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Abstract 
This module introduces participants to critical perspectives on sexual identity from a 

social constructionist perspective. In particular, these approaches critique common 

assumptions about ‘natural’, trans-historical or universal sexuality and identify a range of 

factors at work in the constitution of sexual subjectivities in social and cultural context. 

The module encourages participants to analyse these factors particularly in relation to 

processes associated with globalisation. The effects of globalisation mean that the 

character and limits of ‘local cultural contexts’ are increasingly open and uncertain. This 

has implications for how we think about sexual identity and sexuality more broadly.  
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Module aims: 
• To introduce participants to social constructionist understandings of sexual 

identity from anthropology, history and contemporary sociology 

• To explore contemporary work on sexual cultures and identity in transnational 

contexts 

• To bring together perspectives on culture and sexuality by exploring the ways in 

which sexuality is symbolised and objectified 

 

Participants will:  
• Develop a critical understanding of sexual identity as socially constructed in 

relations of discourse and power 

• Be able to assess the strengths and limitations of cultural perspectives on 

sexuality, especially in transnational contexts 

• Examine connections between culture and sexuality through material culture, 

exploring symbols through which ideas about sexuality are represented and 

scripted 

 

Pre-reading 
Gagnon, J. H. & Parker, R. G. (1995) Conceiving Sexuality. In Parker, R. G. & Gagnon, 

J. H. (Eds.) Conceiving Sexuality: Approaches to Sex Research in a Postmodern 
World. New York, Routledge. 

Mahdavi, P. (2007) Passionate uprisings: young people, sexuality and politics in post-
revolutionary Iran. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 9, 445-457. 

 
Optional pre-reading (in suggested order) 
Vance, C. S. (1991) Anthropology rediscovers sexuality: a theoretical comment. Social 

Science and Medicine, 33, 875-884. 
Grewal, I. & Kaplan, C. (2001) Global identities: theorizing transnational studies of 

sexuality. GLQ, 7, 663-679. 
Rofel, L. (2007) Qualities of Desire: Imagining Gay Identities. Desiring China: 

Experiments in Neoliberalism, Sexuality, and Public Culture. Durham, Duke 
University Press. 
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Material required 
In preparation for the course, participants should identify an object that they believe 

represents cultural influence on, or expression of, sexual identity. They should bring this 

object with them to the module. Objects could include magazines, newspapers, books, 

computers, phones, pharmaceuticals, fertility symbols, family photographs, state 

documents, toys, transport, etc. 
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Overview of module 
Session 1. Sexual identities and social constructionism 
This session asks participants to identify the social basis to sexual identities in their own 

social contexts. It includes a lecture providing an introduction to anthropological, 

historical and contemporary sociological approaches to sexual identity as a regulatory 

feature of modern social life and the implications of this for sexual experience and 

subjectivity. 

 

Session 2. Sexualities in transnational perspective 
This session discusses some of the key ideas from the pre-reading and asks participants to 

reflect upon the transnational influences on sexuality in their own social contexts. 

 

Session 3. How is your sexuality culturally constructed? 
In groups, participants will evaluate how sexuality in their societies or communities is 

socially constructed with reference to three different analytical trajectories: (1) over time, 

(2) in different contexts, and (3) in relation to power and other social factors. 

 

Session 4. Sexual identity and cultural objects 
In this session participants will analyse the manner in which sexuality can be understood 

as socially produced through material and symbolic culture.  

 

Conclusion 
The conclusion provides a summary of the key ideas and learning outputs from the 

module.  
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Further reading  (includes lecture bibliography) 
Altman, D. (2001) Global Sex. Chicago, The University of Chicago Press. 
Appadurai, A. (1993) Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy. In 

Robbins, B. (Ed.) The Phantom Public Sphere. Minneapolis, University of 
Minnesota Press. 

Bell, D., Binnie, J., Cream, J. & Valentine, G. (1994) All hyped up and no place to go, 
Gender, Place & Culture, 1, 31-47. 

Binnie, J. (2004) The Globalization of Sexuality. London, Sage. 
Castells, M. (1997) The End of Patriarchalism: Social Movements, Family and Sexuality 

in the Information Age. The Power of Identity. Oxford, Blackwell. 
D'emilio, J. (1997) Capitalism and Gay Identity. In Lancaster, R. N. & DI Leonardo, M. 

(Eds.) The Gender/Sexuality Reader: Culture, History, Political Economy. 
London, Routledge. 

