Riesman likewise contemplates a change of developing identity parallel to societal transformations that in contemporary society is group oriented, and Giddens focuses on reflexivity and ontological trust as basic features for being able to create one’s own narrative of self-identity. Erikson focuses on identity as developing through the interaction between internal and external structures, although not taking account for the changing society, while Riesman, Hall and Giddens are focussing on the historical society the individual is born into, as the main attribute to how identity is developing. 

Up till now I have defined the concepts of modernity and late-modernity, and established an understanding of the difference between traditional and modern society, because of the shift that occurred during the Enlightenment. Additionally, I have established that a series of theorists find that identity throughout time has changed in relation to social changes. Therefore I find it plausible to state that there is an interaction going on between the individual and society that are shaping both of them. I will therefore continue with Hall and Giddens theories, by focussing on the interaction between society and the individual, and try to identify and elaborate on main features that are constitutive for how identity changes as a consequence of social changes. 

4. The individual as a reflexive project

Giddens perspective of identity in late-modernity contemplates that society and the individual become integrated. He views contemporary living conditions as a combination of the macro and the micro level, where globalization i.e. disembedding and reflexivity are creating an effect on the personal identity of the modern individual. He argues that: “(…) the level of time-space distanciation introduced by high-modernity is so extensive that, for the first time in human history, “self” and “society” are interrelated in a global milieu” (Giddens 1991:32). The reflexivity that characterises late-modern society affects the core of the individual to such an extent that the self becomes a reflexive project.  By characterising the late-modern individual as such, Giddens refers to the way contemporary living is based on reflexivity in comparison to traditional societies, where tradition verified how things were approached or accepted (Giddens 1991:32). When the late-modern individual is constantly faced with making choices, he or she must trust in abstract systems, although at the same time acknowledge that expertise is always open for re-evaluation. Therefore the risk of doing something wrong is always present, and thus provides the individual with a feeling of loneliness and lack of support that traditional settings usually provided (Giddens 1991: 34). Rather than living in the past, modern society lives in the future and has thus substituted tradition with risk: 

“Risk refers to hazards that are actively assessed in relation to future possibilities. It comes into wide usage only in a society that is future oriented-which sees the future precisely as a territory to be conquered or colonised. Risk presumes a society that actively tries to break away from its past - the prime characteristic, indeed, of modern industrial civilisation” (Giddens 2000:40).  

Giddens thus agrees with Ulrich Beck’s (1986) notion on modernity being a risk society, although he finds that risk does not only encompass the dangers humanity is facing, but also the: “calculative attitude to the open possibilities of action, positive and negative, with which, as individuals and globally, we are confronted in a continuous way in our contemporary social existence“ (Giddens 1991:25). 

As reflexivity is a fundamental feature of late-modern society, it makes choice a primary characteristic of the late-modern individual. Thus, in pursuing my enquiry of finding out whether late-modernity has changed the individual’s identity I therefore find it necessary to look into the consequence that choice has to the contemporary individual. 

4.1. Choice of lifestyle

Modernity is forcing the individual to face a complex variety of choices, where none of the answers are foundational, because of the reflexivity of modernity. Although making choices may still be affected by tradition, the freedom of choice is always present in late-modern society. Making choices may therefore be difficult, and the choice of lifestyle is important, because it creates certain concequences for the individual (Giddens 1991: 81). Lifestyle as a concept should be understood not only in relation to consumerism but also as:

 “a more or less integrated set of practices which an individual embraces, not only because such practices fulfil utilitarian needs, but because they give material form to a particular narrative of self-identity”(Giddens 1991:81). 

A lifestyle thus also includes habits of dress code, what to eat, preferable meeting places, modes of acting etc. (Giddens 1991:81). The fairly new concept thus implies that there is a set of choices that were not available in traditional societies. Furthermore, it often relates to the sphere outside work, but Giddens finds that the choice of work creates life chances, which then again create availability for a variety of lifestyles. Work therefore becomes connected to the choice of lifestyle. However, having a variety of lifestyles to choose from does not mean that all lifestyles are available to anyone, nor that the individual is aware of all the choices that are available. The choice of lifestyle may be influenced by e.g. role models or group pressure, and not least the individual’s socioeconomic situation (Giddens 1991:82). In traditional society people lived in a certain milieu that did not differ very much depending on the spheres of work, leisure or family, as the local community was influential in all areas. In late-modern society the individual moves in different contexts, because modern living is much more segmented, and media has an important role when presenting different milieus.  

The globalized media has in recent years become highly influential to the late-modern individual, as media connects the individual to milieus they would otherwise never be in personal contact with. This means that as different milieus are presented in fragments through media, it weakens the boundaries among the different milieus. Therefore the physical settings and the social situation are diminished (Giddens 1991: 84). The choice of lifestyle may therefore be dependent on which context the individual likes to be associated with, just as the choice also provides the individual with habits and orientations: “that connects options in a more or less ordered pattern“ (Giddens 1991:82). This creates a sense of unity and ontological security, and at the same time a deviance from others (Giddens 1991:82). Choices of lifestyle as well as ordinary daily choices are: 

”decisions not only about how to act but who to be. The more post-traditional the settings in which an individual moves, the more lifestyle concerns the very core of self-identity, it’s making and remaking” (Giddens 1991:81). 

Giddens thus connects the choices contemporary individuals are facing with their making of their own self-narrative. 

Yet, apart from choosing a lifestyle, the contemporary individual also has to manage his or her time, and life planning thus also becomes an essential part of the individual. As such, life plans: “are the substantial content of the reflexivity organised trajectory of the self” (Giddens 1991:85). This is because the reflexive construction of self-narrative is dependent not only on the interpretations of the past, but also of the preparations for the future (Giddens 1991:85). 

The contemporary individual is thus confronted with a variety of choices and lifestyles that become available e.g. through media. The late-modern individual has the ability to move in different contexts in society, and in order to gain a sense of ontological security in an otherwise segmented world, the choice of lifestyle becomes the way to create stability. 

This implies that the reflexivity of the modern individual, discussed in the former chapter, thus must be constituted and originating by the difference in milieus in modern society. At least, without the possibility to be part of different milieus, reflexivity as Giddens understands it would not be of any importance.   

Self identity is thus created through choices as well as by life planning, where the past and the future are meeting in the narrative of self that the individual structures through his or her own interpretations, inspired by different contexts.  

4.2. Pure relationships as choice

In traditional societies, relationships as e.g. marriages were often formed on the premises of practicalities as social or economic conditions. The typical roles within marriage were divided into the husband being the worker and wage earner and the wife the caretaker of home and family
. Although this tradition is still persistent in certain cultures the reason for marrying has changed. Giddens claims that traditional considerations are not on the agenda anymore, and having children is not even a reason for getting married any longer. Instead, marriage has become a relationship based on romantic love and the emotional contentment that derives from close contact (Giddens 1991:89). Such relationships Giddens defines as pure relationships because they are based only on the reward they provide. Likewise, ordinary relationships between friends are also based only on the connection between the individuals and the value of the relationship itself. Thus there is a difference between family relationships and friends. In family relations there are almost always obligations between relatives, although they may be weak in contemporary times. But blood relations cannot be broken off, whereas friendships remain only as long as they are providing something useful in return. (Giddens 1991:90) Giddens argues that: “The pure relationship is sought only for what the relationship can bring to the partners involved. (…) and it is precisely in this sense that the relationship is pure“ (Giddens 1991:90). This means however, that the relationship is threatened by anything that may go wrong between the involved, unlike relationships that are constituted by external factors. As such, commitment becomes essential in pure relationships. Commitment thus replaces the external factors of traditional relationships, and Giddens states that this is something that is historically new. Contemporary romantic love demands commitment and a committed person is:

 “recognising the tensions intrinsic to a relationship of the modern form, is nevertheless willing to take a chance on it, at least in the medium term- and (somebody) who accepts that the only reward will be those inherent in the relationship itself” (Giddens 1991:92).  

