
(NOT) GETTING PAID 

TO DO WHAT YOU LOVE 

GENDER, SOC I AL MEDIA, 

AND ASPIRATIONAL WORK 

BROOKE ERIN DUFFY 

Yale 
UNIVERSITY PRESS 

New Haven and London 



xii 

Entrepreneurial Wishes and Career Dreams 

In spring 2014, close on the heels of toy manufacturer Mattel's 

controversial collaboration with Sports Illustrated-which featured a 

bathing suit-dad Barbie on the magazine's 50th Anniversary Swim­

suit Issue cover-wrap-the company unveiled the latest doll in its "I 

Can Be" career collection: Entrepreneur Barbie. Outfitted in a 

modern-cut magenta dress and furnished with a diminutive tablet 

device and smart phone, Entrepreneur Barbie was marketed as a self­

starter "ready co make a bold business move and strike our on her own 

to achieve her career dreams."' The company rapped ten prominent 

female entrepreneurs, including Girls Who Code founding CEO 

Resh ma Saujani and Jennifer Fleiss, co-founder of Rent the Runway, 

as real-world ambassadors for Barbie's "Career of che Year." Social me­

dia figured prominencly in the produce launch: che hashcag "unapolo­

getic" -originally created for che Sports Illustrated campaign-was 

repackaged as a message of female empovyerment, and Barbie cook to 

Twitter to host a virtual "Pink Power Lunch," wherein she engaged 

fans in 140-characcer dialogues about their "dream careers."' 

Although a few public commentators lapped up Mattel's celebra­

tory rhetoric of women's liberation, reporters and cultural critics 

alike mocked the company's naive depiction offemale entrepreneurship. 

An Atlantic reporter, who nodded coward Facebook COO Sheryl 

Sandberg with che headline "Barbie Leans In," blasted che doll's 
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enduring penchant for pink and fetishization of unrealistic standards of 

female physicality.3 Time reporter Jessica Roy's criticism went beyond 

body image censure to highlight the tension between a romanticized 

version of entrepreneurship and persistent gender inequalities in tech 

stare-ups. As Roy scoffed, "Perhaps next Mattel can craft 'Silently En­

during Sexual Harassment with the Hope I Will Get a Raise' Barbie; 

'Making Less Than My Male Councerpans ' Barbie; 'Getting Turned 

Down by Invescors Because I'm Pregnant' Barbie; or Tm Going to Die 

Eating This Sad Salad at My Desk Alone' Barbie."4 While debates about 

the merits of Entrepreneur Barbie seemed co languish by the time the 

doll hit coy score shelves, muted in pare by news of Mattel 's precipitously 

declining revenues, the reactions reflect more widespread discourses of 

gender and self-enterprise in the aptly named "new economy." 

More than ever, contemporary culrure's benchmark of success is 

\ the figure of the entrepreneur; a study of young people's career aspira­

tions revealed that roughly two-thirds of those aged eighteen to thirty­

four desire to start their own business, and 37 percent want to work 

independently. 5 The ideal of the enterprising self feeds into and is fed 

by a torrent of career manuals, online articles, digital tutorials, and 

even college courses hyping the spirit of passion-fueled careerism. 

How-to books-such as Lifestyle Entrepreneur: Live Your Dreams, Ig­

nite Your Passions and Run Your Business from Anywhere in the World; 

The $Ioo Startup: Reinvent the Way You Make a Living, Do What You 

Love, and Create a New Future; and the latest installment in John Par­

kin's irreverently titled series, F**k It: Do What You Love-provide 

tried and true steps for securing a career where pleasure and profit 

blend in perfect harmony. The affective language of "love" and "pas­

sion" is so prevalent in these employment discourses that scholar and 

j 
Jacobin contributor Miya Tokumitsu declared "Do What You Love" 

the "unofficial work mantra of our cime."6 
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Nowhere is this career mantra more pervasive than in the creative 

industries , including fashion, media, entertainment, and design. 