Day, K. (2001) Constructing masculinity and women's fear in public space in Irvine, 
California, Gender, Place & Culture, 8, 109-127. 

Donham, D. L. (1998) Freeing South Africa: the 'modernization' of male-male sexuality 
in Soweto, Cultural Anthropology, 13, 3-21. 

Elliston, D. (2005) Critical reflexivity and sexuality studies in anthropology: citing 
sexuality in research, theory, ethnography and practice, Reviews in Anthropology, 
34, 21-47. 

Foucault, M. (1978) The History of Sexuality: An Introduction. New York, Random 
House. 

Gamson, J. (2000) Sexualities, queer theory, and qualitative research. In Denzin, N. K. & 
Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.) Handbook of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks, Sage 
Publications. 

Hunter, M. (2002) The materiality of everyday sex: thinking beyond 'prostitution', 
African Studies, 61, 99-120. 

Jones, R. H. (1999) Mediated action and sexual risk: searching for 'culture' in discourses 
of homosexuality and AIDS prevention in China, Culture, Health & Sexuality, 1, 
161-180. 

Kulick, D. (1995) The sexual life of anthropologists: subjectivity and ethnographic work. 
In Kulick, D. & Willson, M. (Eds.) Taboo: Sex Identity and Erotic Subjectivity in 
Anthropological Fieldwork. London, Routledge. 

Lancaster, R. (2002) Subject Honour, Object Shame. In Adams, R. & Savran, D. (Eds.) 
The Masculinity Studies Reader. Malden, Blackwell Publishers. 

Moore, H. L. (2006) Global Anxieties: Concept-metaphors and Pre-theoretical 
Commitments in Anthropology. In Moore, H. L. & Sanders, T. (Eds.) 
Anthropology in Theory: Issues in Epistemology. Malden, Blackwell Publishers. 

Nelson, L. (1999) Bodies (and spaces) do matter: the limits of performativity, Gender, 
Place & Culture, 6, 331-353. 

Newton, E. (1972) Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America. Chicago, The 
University of Chicago Press. 

Nguyen, V. K. (2005) Uses and pleasures: sexual modernity, HIV/AIDS, and 
confessional technologies in a West African metropolis. In Adams, V. & Pigg, S. 
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L. (Eds.) Sex in Development: Science, Sexuality and Morality in Global 
Perspective. Durham, Duke University Press. 

Padgug, R. A. (1979) Sexual matters: on conceptualizing sexuality in history, Radical 
History Review, 20, 3-23. 

Parker, R. (1997) The Carnivalization of the World. In Lancaster, R. N. & DI Leonardo, 
M. (Eds.) The Gender/Sexuality Reader: Culture, History, Political Economy. 
London, Routledge. 

Parker, R. (1999) Beneath the Equator: Cultures of Desire, Male Homosexuality, and 
Emerging Gay Communities in Brazil. New York, Routledge. 

Patton, C. (1999) Inventing African AIDS. In Parker, R. & Aggleton, P. (Eds.) Culture, 
Society and Sexuality: a reader. London, Routledge. 

Rubin, G. (1984) Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality. 
In Vance, C. S. (Ed.) Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality. Boston, 
Routledge. 

Rubin, G. (2002) Studying Sexual Subcultures: Excavating the Ethnography of Gay 
Communities in Urban North America. In Lewin, E. & Leap, W. L. (Eds.) Out in 
Theory: The Emergence of Lesbian and Gay Anthropology. Chicago, University 
of Illinois Press. 

Seidman, S. (Ed.) (1996) Queer Theory/Sociology. Cambridge, Blackwell Publishers. 
Setel, P. W. (1999) A Plague of Paradoxes: AIDS, Culture and Demography in Northern 

Tanzania. Chicago, The University of Chicago Press. 
Srivastava, S. (2007) Passionate Modernity: Sexuality, Class, and Consumption in India. 

New Delhi, Routledge. 
Vance, C. S. (1991) Anthropology rediscovers sexuality: a theoretical comment, Social 

Science and Medicine, 33, 875-884. 
Warner, M. (Ed.) (1993) Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social Theory. 

Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press. 
Weedon, C. (1987) Feminist Practice and Poststructural Theory. Malden, Blackwell 

Publishing. 
Weeks, J. (1981) Sex, Politics, and Society: The Regulation of Sexuality Since 1800. 

London, Longman. 
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