Giddens refers to Shere Hites’ study: Women and Love (1987) which argues that: “women are deserting marriage in droves, either through divorce or emotionally” (Hides in Giddens 1991:90). Love and having a pure relationship thus becomes the most central aspect of contemporary marriage. Giddens believes, however, that men are just as interested in finding emotional relationships, although they may have more difficulties with feelings and communication. 

Contemporary individuals are questioning their motives for staying in a relationship, and the self-examination inherent in the pure relationship is thus closely connected to the reflexive project of the self, and thereby self-identity. Besides, the inherent reflexivity of relationships are being expanded to the broader context of modernity, as both printed and electronic media through articles, manuals, research, debates and various TV programs are continuously reconstructing the phenomenon of relationships (Giddens 1991:92). Therefore it seems inevitable that the new idea of pure relationships is linked to society through media exposure, which thus reflects its interpretation back on the individual. As such, there is a strong dynamic going on between society and the individual.

To sum up, the reflexivity of late modern society has an effect on the individual becoming a reflexive project where choice is a primary characteristic. The choice of a certain lifestyle creates a sense of harmony and order, and the importance of being in a pure relationship derives from the reflexive character of the late-modern individual. The different lifestyles and milieus, as well as the pure relationship are massively exposed through the global mass media, creating a dialectic force where the individual and society are reflecting and changing each other in a way that affects the most intimate sphere. As a consequence the individual has gained new mechanisms to create self-identity where choice and life planning are fundamental. These new mechanisms are a consequence of the break from traditional society to modernity, deriving from the Enlightenment period. Thus the reflexive character is understood as someone choosing and reflecting over life, decisions and experiences, at the same time being mobile and therefore part of different milieus. As such Giddens in various ways observes strong dialectic connections between the micro and the macro levels of late modern society.   

Stuart Hall also acknowledges the change of identity throughout modernity as a dynamic between society and the individual. He finds that the stability of the early modern subject has changed into becoming de-centred in contemporary times, and points towards three different stages during modernity where the changes have occurred. In the following I will to look into these stages in order to understand which dynamics between society and the individual Hall recognises.   

4.3. Three stages of changing identity

Hall finds it plausible to understand identity in historic terms, because the “sovereign individual” who emerged between the Renaissance humanism of the sixteenth century and the Enlightenment, has changed its identity throughout modernity. 

4.3.1. Mind and reason in centre

The first stage of changing identity occurred when modernity began developing
. In pre-modern society, life was structured around traditions, and the status and the position of the individual was considered divine and meant to be, and thus remained fixed and stable (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992:281). Hall identifies the first stage of changing the notion of identity, by how the subject was situated in the centre of universe, instead of God. This gave rise to a more individualistic concept of the subject, inspired by Descartes (1596-1650) as well as John Locke (1632-1704). By God being displaced as the centre of universe, Descartes focussed on two distinct substances: spatial substance understood as matter, and thinking substance understood as mind. He placed God as the prime mover of all creation, and focussed on the dualism between mind and matter. His philosophy was to reduce things to their most essential in order to explain them, and he thus placed the subject in the centre of mind, because of its capability to think and reason: “I think, therefore I am” (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992:282). The rational, thinking and conscious subject has since become known as “the Cartesian subject” (Hall, Held & McGrew 1992:282).

John Locke introduced the notion of the sovereign subject, by comprehending the subject as the origin of: “reason, knowledge, and practice; and the one who bore the concequences of these practises” (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:283). Locke’s understanding of the subject became the foundation for the modern world, as all practices and processes of the modern world were based on his understanding of the sovereign subject (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:283). These two perceptions of the subject at the centre of mind and reason thus came to influence modern living and individualism as perceived today. However, as society grew more multifaceted and was organised within the boundaries of the nation-state and other structures that encompass a modern democracy, a social understanding of the subject began developing. Hall associates the changing notion of the thinking subject into also emphasising the social aspect of the subject as the second stage of change of identity in modern times.  

4.3.2. The social subject

The second stage arose from three different aspects. First, the sovereign individual remained as the most essential in the discourse of modern economy and law. Second, Descartes dualism created a split in social sciences where psychology became an individual discipline, and third the Cartesian subject was placed among others, facing group processes and norms that were claimed to overrule individuality. Social science thus criticized rational individualism, by developing a different view of how the individual is formed through social relations, as well as how structures and processes are sustained by individuals. Hall explains: 

“This internalizing of the outside in the subject, and externalizing of the inside through action in the social world, (…) is the primary sociological account of the modern subject, and is encapsulated in the theory of socialization” ((Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:284).

As such, this development of identity may be viewed as an interactive sociological model, emerging during the first half of the twentieth century, which integrates the inside with the outside of the subject (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:284). 

4.3.3. The de-centred subject 

Hall agrees with those who contemplate that modern identity has become fragmented because of dislocation
. The dislocation is the outcome of different ruptures in modern discourse, and Hall points out several developments in social theory and human science that have influenced thinking in late-modernity with the consequence of de-centring the individual. 

The first rupture that caused a de-centring of the subject is the re-reading of Marxist thinking in the 1960s. Marx’s argument that “men make history, but only on the basis of conditions which are not of their own making” (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:285) was now understood as the individual not being able to be the agent of history, but only act on the historical basis, that previous generations had founded. Marx’s theoretical system should be understood as displacing individual agency, and instead placing social relations as production, labour power and economy in the centre. Hall does not discuss whether this new understanding of Marxism is correct or not, but emphasizes that the theory of anti-humanism has had great impact on many fields of modern thinking (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:285).

The second rupture is in connection with Freud’s theory of the unconscious. His discovery of the individual’s identity, sexuality and desire being developed unconsciously, eliminates Descartes thinking subject. Also Jacques Lacan believed in the unconscious mind, arguing that during childhood the individual through great complexity learns its image of self as unified. Hence, the image of self does not develop from the core of the individual, but is formed unconsciously through social relations. This is referred to as the child’s mirror phase, where it comprehends itself as a whole person in the “mirror” of others. The concequences of such a notion is that identity becomes something that is developed unconsciously, and not something that is natural in the consciousness of the individual from birth. Again Hall does not discuss whether the understanding of the unconscious is accurate or not, but states that what is unconscious cannot be proved, and that it has vastly “damaged” the notion of the rational thinking subject with a fixed and stable identity (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:286ff).

The third rupture causing a de-centring of the individual is in relation to Ferdinand de Saussure’s theories of language. From his perspective the individual is: 

“ not in any absolute sense the “author” of the statements we make or of the meanings we express in language. We can only use language to produce meanings by positioning ourselves within the rules of language and the systems of meaning of our culture “ (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:288).

Language is thus not an individual system, but a social system that exists prior to the individual. To speak then becomes a way of expressing meaning that is beforehand embedded in language. Therefore speaking does not only articulate individual and personal thoughts, but also meaning that was already there.  Furthermore, meaning in language occurs in the contrast of words. Night is in contrast to day, and therefore the individual knows what they are. Such contrast is identical to the creation of identity, where the individual also interprets his or her identity by the contrast to what they are not. Moreover, Jacques Derrida, inspired by Saussure, finds that the individual speaker can never fix meaning, thus not identity either, because meaning always embeds previous meaning. As a consequence, the individual never gains total closure through his or her meaning: 

“Meaning is inherently unstable: it aims for closure (identity), but is constantly disrupted (by difference). It is constantly sliding away from us. There are always supplementary meanings over which we have no control, which will arise and subvert our attempts to create fixed and stable worlds” (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 288). 