These fields are seen as idyllic professional destinations, characterized 

by autonomy, flexibility, and, above all, the potential for self­

accualizacion. For young women , including those incited by what cul­

tural theorist Angela McRobbie identifie s as the "creativity dispotif " 

rampant in popular culture and the education system, "work becomes 

akin co a romantic relacionship." 7 Yet the boundaries surrounding 

these industries are notoriously impermeable, especially in a "gig 

economy" of outsourced jobs and slashed benefits. 

With other viable pathways blocked , would-be creatives are turn­

ing to social media as conduits to visibility and exposure. Silicon 

Valley social networks are the new audition reels for the media and 

culture industries-the place where stars are made, and (the hope is) 

paid . You Tube is frequently touted as a platform for budding musi­

cians and comedians , and Instagram is celebrated as a public forum 

for modeling hopefuls. 8 Even Snapchat-with its ephemeral stories 

and animated face-mapping filters-has spawned a new breed of star: 

pithy virtual storytellers with word-of-mouth cachet. 9 The trium­

phant tales of the online "discovered" offer a modern-day version of 

screen legend Lana Turner's fabled encounter at the soda fountain . 

And though these celeb-bloggers and digital influenc ers are allegedly 

disrupting "the fame paradigm, " chey are upheld in the popular imag­

ination as individuals just like us.10 

This narrative of digital democratization is especially pronoun ced 

in the world of fashion, one of the industries I closely examine in the 

book. Since the mid-aughts, personal style biogs have been lauded for 

upending traditional hierarchies of high fashion influenc e and taste­

making. 11 The notion that anyone can be a fashion blogger is an unshak­

able myth in popular culture , and media outlets routinely profile style 
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influencers who lie at che margins of elite fashion's mainsrream: plus­

size bloggers, bloggers aged forty-plus (or alternatively chose still in 

middle school), and hijab bloggers, as well as the more nebulous des­

ignation of "alternative fashion bloggers." The attention lavished on 

these and ocher iiber-scylish digital content producers is astonishing; I 

witnessed firsthand the frenzy chat accompanies A-list fashion blog­

gers like Aimee Song (Song ofScyle) and Chiara Ferragni (The Blonde 

Salad) as they sashayed their way through che swarms at New York 

Fashion Week, preening for che cameras or snapp ing selfies with 

eager onlookers (see Figure 1). Mainstream media coverage also 

spotlights the economic valuation of these so-called "influencers," 

revealing "how scyle bloggers are turning social savvy into six-figure 

salaries" or reporting on chose "paid up co $15,000 for a single Insta­

gram post. "12 

Importantly, the high-profile activities of super-bloggers and the 

lnsta-famous obscure the contributions of legions of other soc ial 

media producers-blogger s, vloggers, DIY stylists, and more-w ho 

make nary a headline. This is a book about these enterprising, 

digitally networked young people and the oft-unpaid work they 

undertake. After all, it is che experiences of individuals aspiring co 

colonize the social media economy that give expression co what I call 

"aspirational labor." 

../ Aspirational labor is a mode of (moscly) uncompensated, inde-

pendent work chat is propelled by the much-venerated ideal of getting 

paid to do what you love. As both a practice and a worker ideology, 

aspirational labor shifts content creacors' focus from the present co 

the future, dangling the prospect of a career where labor and leisure 

/ coexist. Indeed, aspirational laborers expect that chey will one day be 

compensated for their productivity-be it through material rewards 
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I. Chiara Ferragni, the creator of the blog The Blonde Salad, poses for a photog­
rapher outside the Michael Kors show at New York Fashion Week. 

Photo Credit: Brent Luvaas. 
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or social capital. Bue in the meantime, they remain suspended in the 

consumption and promotion of branded commodities. 

\ Discourses of "paying off" are central co the motivations of aspi-

rational laborers; chey expect chat their investments of time, energy, 

and capital will yield a fulfilling, and perhaps lucrative, career. Of 

course , as I derail throughout chis book, "paying off" is highly subjec­

tive and varies according co che interests, experiences, and ambitions 

of che aspirant. Some young women I inrerviewed seek a career in the 

crearive industries; thus, "paying off" would mean landing a full-time 

position at a women's magazine, fashion house , or social media firm. 

