Identity or Society?

This presentation will focus on the argument whether objects express our identity or uphold social expectation. To do this, the lecture will be split into 3 topics including: 
1. Objects shaping our identities. 
2. Social expectations. 
3. Consumerism and the Power of an Object. 

The core item will be my 4 year old Class wiz calculator which has been used and abused throughout its time with me. 

But what does a calculator have to do with who I am? Susanne Küchler states in her analysis of objectification that objects are part of the sequence which builds our identity step by step. They do this by influencing how we behave and act, how we interact with a certain group of people or even how we dress ourselves (Carroll, Walford and Walton, 2020, pp.115–128). The calculator would have influenced my behaviour by having me form relationships with the people around me through the shared experience of using it in an A-level maths class, be it intentional or not. Küchler goes on to use Mauss’s idea of the gift to explain how objects carry a historical and emotional weight with them, this therefore changes how people react to the object and their surroundings (Carroll, Walford and Walton, 2020, pp.115–128). The movement of me putting the calculator into my backpack or the confused use of it through my exams is imprinted onto this calculator, it is no longer just its function but rather an embodiment of that portion of my life, the good and the bad. This is similar to Miller's outlook on objectivity as in The Comfort of Things he expresses how objects don’t just mark that part of our lives but becomes part of our subjectivity and allows us to remember and feel just from an object's presence (Miller, 2008). But knowing what an object represents to an individual isn’t the end of its perception. 

Social expectations would have us believe that everything we carry somehow shows our background and identity without us realising. Media depicting people who carry calculators as students, nerds and predominantly males formulate these stereotypes that culturally we are drawn to believing from a young age. Mary Douglas’s theory of dirt being disorder further emulates that objects carry with them perceptions of a person's social status (Douglas, 1966). The brand of calculator suggests that the person is of higher wealth or the look of the object (its state of distress) being telling of how they look after items. This is evident in the look of the calculator, its exterior being covered in scratches and doodles indicating that a lack of care was present during its use. Onto this Douglas goes on to show that purity is often linked to class or importance, the more clean or preserved an item is the more upstanding you are as a person and often the more respected you are by those around you (Douglas, 1966). The lacklustre attempt to patch up the most critical crack on the back of the calculator therefore shows the class of the owner, as instead of buying a new one, for £30, I have instead messily stuck a bit of duct tape onto it. With Class being so deeply ingrained into our western culture it is not hard to believe that a level of sexism is not far behind. Sherry Ortner suggests that gender is not an innate structure but rather a cultural concept in which those with power have the ability to control the lesser (Ortner, 1996). Calculators are often a form of intelligence, a symbol of logic and strategy. Throughout history this position has been mainly dominated by men and therefore the cultural perception of said object is that STEM subjects are mainly geared towards men. This touches on the stereotype that men are innately better at such subjects and therefore the idea of a woman studying would be rare or not beneficial to the study. These social expectations uphold harsh stereotypes which affect marginalised genders, races and classes, letting those with greater status influence and control those who are seen as lesser than them. 

Powers like big businesses focus their marketing efforts into the desires of newfound trends and aesthetics that, with the uptake in social media, have encompassed our lives. Miller writes how systems often push standardised preferences, making objects less of a show of internal expression but a performance (Miller, 1998). Items that may hold personal meaning now get lumped into the collective, calculators being produced towards wider demographics by adding certain characteristics like changing the colour or making it more inviting. These changes continue to endorse the stereotypes we have in western culture, pink calculators being marketed towards girls- pushing the view of aesthetics over knowledge. Despite this looking like a way forward, it hinges on the beliefs that only certain people can understand or use certain objects without external ridicule. Furthermore, Miller and Appadurai introduce the idea that mass production of things is not intrinsically linked to individualism but rather a way in which those in power drive for homogenisation (Miller, 1998; Appadurai, 1986). If we all find certain objects valuable then capitalising off them is just a case of getting the rights or materials to extort that object. 

To recap, an object may be presented by the person as a show of their internal identity, however, this cannot be without the use of stereotypes for which the object and then person is viewed against. Things that are seen as dirty or impure are not held to the standard that you would something clean, displaying how our culture categorises people from just a look at their clothes, their food and their items. Yet, we are far from breaking this barrier between harmony and condemnation as societally we continue to complicitly buy into the mass production of items and therefore lose our own individualism. Those seeing themselves through the lens of a certain label begin to become idolised by the media as being a perfect representation of what we should strive towards instead of capturing who we are. Millers the comfort of things brings this up in the first chapter with the character becoming more and more emotionally isolated from himself (Miller, 2008, pp.1–15) showing how when we feed into these narratives certain markets want us to fall into, we forget the importance of items that are not flashy or performative but instead give us some form of comfort and connection in which we can find ourselves.
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