Therefore, understanding language as not providing closure, and meaning already being embedded in language, consequently prevents closure of identity. 

The fourth rupture Hall identifies is Michel Foucault’s disciplinary power, understood as: 

“regulation, surveillance and government of, first, the human species or whole populations, and secondly, the individual and the body. Its sites are those new institutions which developed throughout the nineteenth century and which “police” and discipline modern populations - in workshops, barracks, schools, prisons, hospitals, clinics, and so on“ (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992:289).    

The technique of disciplinary power is a regulating of collective institutions. The growth of administrative systematic documentation in late modernity creates the possibility for measuring different phenomena of collective facts in groups. Hall thus finds the nature of late modern institutions as operating from a collective perspective, is a paradox to the situation of the contemporary individual finding itself in greater isolation and individuation (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 290). As such late-modern society comprehends and governs the individual as collective groups, which is a contribution to the de-centring of the individual. 

The last rupture Hall connects with de-centring and the fragmentation of identity is femininity, which he finds made substantial impact on identity. The 1960s were years of several different movements as e.g. anti-war movements, student upheavals, racial and civil rights struggles etc. All of these movements incorporate the question of social identity: “Thus feminism appealed to women, sexual politics to gays and lesbians, racial struggles to blacks, anti-war to peaceniks, and so on.” (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 290). However, feminism ruptured more directly the Cartesian subject, as it exposed and questioned the distinction between the private and the public, the inside and the outside. By discussing new social issues as family, sexuality, housework and children, gender issues became highlighted. Feminism thus: “politicized subjectivity, identity and the process of identification as men/women, mothers/fathers, sons/daughters” (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 290). Hall states that feminism challenged the notion of mankind, i.e. men and women being part of the same identity, and instead addressed the question of sexual difference (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 290). 

Hall’s understanding of the changing of identity throughout modernity thus spans from Enlightenment where the Cartesian subject was placed in the centre, and traditional society provided the individual with a fixed and stable identity. When the science of psychology was split from social science during the early twentieth century, identity was approached as an interaction between internal and external aspects, and as a consequence the social subject emerged. The de-centring of the contemporary subject, Hall comprehends as ruptures in modern discourse where new theories by different theoreticians have altered the traditional understanding of things. As such, Freud’s discovery of the unconscious removed the thinking subject from the centre, supported by Marx’s theory of placing social relations in the centre instead. Saussure and Derrida approached language as a communication tool with limits, thus connecting it to the limits of identification, and Foucault’s perspective on the surveillance society diminished individuality. Finally, Hall also views the feminist movement that emerged in the 1960s as a rupture, as it began questioning gender issues in society. 

As a consequence these ruptures, although not accepted by all social scientists and intellectuals, have at least de-centred the subject in contemporary society. Hall explains that the concequences of de-centring is: (…) the open, contradictory, unfinished, fragmented identities of the post-modern subject” (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 291). He states that the effects of these ruptures have changed how identity is now comprehended (Hall, Held & Mc Grew 1992: 291). 

The aim of this investigation was to find out whether identity of the contemporary individual has changed in late modern times. According to the investigated theories, they confirm that identities have changed from being stable an fixed in traditional societies to become fragmented in late modernity, where the individual has freedom and choice to pick his or her lifestyle and thus construct their own personal identity. It is therefore theoretically confirmed that individual identity has changed, as a consequence of new thinking, changes in society, as well as because of the individual and social institutions’ interaction affecting and changing each other. 

However, the aim of this thesis is to investigate whether in particular women’s role and position in society is as affected by the self-constructed identity that Giddens and Hall contemplate, or whether women’s contemporary identity remains in a status quo. It would be possible just to acknowledge Giddens and Halls theories, and state that the individual, which of course also encompasses women, are constructing their own identity in late-modernity. Yet, realising that women’s studies often draw attention to society being constructed and understood mainly from a male perspective, gender issues and patterns are often found to become invisible if not approached from a feminist perspective (Andersen 2006:6). Therefore I will in the following section look into women’s position in contemporary society as seen from a feminist perspective, in order to find out if Hall’s and Giddens theories of the self-constructed identity in late modernity is applicable to women also. 

5. Feminist theory, social facts and analysis 
Apart from presenting and investigating feminist theory in this section, I also intend to analyse by using the theories of Hall and Giddens. Where necessary I will use statistics from Margaret Andersen’s theory, although I am aware that she may have chosen empiric studies that support her opinion. Therefore I have been careful to use only those studies with sources that I find being impartial. However, I have also decided to supplement with other empiric studies, which I have found reliable sources. These are mainly statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau and the National Institute of Justice. I have also looked into the empiric studies of housework and wages by Hersch and Stratton, because their study provides an explanation on the gendered differences in wages. 

As such both a presentation of feminist theory, as well as analysis and discussion will be part of the upcoming section. This is done in order to avoid repetition and as such provide the readers interest in text and content. Thus I will begin this section with an introduction to feminist theory, going on the present the role of women in social institutions, where Giddens and Hall’s theories will be applied in between. This will be supplemented with empirical studies.  

5. 1 Sociology from a feminist perspective

C. Wright Mills (1916-1962) believed that sociology should focus on understanding the relationship between personal biography and social structure, i.e. individuals and society, and that such knowledge would reconstruct social institutions more fairly. Mills understood the individual as experiencing things in private, which would become public issues when shared with others. He made a distinction between personal troubles and public issues, arguing that: “Public issues involve the structure of social institutions and their historical development“ (Andersen 2006:7), and used marriage as an example of how the personal and the public are interconnected. A couple may have troubles in their marriage, which is personal, but when the divorce rate in the United States the first four years of marriage is 250 of 1000: “this is and indication of a structural issue having to do with the institution of marriage and the family and other institutions that bear upon them” (Mills 1959 in Andersen 2006:7). His point is that personal troubles often derive from public issues in specific social or historical condition. As such, his thinking is equal to feminist theory, which also contemplates that women through their shared experience of private troubles may understand that their personal condition is deriving from society. 

Feminism is not a single perspective and is therefore not possible to define. However, feminism generally believes that social institutions and social attitude is the foundation for women’s position in society. However, there are several assumptions generally agreed upon within feminism. These are: 

· that the position of men and women in society is social, not biological or natural factors.

· that because of inequalities between men and women in society, feminism believes in changing society on behalf of women.

· that women’s ideas, concerns and experience are as valuable as men’s and should be treated in accordance, without women having to become like men. (Andersen 2006:7ff) 

Scholars acknowledge that when thinking about contemporary society from a feminist perspective, it reveals deeply rooted patterns of gender relations. These are patterns which are not being noticed but are more or less taken for granted: ”They are part of the social world that surrounds us and that influences who we are, what we think, and which opportunities are available to us“ (Andersen 2006:5).

Supporting her claim, Andersen points towards inequalities in the American society that are effecting women:

· Full time female college graduates earn 76% of what male graduates do, working the same amount of time (DeNavas-Walt et al. U.S. Census Bureau (2004) in Andersen 2006).

· Women are generally blocked from senior management positions in most U.S. companies (Glass Ceiling Commission 1995 in Andersen 2006).

· 28% of households lead by women are poor (DeNavas-Walt et al. (2004) U.S. Census Bureau in Andersen 2006).