Ochers , particularly chose swept up in che infectious rhetoric of enrre­

preneurialism, see a high-paying blog or makeup vlog as the endgame, 

wich income from affiliate links, brand sponsorships, and/or designer 

collaborations. For these individuals, che possibility of being indepen­

dencly employed is especially rousing. 

Bue despite the optimism surrounding the future rewards of aspi­

rational labor, only a fraction of content creators rises above the din co 

achieve major success. For the rest, the ideal of getting paid to do what 

you love remains an unfulfilled promise. 

Drawing upon more than fifty in-depth interviews, participant 

observation, and a close analysis of professionalizacion resources, chis 

book highlights a sec of paccerned conrradiccions char are essential co 

social media producers ' own self-descriptions: 

Authenticity vs. self promotion: A pervasive social media aesthetic 

and narrative relies on the conremporary logics of "auchentic­

i ty" and "realness" buc requires laborers co draw upon market 

logics co brand themselves. 

Creativity vs. commerce: The ideal of creative self-expression that 

they circulate serves to distinguish social media aspirants from 
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chose working in cultural industries more explicicly driven by 

profit maximization. Yee much like the latter, individual social 

media producers confronr commercial pressures on the path to 

generate income. 

Hobby vs. professional status: The contrast between professional ' 

and amateur pervades the world of social media makers. Cer­

tainly, chis dichotomy elides the reality chat those (seemingly 

hobby) bloggers with the greatest number of followers have 

been able co parlay their digital fame into book deals, clothing 

lines, and designer collaborations, among ochers. 

My use of the term aspirational highlights the incentive of future 

reward systems for present-day productive activities. This concept has 

important historical precedents chat I trace throughout the book. In 
particular, I deta il a significant cultural shift from aspirational con­

sumption-status-induced consumerism chat routes self-expression 

through the marketplace-co aspirational labor, where self-expression 

is articulated ch rough a patterned set of highly individualized , value­

generating productive activities. 

The reference co social media activity as labor may initially seem 

puzzling, given chat individuals seem to cake great pleasure in th eir 

online activities. While the division between labor and leisure has al­

ways been knotty, particularly for women ,'3 the ascent of digital media 

renders chis divide doubly problematic given the myriad ways in 

which commonplace aces of self-expression- "liking " a brand 's Insca­

gram post, reviewing the latest gadget on Amazon, or updat ing one 's 

social media profile-generate value for media and marketing inscicu­

tions. ' 4 This conceptual slipperiness is among the reasons so many 

scholars have sought co delineate the borders around "free labor " in 

che digital economy; in che oft-quoted words of Italian scholar 

7 
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Tiziana Terranova, such labor is "simultaneously voluntarily given 

and unwaged, enjoyed and exploiced."11 My own use of the term labor 

captures the productive, purposeful, task-oriented, and value­

generating function of these activities. Moreover, as chis book makes 

clear, these practices are quite similar to the (waged) work of tradi­

tional media producers, including journalists, video producers, adver­

tisers, and publicists. As Jean Burgess and Joshua Green argued 

of the You Tube communiry, social media nerworks must be under­

stood as "co-creative" spaces where "amateur and professional media 

content, identities and motivations are not so easily separated." 16 

Social and industrial constructions of gender and femininiry 

are central to the aspirational labor system, especially in the creative 

industries; for chis reason, most of the social media producers I inter­

viewed were women. This is not co say chat men don 't engage in aspi­

rational labor; they do. Bue the genres of social media production 

examined in chis book-fashion and lifesryle blogging, beauty vlog­

ging, DIY design-are largely populated by young women. In the 

popular imagination, these activities are framed through crude bina­

ries chat tend to structure conversations about gender-coded internet 

usage and creative expression. For instance, despite early accounts of 

che "masculine" blogosphere, che rapid ascension of social media has 

been celebrated as evidence of the internee's progressive "feminiza­

tion. "17 In 2012 , the Nielsen company released data chat revealed a 

stark "gender divide" in social media habits; noteworthy among its 

findings was that women-especially in che eighteen to rwenry-four 

category - were significantly more likely than men co have a blog, 

build social media profiles, and follow a brand online. The Atlantic's 

Megan Garber summarized the data with a cheering assertion: "Girls 

may not run the world, but they dominate on the web. "18 But many of 

these activities are inscribed within a ubiquitous consumer landscape. 
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As media scholars Sarah Banet-Weiser and Inna Arzumanova argue co 

this end, "The idea of girls using the web more than boys ... is al­

ready bound by conventional notions of what, and who, girls are­

fashioniscas, make-up artists, sryliscs, and most of all-shopper s."'? 

Banet-Weiser and Arzumanova situate gendered social media praxis 

(they focus on shopping hauls posted on You Tube) in a historical con­

text wherein girls and young women are seen above all as consumers 

who engage in work on the self (brand) .1° 

Aspirational labor, too, relies on historically constructed notion s 

of femininiry-parcicularly discourses of community, affect, and 

commodiry-based self-expression. As I show in the book , che post­

femini st logics of visibility and individual expression are articulated as 

paths to financial empowerment. In addition, I contend that the labor 

of aspiration has conceptual similarities to traditional forms of "wom­

en's work" (domestic labor, reproductive labor, care labor ), which 

have remained invisible despite their central role in servicing the 

engines of capitalism. 2
1 I thus situate aspirational labor in a cultural 

history of unpaid female labor with lineages traceable to systems of 

patriarchy and commodity capitalism. 

Whether male or female, aspirational laborers are engaged in gen­

dered practices that combine (and subsequently reproduce) both of 

these legacies: working , for little or no pay, to generate consumption­

oriented visibility through social media /biogs. This core, gendered 

dimension of aspirational labor distinguishes the concept from ocher 

forms of labor chat rely on the temporal deferment of wages and the 

normalization of risk, most notably Gina Neff's theor y of "venture 

labor" and Kathleen Kuehn and Thomas F. Corrigan 's notion of "hope 

labor." ll Though these differ in important ways, they collectively 

address the ideologies chat rationalize neoliberal workers' investment s 

of time, capital, and labor through the promise of eventual capital or 

9 
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/ future success. The ideology of hope labor , Kuehn and Corrigan ar­

gue, is "positioned as a meritocrati c investment in one's employment 

prospects " at a moment wh en work is evermore precarious and inse­

cure.23 One way to understand aspirational labor is as a particular 

form of hope labor, one chat foregrounds participation in the con­

sumer circuit as part of a recursive process. In addition to investing in 

various commodities , the work of aspirational labor ers is often physi­

cally embodied in the blogger, vlogger, or Inscagrammer as she model s 

her newly purchased wares. In a reprise of the female body 's visibility 

in cwentiech-cemury consu m er culture, the digitally networked, 

pixelaced version not only shops but also "tags," "likes," and-most 

importancly- "recommends" branded goods. 

The gendered social media activities I track in the book are one 

facet of a cultural economy marked by widespread independence. In­

deed, freelancers , contract hires, and interns constitute a swelling class 

of workers in a "gig economy," an "on-demand economy," or perhaps 

least euphemistically, a "1099 economy." Though many of these indi ­

viduals pursue the much -hyped ideals of flexibility and autonomy, the 

rapid growth of independent emp loyment is symptomatic of what 

scholars and labor advocates understand as a "po liti cal economy of 

insecur ity. "24 Thar is, as neoliberal ideologies and practices shift orga­

nizational risks and responsibilities onto individual citizens, workers 

must shoulder the burden for training , healthcare , and ocher benefits. 