· One-half million women are raped or sexually assaulted every year, three-quarter of the assaults committed by men in close relations to the women (Tjaden and Thoennes 2000 in Andersen 2006).

· Married couples have increased their working hours since 1980, men by 4% and women by 42% (Mishel et al 2001 in Andersen 2006).

Contemporary American women thus earn less than men, and are not gaining the same job opportunities as men are. Earning less also means that single women with children have a higher risk of being poor than single men with children do. Women are still exposed to violence by men, and women work far more than men do in their homes, something which is often not valued by men as work. Feminists thus believe that gender is socially rather than biologically determined and that women are suffering inequalities as a consequence of their gender identity. This notion will therefore be elaborated in the following sections, beginning with an investigation into how gender is constructed. 

5.2 Constructing gender

Gender as a concept is generally referring to social and cultural patterns that are associated with men or women. It differentiates from the term sex, which is the biological identity of a person (Andersen 2006:29). Sociologists claim that gender is socially constructed rather than biologically determined, and the social construction of gender is understood as the processes passed on in society, that are associated with certain expectations depending on whether one is a man or a women. Such expectations are communicated through family, friends, schools, the media and other aspects of society (Andersen 2006:21).

In contrast, the biological determinist
 view, which has had great impact on gender discussions, claims that women are inferior to men because of the natural consequence of their biological nature. Biological determinists are generally referring to these differences being hormones that determine aggression and thereby also dominance. However, Andersen rejects such views, stating that studies show that the differences in hormone levels between men and women does not verify that aggression or dominance is a consequence of e.g. testosterone, because: 

“No single hormonal state is a good predictor of any form of social behaviour. Studies of the relationship between hormones and aggression typically confuse biological and social facts anyhow, because measuring and defining aggression is itself a matter of interpretation” (Andersen 2006:26). 

She is supported by Bryson, who turns to poststructuralist theory, arguing that words as e.g. man or woman and the reality they represent is context related and does not have any meaning in itself. Rather words distinguish what they are not. As such, a man is not a woman or an animal, and a “real man” is according to Bryson understood as:” not a fictional character or a statue and, depending on hegemonic understandings of masculinity, is not gay, sensitive or weak…and not a person who spends his time cleaning the house, changing nappies or discussing his feelings” (Bryson 2007:56). Thus the words available are determining for how the individual understands the world, and the meaning is shifting depending upon the individual and different historic times. As such, meaning is fluid rather than fixed, and therefore also socially and discursively constructed. As a consequence, femininity and masculinity are embedded meaning in relation to each other rather than biologically or naturally existing: 

“This means that to identify ourselves as female or male is not to accept our natural condition; rather it is to accept a meaning imposed by a society that attaches particular significance to certain aspects of our anatomy”(Bryson 2007:56).  

Such meaning is recognisable in the conventional gendered and hierarchical frames where the concept of being male/female is associated with public/private, universal/particular reason/emotion, mind/body equality/difference, civilization/nature and autonomy/dependency. Such categorization implies that men seem to be the benchmark for mankind while women need to change their behaviour in order to be accepted as equal (Bryson 2007:57). 

In sum, feminists find that gender is socially constructed, embedded with certain features that are acceptable for either men or women, thus having such an impact on identity that it frames the opportunities women have in their lifetime. If not approaching social science from a feminist perspective, the inferiority women are subjected to daily is more or less hidden. Women’s dilemmas become visible by sharing personal problems with others, consequently making it a visible social problem. The dynamic between the individual and society it thus the most important feature for changes in women’s role or identity. 

Therefore it is plausible to continue this investigation into women’s contemporary identity   by looking into the nature of social institutions in relation to gender. 
5.3 Gender and social institutions 

Andersen defines social institutions as the following: “(…) patterns of behaviour with a particular and recognized purpose; institutions include specific participants who share expectations and act in specific roles, with rights and duties attached to them” (Andersen 2006:30). Social institutions are thus understood as existing beyond the individual who “happens” to be included by them. Therefore, social institutions are considered being their own reality which exists as a consequence of historic developments at a certain time, and which constitute the social structure of society. As such, social institutions form the social structure, which affects the individual’s life. Andersen states that it is necessary to understand gender in a context of institutions, because gender is: ”systematically structured in social institutions, meaning that it is deeply embedded in the social structure of society”(Andersen 2006:31). As such, gender roles are constructed in many different social institutions, in e.g. state systems as the police and military, schools, and within religion, the economy etc. thus being gendered institutions. Institutions being gendered means that they are constituted by a pattern of gendered relationships, present in the ideologies, the practises and the distribution of power within the institutions. What is important to understand is thus that these institutions form and affect the lives of individuals, and that gender is thus not only transmitted within the institutions, but that institutions are also structured with a basis in gender division (Andersen 2006:31). Feminist theory argues that social institutions are based on male power and how time is spent, and in the following I will therefore describe the concept of patriarchy in relation to time, going on to introduce different social institutions where women’s gendered position is visible. This is done in order to illustrate women’s conditions and role in comparison to men’s in late modern society. 

5.3.1. Patriarchy 

Patriarchy in feminist theory is understood as a system of power men hold in organised social structures, thus providing them with an institutional or individual authority and power over women (Andersen 2006:216). However, socialist feminists and radical feminists deviate in their understanding of the power of patriarchy. Socialist feminists find that: “class and capitalism are the basis of women’s oppression” (Andersen 2006:386) while radical feminists define patriarchy as male domination per se, where male power and privilege is the basis of social relations (Andersen 2006:386). Yet, it does not change the fact that patriarchal power is organized differently, depending on how power is constructed in different societies. In a monarchy a man may have complete power, while in a democracy men hold the institutional power through the law making and the institutions that execute the laws. This is because men are generally in control of the law-making process, even in democratic societies. Such institutional power thus becomes a part of the societies’ structure, which then constitutes women’s lives. Andersen argues that: “In this sense, the United States is a patriarchal society” (Andersen 2006:317). Still, patriarchy must not be understood as the idea that all men are considered patriarchs. But as social institutions are embedded patriarchy and provide men more benefits than women because of their structure: “it is the structural support given to men’s power that constitute the institutional basis of patriarchy (Andersen 2006:317). 
Patriarchy is thus understood as the power men hold in social institutions that form social structure. Feminist theory recognizes patriarchy as one reason for women’s subordinate role in society, because it has become embedded in social institutions as family and work. Yet, Bryson argues that gender differences are also related to time, i.e. how men and women spend their time, and in the following this notion will be elaborated. 

5.3.2. Time culture 

Bryson focuses on clock time and culture related to time when arguing that gender inequalities are based on how time is spent. Time is understood as: “(…) a socio-cultural construction which aids people in their efforts to collectively orient themselves in the world and to co-ordinate their activity”(Goudsblom 2001:20 in Bryson 2007:23). However time did not become significant until the emergence of industrialisation and capitalism, where workers began being paid not for their work, but for the time they spent working. Accordingly labour became related to time: 

“ (…) as an abstract, quantifiable, divisible resource that could be bought and sold. In this sense, time became equated with money and could also be invested, wasted or saved (Bryson 2007:25).    

Now, time suddenly became a way to investment in the future as well as to improve living standards. This new way of measuring workforce related time to money. Consequently, time became a system of industrial capitalist society (Bryson 2007:25). 

In modern times, time is perceived as: ”synchronised, linear, measurable, divisible, commodified clock time” (Bryson 2007:31), and therefore it has also become synonymous with: “punctuality, speed, discipline and hard work” (Bryson 2007:31). Referring this to gender and the mind/body, reason/emotion, public/private split mentioned earlier, time is now valued in relation to gender. Bryson argues that:

“time spent in paid work is seen as rationally chosen activity in the public sphere and valued because of its association with the mind, while time spent caring for family members is seen as emotionally driven, devalued because of its association with reproduction and the body and invisible as work” (Bryson 2007:58). 

As men generally work outside their homes they are likely to be comprehended as rational individuals, while women, who are generally associated with work inside their homes, are more likely to be comprehended as emotional individuals. 

Bryson refers to Prokhovnik (2002) when stating that, since the concept of work does not encompass activities and needs that are traditionally associated with women’s conduct, it neglects’ their role which thus becomes overshadowed by the modern time culture.  (Bryson 2007:58) She is supported by Andersen, who argues that the traditional notion is, that spending time doing valued work is done separate from family life, although for women work and family is: “strongly intertwined” (Andersen 2006:143). This will be elaborated on in an upcoming section. 

However, having presented the main features of feminist theory, I will continue with looking into women’s contemporary role in social institutions and analyse the identity they are gaining in relation to what role they have in society by applying Giddens’ and Halls theories. 

5.3.3. Women’s role in social institutions

The division of work

Bryson argues that being a woman means that it is possible to foresee her use of time. That is because statistically most women will live with a male sex partner, become mothers, and spend more time on housekeeping and childcare than on their work career, in comparison to their spouse. Being a caretaker is financially unrewarding, as time spent on taking care of others is not valued equally to other work (Bryson 2007:59). 
Care work, which is defined as paid and unpaid work referring to reproduction, nurture and sustaining people, - as such maintaining social living, is not being valued, because often it is not being paid for. Domestic care work includes: ”child care and housework, but also care for older family members, those with disabilities, and the mental work required to manage a household” (Andersen 2006:145). 

Andersen claims that the primary actors of care work are women, whether they work outside their homes or not. “This is conditioned, to some extend, by women’s and men’s employment patterns, as well as by the presence of children, men’s and women’s attitudes, and learned patterns of who does care work (Andersen 2006:145). 

The gendered division of work is evident when viewing empiric data on Employment and Earnings from the U.S. Department of Labour 2004. Here, statistics illustrate that women occupy 92,1% of nurses registered, 79,5% of all positions as social workers, as well as 74,3% of all waitresses/waiters. Moreover, 88,4% of all maids and housekeepers are women. In contrast, less than 4% of plumbers and electricians are women, and within engineering and architecture women only count for 14,1% (U.S. Department of Labour, 2004. Employment and Earnings in Andersen 2006). Women are thus the primary caretakers in the workforce both outside as well as inside their homes. 

The intertwining of women’s work in contemporary times in both the public and the private sphere is visible in their working hours. When studying work, and taking into account both paid and unpaid work, i.e. household work and labour force, Andersen argues that the concept of housework needs to change and become encompassed as valued work, and not just family activity (Andersen 2006:143). The reason is that since women became a part of the labour market, spending time working outside their homes, the estimated increase of wage work is 12 weeks since 1979 (Mishel et al. 2003 in Andersen 2006:143). Together with time spent on domestic work, the amount of time women spend working has risen substantially. Statistics from Journal of Family Issues (2002) show that in the United States women do 70,6% of the housework, while men do 37.3%. Moreover, an investigation of Housework, wages and the division of Housework time, by Hersch and Stratton (1994) published in The American Economic Review
, has showed a connection between women’s housework and their working wage. The study investigated married couple’s time spent on housework, i.e. preparing meals and doing other domestic work, when both spouses also worked fulltime outside their homes. The study also encountered for the differences if the couple had children or not. The conclusion was that on average women spend significantly more time doing housework than their husbands. This figure increased for both parts, although more for women, if the couple had children under the age of 12. Women spending more time and effort doing housework the study connects to their lower wages on the labour market, because it results in less investment in their labour work, which is required in order to raise wage. Women working full time outside the home, at the same time doing most of the housework in their homes thus implies that they do not have the time to focus on a working career, which consequently has a negative effect on their income. The wage difference between men and women is illustrated in figure 1. (See next page) The study shows the difference in wage based on gender in highest median earnings. The figures show considerable wage deviance in the same professions as e.g. dentists, lawyers, economists etc. In low median earnings the deviation in wages was similar, altogether underscoring the wage difference between American men and women. 

The picture emerging from the above illustrations thus shows that women are the primary caretakers in the homes, as well as on the labour market. Moreover, their labour is being devalued in comparison to men’s work, since their income for equal work is not the same. 

When applying Hall’s and Giddens’ understanding of late modern social institution to these facts, an identity of women emerges which implies that many contemporary American women’s identities may not be constructed through self-narration.

Figure 1. 
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Source: Earnings by Detailed Occupation for Men and Women, U.S.Census Bureau, Census 2000.

Giddens argues that modern institutions have changed from traditional society in various ways, which has gained the individual the freedom of choice, i.e. choice of lifestyle, which enables them to establish their own identity. His argument is that the modern individual is not stuck in traditional identity, i.e. being born in a certain class or family, and has the ability to move in different milieus, thus being reflexive and able to create their own self-narrative through lifestyle. In his argument, Giddens starting point seems to be individuals who have no certain characteristics embedded in their identity. 
Feminist theory and the statistics about the division of work do not verify his notion. Rather, being a woman seems to embed identity primarily as caretakers, which may prevent them access to other parts of the labour force, as caretaking, when using Halls understanding of language as a tool of communication, is associated with being emotional, and emotional is the reverse of being rational. 

If taking into account the empirical studies of housework by Hersch and Stratton (1994) mentioned earlier, their conclusion suggests that inequality in wages may be found in women’s primary role and time spending as caretakers and their secondary role as wage earners. This implies that if women’s time spent on caretaking in the home, in the form of child care, housework, or taking care of ill or elderly means that they do not have the same time to spend on their wage work as men, then family as a social institution is suppressing women and embedding them in a traditional identity as care takers. 

Hall argues that the traditional way of developing an identity was to internalize the outside world, which then would stitch the subject into a certain structure. As family and work as social institutions traditionally provided women the role as care takers, and studies show that women are still functioning within conventional frames, it clarifies that not all social institutions have moved beyond tradition, as both Hall and Giddens contemplate. On the contrary, women seem to be stuck in a social structure that has not changed in late modernity, and which seems to have consequences for their professional life. 

Hall also defines the modern subject as understood from a historical perspective where meaning and cultural representation is continuously being reproduced. But if a majority of American women’s identity is embedded a role as caretakers, then meaning and culture cannot have reproduced through time, to such an extent that is has changed American women’s contemporary identity.  

As meaning and culture is connected to the individual, i.e. the micro system, and social institutions are connected to society i.e. the macro system, and the micro system has not developed and changed, then the macro system is not able to change either. The dualistic forces that Giddens refers to as the element that creates change in society is thus not active between women as contemporary individuals and the social institution they are functioning in. Therefore their traditional role as caretakers has not changed and the social institution of family has not moved beyond tradition. The consequence is that their role as primary caretakers is still embedded in their contemporary identity.