Against the backdrop of pervasive worker insecur ity, it is perhaps 

not surprising chat career-seekers are urged to identify their distinc­

tive strengths, engage in brazen self-promotion, and spearhead "per­

sonal visibility" campaigns. ' 1 That is, they are to internalize the logic 

·of personal branding. Though self-promotion is by no means a new 

imperative, in recent decades , structura l transformations bound to 
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the neolib eral ideologies of individua lity and self-governa nce have in­

sciga ted more self-conscious efforts to brand the self '6 In creasi ngly, 

many of thes e practices cake place across a raft of social media net ­

works: Facebook , Twitter , Instagram, and Linked in. Forms of onlin e 

self-b rand ing are built into social network architecture s-such as fea­

tures that require users to add photos to their Linkedln profile s or 

craft pithy self-d escripro rs to fill their Twitter bios. Ocher efforts 

to bol ster one's im age include practices of "mi cro-celebrity ," which 

involve the calculated use of social media to" 'am p up' (one's] popu ­

larity" and "gain status and attent ion online." ' 7 Th ese and other prac­

tices command inves tm ents in time and ene rgy: bui ld ing and 

maintaining one 's social networks ; curating one's feeds with a d igital 

cocktail of info rmative , thought-provoking, and witty co ntent; 

and ensu ring the consistency of one 's self-brand across the sprawlin g 

digital ecosystem . 

Thi s book highlig hts che urgenc y of these self-promot ional ac­

tivities in an age of socia l media chat hails so many of us as ent repr e­

neurial free agents. The ideology of aspirational labor emerges am idst 

widespread uncertainty about the future of work and alongside tech­

nologies that promise creat ive fulfillm ent. And it 's a seductive ideology i·, 

that pairs passion with (worker) profit to glamorize labor conditions ,_ 

that are far less remunerative and gratifying than hyped. Aspirational :L 
labor thus romanticizes work as its co ndi tions are becoming more 

precarious, time-intensive, and decidedly unromanti c. 

11 
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The Aspirational Ethos: Gender, 

Consumerism, and Labor 

We read to dream and aspire, but also to acquire. 

- Carol Smith, publisher and chief revenue officer at Harper's Bazaar 

Hi llary, a fresh-faced rwenry-something hailing from coastal 

Virgin ia, had graduated college a few months prior to our interview. 

Though she was bringing in a steady paycheck from a job in retail, she 

found herself much more enthra lled by the inner workings of the 

fashion industry. In her free rime, she shared her sartorial inspirat ions 

on a personal style blog launched three years earlier; on several occa­

sions, Hillary noted, she had overhauled the site comp letely. Whe n I 

asked her about the current focus, she explained chat it was written 

from the perspective of "someone making the transition from being in 

college and being able co get away with wearing wha tever to applying 

for all those jobs and trying to make it in the post-grad life." She 

added, "Ir's about ... using fashion as an outlet to be creative and ex­

press that search for a post-grad identity ." Hillary's exposition about 

channeling.fashion for self-expression fits rather neatly into theories of 

consumer culture, particula rly critiques of capitalist ideologies char 

encourage articu lations of selfhood through (women's) participation 

in the marketplace. Yet Hillary's blog wasn't just a digitally mediated 
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forum for creative expression; rather, she understood it as a potential 

career springboard. Ind eed, she coveted a full-time career in fashion 

journalism and was inspired by the accounts of chose who had evolved 

"from being independent bloggers to [those seated in] the front row of 

Fashion Week." She shared, "For somebody who aspires co be the next 

Anna Wintour [the iconic editor-in-c hief of ¼gue], chat's the dream ." 

Hillary 's ambition to break into the fashio n industry is not unlike 

the professional aspirations of many of the you ng women I inter­

viewed . And though careers in the creative ind ustries are widely 

venerated in the popular imaginat ion, the fashion sector is especially 

renowne d for its aura of glitz, glamour, and dynamism. The seductive 

pull of the fashion world cont inu es unabated-even as accounts 

circu late of its less-than-ideal working conditions. Fictional med ia 

portrayals offer a particularly negative caricature of the fashion and 

magazine indu stries: films like The Devil Wears Prada (2006) and 

Intern (2000)-a nd reality shows like The HiLLs (2006-2010)-dep ict 

youn g staffers as catty and self-serving. Meanwhile, in the news me­

dia, the magazine and fashion industries have received a spate of nega­

tive publicity for exploiting young people as unpaid interns. Though 

internships are understood as veritable incu bators for bright-eyed 

college students seeking entry-level emp loyment, positions in the 

so-called "glamour industries" are typically unpaid. Th is system in­

evitably aggravates existing social inequalities. Afte r all, only chose 

from well-heeled families can afford the myriad expenses associated 

with "working for free."' 