However, women’s role as workers is vastly effected by their primary role as mothers, because having to earn a monthly wage means that somebody else needs to take care of their children. In the following the problems following the childcare system in the United States will be looked into, and what effect it has for women’s contemporary identity as wageworkers.
The problem with the childcare system 
Because of the gender division of the labour market, where men generally earn more than women, the care of the child is often the mother’s responsibility. When a child is born in the United States, the mother is granted 12 weeks of leave from work, however often without payment. If the mother works outside the home, her options are to choose between the help from friends and relatives or organized day care, as childcare is mainly a private system. If using organised day care it is expensive, and payment for day care thus consumes on average 9% of a family’s monthly income. Andersen argues that it is therefore a serious problem for many families. The figure is even higher for low-income families, as their children spend more time in day care because of their parents working hours. Therefore many women use different arrangements for their children (see figure 2 on the next page) and 40% have no regular arrangements for childcare. Andersen argues, that a new policy for childcare is needed, because: “the cost of child care can be a significant deterrent to women seeking employment” (Andersen 22006:190). The present situation with an expensive childcare system thus prevents women’s opportunities on the labour market. (Andersen 2006:189ff) 

The lack of a better-organized day care system in the United States may therefore prevent women with several small children from working for some years. If they therefore decide to stay at home with their children, because their spouse generally earns a higher wage, a consequence may be that they will not have the same qualifications and experience as other people when returning to the labour market. This will eventually prevent them from possibilities for work, wage and advancement on the same level as men, and rather keep them in their domestic role, which thus sustains their identity as caretakers. 

Figure 2.  Percentage of children’s caretakers
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Source: Smith, Kristin. (2002) Whose Minding the kids: Child Care Arrangements: Spring 1997. Washington, DC. US. Census Bureau, in Anderson 2006:190 

Giddens states that self-identity changes through the reflexive activities of the individual, and becomes fragmented. Identity in contemporary times is thus never static, but varies and is fragmented, defending on what choices the individual makes.

As the majority of American women are functioning within the social institutions as family and work, and therefore may be framed within an identity as caretakers, they may have few other options than to sustain their identity as caretakers. As such, they will not have the ability to construct their own self- narrative and consequently change their identity through choice or reflexivity. According to Giddens reflexivity is embedded in the human nature, but to women who are mothers, and thereby caught in the traditional structure of family, being a reflexive object may not provide them with equal choices of e.g. to spend their time on wage work, because they will have to conquer their embedded identity as caretakers first. The gendered institutions of family and work are sustaining their identity as caretakers and may therefore prevent them from taking different choices. The social inequalities between men and women are thus not taken into account in Giddens’ and Hall’s theories. 

Class as a social institution

The concept of gender stratification is the way gender is hierarchically structured economically and socially. It refers to the way groups or individuals are arranged in relation to the economic and social resources in society, and must also be understood in relation to class stratification. Class stratification is: “the institutionalized system by which some groups have more economic resources and power than do others”(Andersen 2006:116). Class stratification is thus important not only for women but for men also, because it dominates the ability to be part of social and economic resources. Individuals in a certain class in society share similar resources and similar lifestyles, and Andersen states that: “the class system is not simply the sum of individual opportunities; it is a structured or institutionalized system of privilege and inequality” (Andersen 2006:116). As such, class specifies who is in control of production and distribution, and thereby also who is in power. Accordingly, class may be perceived as a power relationship where the upper class has the most power, the middle class has lesser power while the working class has little power. Class is generally measured by personal achievements as education, work, income and living conditions, and although class cannot by itself be the only reason for the disadvantage of women’s position on the labour market, Andersen finds that it is of significant importance (Andersen 2006:116f). 

When looking into women’s position in the academic world, realizing that higher education equals a higher wage and higher class, the prospect for women working in academic positions is not encouraging. Women are dominating as students until Doctoral degrees (see figure 3 on the next page) where men take over and occupy 54% of the degrees. When women move from being students to being employed within the education area, they are dominating as teachers in Elementary, Middle and High Schools, while men are dominating the higher academic positions. The gap between the sexes extends the more advanced the professional position is, which seems unnatural when women are dominating as students. One reason for the majority of teachers in the lower grades being women may be that teaching children has a strong element of caretaking in the job, which therefore may not appeal to men. 

Giddens argues that the education and the job a contemporary individual chooses is creating life chances, which then provides the individual the ability to choose from a variety of lifestyles. He thus connects work with lifestyle and the ability to make choices. 

Figure 3   

                                          The Educational Pyramid
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Source: The Chronicle of Higher Education, Almanac Issue, August 27, 2004, U.S. Department of Labour. (2004) Employment and Earnings. Washington D.C. in Andersen 2006 

But when considering women’s lack of higher academic positions in academic institutions, his notion on creating life chances by choice may not be as applicable to women as to men. The figures for the distribution of work in American universities underscore a clear division of gender in higher professions. The development is thus not natural, and there must be some reason for women falling behind, when they initially were dominating as students. From a feminist perspective, the reason may be that the university as a social institution is embedding gendered behaviour and suppression. However, referring again to the empirical studies of Hersch and Stratton (1994) the reason may also be that apart from their career, most women also have a major role as caretakers, thus not being able to focus enough on their careers, which therefore may have consequences for their professional advancement. Their responsibilities within the domestic area thus affect their professional life, and it is therefore the traditional gender deviations within the family, which creates consequences for their professional work. 

Giddens also contemplates that it is possible for the modern individual to work his or her way out of a certain class. Because women generally earn less than men, and money according to Giddens is related to power, women may be considered a lower class than men. In order to move from a lower class to a higher one, wages must rise, but as women’s possibilities on the employment market are limited, and their wages are lower than men’s, they may find it difficult to advance to another class. 

As such, women’s role in family prevents them from work opportunities and the ability to earn equal wages as their spouses, consequently remaining subordinate to men. 

Abusive relationships

Violence in relationships in considered a way to establish social control, and derives from the patriarchal structure of family. According to empirical studies
 it is estimated that one-quarter of women and 7,6% of men have been raped or physically assaulted by either a former or a present partner at some point in their life. The usual pattern in such relationships is a lack of balance between the partners, where e.g. violence is more likely to take place in relationships where the women has a higher education than the man. Emotional abuse and controlling behaviour is generally also a part of an abusive relationship. Battered women are often finding themselves more isolated than others, as the batterer finds ways to isolate his spouse from family and friends. When a woman wants out of an abusive relationship, studies find, that she often does not have many options as her economic situation is a problem, and she has nowhere else to live than in their mutual home. Therefore a woman may choose to stay in abusive relationships for external reasons as lack of having a network, a place to stay, and the economic possibility to maintain herself and her children. (Andersen 2006:182ff)

This does not correspond entirely to Giddens understanding of the late modern relationship. His approach to the pure relationship
 is based solely on the partners´ love for each other, and in friendly relations the relationships remain only as long as it is beneficial to both parts. The divorce rate in the U.S. shows that there are half as many divorces as there are marriages per year, (Andersen 2006:167) which thus may support Giddens argument.

In traditional society people married and stayed married because of external factors, and not because of pure relationships. However, if abused women tend to stay in abusive relationships, they are not doing it out of love, but rather because of external circumstances as e.g. their economic situation. Giddens ideology of the pure relationship based solely on love may therefore not be a reality for women living in violent relationships, although staying in such relationships provides them external benefits. When external causes still is a reason for a woman staying in a relationship, it seems like marriage or partnership as a social institution has not entirely moved beyond tradition.  

Limits of the late modern individual

Giddens understands the modern individual as a reflexive project, i.e. reflexivity eliminating the traditional understanding of things and knowledge taking over. The ability to move around different contexts and to choose lifestyle is also part of the reflexive individual, providing the possibility to create a self-narrative, which thus becomes one’s identity. 

However, as it is established that a majority of modern American women are still the primary caretakers in their homes, and many occupy caretaking jobs on the labour market, it does not seem as if the majority of them have had the choice to leave care work out of their lives. This brings to light that the late modern society has not necessarily moved beyond tradition in a way that provides women the ability to construct their own identity without the frames of their gender. 

Giddens and Halls understanding of the modern subject as having gone beyond tradition does not correspond to what feminist theory and empiric studies highlight: that the majority of contemporary American women function as modern individuals within the frames of their identity as caretakers. This means that their choices of lifestyles are probably more limited than that those of men or women who are not caretakers. Giddens understands lifestyle not only as the sphere outside work where dress code, meeting places and different habits defines lifestyle. He connects lifestyle to work, because work creates life chances. But as empiric studies illustrate that care work is primarily occupied by women, and is generally devalued, the life chances such work creates may be limited. When life chances are limited, the ability to create a fragmented identity through self-narration must also be within limits. 

However, women who are not caretakers, but are spending their time on “rational” work may well correspond to Giddens and Hall’s notion of the late modern individual. That is because these women are not functioning within the social institution of family; their work is not considered emotional and thus devalued, and their lives are not structured around taking care of other people, neither in their public nor their private sphere. Instead they have the mobility to navigate in different contexts unaffected by a domestic role, and are therefore able to construct a self-narrative based on different contexts, which thus provides them a fragmented identity. 

Summing up

The analysis has thus highlighted how social institutions as family and work are gendered in a way where habit and routine deriving from traditional thinking has not been eliminated in late modern society, and thus still leaves a majority of contemporary American women with a traditional identity associated with the domestic sphere as mainly caretakers. 

Empiric studies illustrate that women are the primary caretakers in their homes as well as they also occupy the majority of the caretaking positions on the labour market. Men focus more on their professional work and less on their role as caretakers, which thus may be the main reason for women being the primary caretakers. Family as a social institution has therefore not moved beyond tradition, but is still structured around traditional thinking, where women are more connected to the private sphere than men are. A consequence of such structure may be the lacking of women in higher professional positions, as well as the wage differences between men and women. The social institution of family thus structures women’s lives in a way that affects their professional life in a negative way. Having the role as caretakers embedded in their identity prevents women from choosing whatever lifestyle they prefer. As primarily caretakers in both the private and the public sphere, these women do not construct fragmented identities based on mobility in different milieus. The choices they have are within the limits of their gendered identity, and their identity is thus not as fragmented as Giddens and Hall argue. The contemporary modern individual characterised as having choices of lifestyle, being reflexive and moving in different milieus which creates the ability to construct identity through self narration is thus not applicable to those American women who are caught in social institutions which structure their lives around traditional values.  

The understanding of women as caretakers is obviously not applicable to all contemporary American women, as not all women have family or work that relates them to caretaking. However, as most women at some point in their lives become mothers, they are quite likely to be caught up in the traditional identity as caretakers, as the upcoming section will demonstrate.   

6. American women’s identity in media 
I will now turn to the media, in order to provide an immediate snapshot of contemporary American women’s identities, as presented in the American women’s magazine Elle. The aim is to find out whether my analysis of women’s identity is consistent with how they are presented in this exact medium. The reason for choosing Elle Magazine is that it is a popular magazine, which apart from fashion and trends also focuses on modern American women’s issues. I have chosen to look into one advert and one article, which I will examine. 

6.1 Contemporary woman in an advert

The advert for American Express
 is depicting a woman who is a writer and a performer. She is sitting underneath her desk, probably in her workroom. Her child is sitting on her chair, thus informing the reader that she is also a mother. The room looks extremely messy, as if she is a busy woman with a serious work career. There are lots of small labels on the wall, connoting that she has a million things to remember. The papers, books, and the cds all around her room, suggest that she is an intellectual person, who takes her work seriously. The most interesting aspect of the advert is that the woman and the child are situated in opposite positions. Generally adults sit on the chair while small children often tend to sit under the table. As such, it is a strong connotation towards the child being in charge of the mother, and the mother therefore not in the position to decide how to spend her time. The child is focussing on the computer, although probably being too little to use one, but the mother seems to be content with it, as it may give her peace to do her work. 

The information about the woman on the next page, where she has filled out questions from American Express, suggests that she truly is a busy woman, when stating that the perfect day where she can do whatever she wants may never come. Her primary wishes for a perfect day were to spend the majority of her day on her child and herself, and not on work. It thus implies that if she had the possibility she might have chosen not to work, but rather spend her time on her child, as the interweaving of her domestic and her professional role seem to exhaust her. Furthermore, the absence of the father of the child in the advert, which would otherwise have depicted the perfect family of three, connotes that the woman is on her own with the responsibilities of the child, at least for the time being, and that she will probably not be able to do the work she is supposed to.  

The advert thus presents her as both a modern career woman, and at the same time as a mother and the primary caretaker of the child. There is no distinction between her public and her private life, as her role as caretaker has taken over her identity as a worker. She thus remains in the same context, whether she is working or taking care of her child. 

The advert clearly indicates that she has a hard time making ends meet, as well as connoting that she is not the primary decision maker in her own life. The child seems to control her time and her life. Such perspective of the woman is consistent with feminist theory that contemplates that women’s role as caretakers have concequences for their time spending and therefore also their work career. The empirical studies on the previous pages have also underscored women’s long working hours and lack of ability to focus on their career. Her situation may therefore be a common condition in many American women’s lives, and the advert thus depicts women’s reality in their roles as both wageworkers and as caretakers. 

The solution to a less stressed life is of course American Express, as it will at least provide her freedom as a consumer. Women are often depicted as consumers in media, and the advert thus presents this contemporary woman with the roles of a worker, a mother and a consumer, although her primary identity in the advert is as a caretaker lacking time.

The advert is therefore a good example of contemporary American women’s identity, and is consistent with my findings in the analysis. The woman is clearly depicted first and foremost as a mother and the primary caretaker of her child, and her identity as a caretaker has taken over her additional role as a worker. The theories of Hall and Giddens which contemplate freedom of choice and lifestyle, based on a reflexive nature and the ability to move in different context, is therefore not applicable to her identity.  

6.2. Career or children

The article
 I have chosen is also published in the April issue of Elle, and provides a snapshot of a contemporary American woman’s dilemma of having an identity as both a career woman as well as a mother. As a lot of American women may have the same dilemma, I have chosen to approach the article from an “identity perspective” with the sociological and the feminist theories in mind, in order to bring to light the frames women are functioning within on the labour market, because they have other responsibilities than their work. The article reveals that when women are prevented a professional career because of their identity as caretakers, it is not necessarily related to gender.  

The article is about Katherine Albert who works in a progressive company with corporate politics that is beneficial for women, i.e. providing 12 weeks maternity leave, day care centre etc. She is next in line to a top job, as she is generally substituting her female manager, a working mother, when she is unavailable. Katherine becomes pregnant, but her manager does not expect her to take all of her maternity leave. She does, however, take all of it, plus a few weeks vacation. During her pregnancy, another manager in the same corporation asks her about her opinion on a potential new employee, a woman who is also pregnant but with ill health because of her pregnancy, who therefore needs to stay in bed. Katherine and her manager quickly decide that the woman is probably not strong enough for the job, and she is turned down. Later they find out that she has gained a position ranked higher than their own, realising that she apparently had no troubles dealing with both work and family. 

When Katherine returns to work in her usual position after her 12 weeks of maternity leave, she learns that her boss is about to take on another woman for the job she expected to be hers. The reason is that her boss was not sure Katherine could handle the position as well as a baby at home.  

The article provides an insight to which problems contemporary women are facing in their career life, when their identity suddenly changes and blends the public and the private sphere. My understanding of the article is that being a career woman is not a problem if you do not have children, or if you spend your time at work, maybe because women’s identities are not stigmatised as caretakers if they do not have children, or if they have somebody else as the primary caretakers in their family. However, if a career woman does have children, her identity is suddenly suppressed and taken over by her new identity as a caretaker. In order to avoid that, she has to sacrifice her private life and duties as a caretaker and keep focussing on work in order to remain with an identity as a competent work employee. At least that is what Katherine’s own boss did when she had children. Therefore, it seems as if women have to suppress their role as caretakers, if they want to be taken seriously on the labour market, and gain positions that are ranked highly. If so, it may be the explanation to why there are so few women in e.g. higher academic positions, as well as jobs traditionally connected with men. The role of a caretaker seems to be comprehended as the identity of someone who is not capable of being in either a higher prestigious position, or a position related to men, because caretaking is emotional work, and emotions are not associated with status. 

However, the most interesting part of the article is that is was not men who stopped the two women from gaining a job. Katherine had the same opinion about the other pregnant woman, not being fit for the job, as her own manager had about her, all three of them being mothers and caretakers.  

According to Hall´s and Giddens’ theories the modern individual has a fragmented identity, because they are reflexive projects that may choose their own lifestyle and thus create their own self-narrative. 

The article, however, clarifies that the women in the article did not have a fragmented identity. Rather they were comprehended as either care takers or career women, not both. Katherine´s manager did, however, have children, and the article revealed that she spent only 2 weeks on maternity leave, thus choosing to spend her time on her career, rather than on her children. Therefore she gained an identity as a career woman, rather than as a caretaker, which then corresponds to Bryson’s notion on time culture; i.e. how people spend their time working is associated with the mind and being rational, thus acting like men. Accordingly, the manager provided herself an identity through choice, and was able to create her own self-narrative as a career woman, although she had to sacrifice her time in the private sphere. She thus corresponds to Hall´s and Giddens´ notion on the modern individual, although her high position in a corporation is not typical for American women
.   

Being a caretaker in the company the article was referring to is comprehended as prevention from spending time on career, and the women’s identities as caretakers thus seem to suppress their identity as individuals with potential for higher professional position. The article revealed that the women were not turned down by men, but by other women, which thus uncovers that women lacking in figures of highly ranked position, may not be suppression by men, but rather a general understanding of caretakers, as not competent for higher positions. If so, it might explain why there are so many female students in university, but not many women in higher positions on the labour market. Women often gain their academic degree before having children, and as children seem to provide women a new identity, and higher positions are associated with power and rationality, such positions may not be available for ”emotional” mothers short on time, whether the employers are men or other women.  

7. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to clarify if contemporary American women’s identity has changed in correlation to how traditional society has developed throughout time.

By investigating societal changes from sociological perspectives using Hall and Giddens’ theories I have gained an understanding of how society has changed in relation to the individual’s development through time. Historic developments and new ways of thinking have altered social institutions, because of the dynamic going on between the individual and society. The outcome changes the social structure. 

According to Giddens and Hall society has moved beyond tradition into late modernity, where development and technological advancement has provided the modern individual with mobility and choices that makes them able to construct their own identity, through reflexivity. These characteristics have provided the modern individual a fragmented identity. 

However, this understanding is not applicable to encompass a majority of American women, as feminist theory has brought to light that the main characteristics of choice and reflexivity are suppressed by their embedded identity as caretakers. 

The analysis highlighted that as most contemporary American women are, or at some point become caretakers, their identity also remains within the frames of their traditional role. As such, most American women are still in late modernity the main caretakers within their homes, as well as lacking from higher professional positions on the labour market. Moreover they are still gaining lower wages than men, even when in the same positions as men are. 

The advert and the article in the American edition of Elle highlighted that even if a woman has an identity as a career woman, she is always embedded the identity as a caretaker also, if she spends her time on domestic responsibilities. In order not to be perceived as a caretaker she must spend her time on work. Time is thus a major issue when gendered identity is constructed, as time spent on rational work entails higher wage and power, while time spent on taking care of others entails emotion and lower wages, as well as a traditional identity as caretakers. 

Giddens and Halls theories about late modern society and the contemporary individual as reflexive projects with fragmented identities, which create their own identity based on self-narrative and choice may very well correspond to contemporary career women as well as men. However, it is not applicable to a majority of contemporary American women, as they have limited choice of lifestyle, in comparison to men, because their main role as wives, mothers and workers are to take care of others. Social institutions as family and work thus have not moved beyond tradition. Consequently, many American women are still functioning within the limits of their gender, framed as emotional beings in social institutions that are dominated by routine and custom deriving from traditional times. Their identity thus remains in a status quo.  
Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine whether the identity of contemporary American women has changed in late modernity. The starting point is a desire to investigate some of the sociological theories about society and the individual, considering that social changes have changed traditional identity into becoming fragmented in late modernity. The theories of Anthony Giddens and Stuart Hall argue that social changes beginning in the Enlightenment period have changed traditional thinking, habits and routine, consequently changing social institutions. As social institutions are structuring society, and society and people are reflecting each other, social changes have provided the individual freedom to choose a preferred lifestyle, which thus provides the ability to construct their own identity through self-narration. 

The central features of the late modern society is the ability to lift knowledge out of context, making the local global, as well as having faith in abstract systems. Moreover, the time and space differentiation as well as the possibility to navigate in various contexts, is claimed to have changed the late modern individual into becoming a reflexive project, which creates his or her own self-narrative. As such, traditional identity based on class or family has, according to the sociological theories, disappeared, and identity in late modernity is now constructed in accordance to the lifestyle choices of the individual. The outcome of the theoretical discussions verifies that the late modern individual has a fragmented identity based on the reflexivity that is characteristic for both the contemporary individual and late modern society.

However, by approaching late modern identity from a feminist perspective using the theories of Margaret Andersen and Valerie Bryson, it has been possible to analyse social institutions with contemporary American women especially in mind. The outcome clarifies that social institutions such as family and work have not changed in a way that has provided contemporary American women with more freedom to choose their preferred lifestyles. They are thus not occupying an equal share of higher positions in society compared to American men. Moreover, they are not earning equal wages for equal work when compared to men. In addition, contemporary American women have to spend a great deal of their time taking care of their family, as men generally spend more time on their work, and therefore less time on their family. Empirical studies illustrate that there is a connection between women’s responsibilities in their domestic sphere, and their absence from higher positions on the labour market. 

Contemporary American women thus have the main role as caretakers in their family, and the majority of care workers on the labour market are also women. This implies that many contemporary American women are primarily navigating in contexts related to caretaking, and therefore do not have equal opportunity as others to construct their own fragmented identity. Their role as caretakers is thus already embedded in their identity, through their internal as well as their external sphere. 

The claim that the modern individual has the ability to construct their own fragmented identity through self-narration is thus not applicable to a majority of contemporary American women, although it may well fit individuals who are not already embedded in a fixed identity. 
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� Giddens states that although this was the traditional way of life, one must not forget that women have always been part of the labour force (Giddens 1991:89).


� See page 10 for an explanation on traditional society and the development of modern society.


� Dislocation is when something, as e.g. a process is disturbed or prevented from continuing as normal. (Collins Cobuild 2003)


� Biological determinism are arguments which take for granted that a given conditions determines a certain event, e.g. male genitals determines male aggression. (Andersen 2006:25) 


� See appendix, attachment no. 1


� Source: Patricia Tjaden and Nancy Thoennes (2000) Extend, nature and Consequences of Intimate Partner Violence: Findings from the National Violence against Women Survey. Washington, DC. National Institute of Justice. In Andersen 2006:183.


� See page 16


� See attachment no 2 in appendix.


� See appendix, attachment no. 3


� See page 27, where Anderson refers empiric studies stating that women are generally blocked from senior management positions in most U.S. companies 
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