T he heated debate surrou nd ing the shutt ering of the internship 

program at Co nde Nasr, the prestigious magazine company whose 

tides includ e ¼gue, Vtinity Fair, Glamour, and GQ, brought these 

concerns int o sharp relief. In October 2013, representat ives for the 

company an noun ced char they would be closi ng their coveted 

13 
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program , following a class-action lawsuit filed by two former Conde 

Nasr interns. According to rhe plaintiffs, Conde Nasr violated U.S. 

labor laws by failing to provide rhe interns with compensation 

through salary or educational benefits-despite the interns ' role in 

performing value-added casks for rhe corporation. One of the plain ­

tiffs compared her W magazine internship to the portrayal of Andy 

Sachs (Anne Hathaway 's charact er) in The Devil Wears Prada, except, 

she explained co a reporter for the New York Times, "we don't gee any 

makeover in the end. "2 A number of former interns-as well as aspir­

ing magazine edicorial workers - expressed disappointment, frustra­

tion, and even outrage with Conde Nasc's decision. 3 Meanwhile, 

critics of the unpaid internship system declared it a landmark battle in 

the war against economic and educational inequities in the contin ­

gent workforce. • Though Conde Nast eventually seeded the class­

action suit , former interns were reportedly hesitant to cake the 

secdement, fearing such actions would impact their future chances of 

getting hired by the company. 5 Such reluctance, though dishearten­

ing, is perhaps not surprising in an era when "reputation [has] become 

a key commodity. "6 

Initially seen as a cause celebre, the Conde Nase case has done 

little to deter creative aspirants from utilizing various channels to pur­

sue career prospects - including these very same, oft-unpaid intern­

ship s. At the same time, young people like Hillary understand social 

media production as an additional-or perhaps alcernacive-pathway 

to a creative career. The ideal of getting paid to do what you love figures 

prominently here. In a 2015 Mashable article proposing the genera­

tional label of "yuccies," a (decidedly unpalatable) acronym for Young 

Urban Creatives, author David Infante explained how the contempo­

rary job market is engorged with college-educated twenty-somethings 

"infected by the conviction chat nor only do we deserve to pursue our 
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dreams; we shou ld profit from them. "7 Infante grounded hi s 

definition in a few yuccie career archetypes: "social consultants 

coordinating #sponsored Inscagram campaigns for lifestyle brands ," 

brogrammers (a clever portmanteau to signal the frat-bo yish , "bro" 

culture of programming ), and entrepreneurial-minded youth seduced 

by the potential offerings of the "internee playground. "8 Th e assump­

tions of enjoyment and leisure bolstering this "playground " narrative 

are not incidental: careers self-fashioned in the d igital realm presum­

ably pair pleasure and profitability. 

Whether hoping co make inroads into a closed-off industry or 

coveting success as a digital ent repreneur, many enterprising young 

people are working fervendy to prepare themselves for an imagined 

career future. But how are we to understand the produ ctive activities 

of creative aspirants like Hillary in a meaningful way? To cyber­

enthusiasts, digital content creators represent an emerg ent class of 

innovators empowe red by technologies that upend traditional hierar­

chies of influence and expertise. To critics, however, these media 

makers are enl istees in the reserve army of the unpaid , exploited by 

companies paying in the always-deferred promise of "exposure. " Nei­

ther of these perspectives tells the full story, in part because chey almost 

fully disregard the significance of gendered relations and subjectivities. 

''Aspirational labor" recasts the debate between digital media en- I 
chusiasts and detractors , in pare by foregrounding gender and femi- 1 

ninicy. The idea refers to female content creators' belief that their 

(mostly) unpaid work, motivated by passion and the infectious rheto­

ric of entrepreneurialism, will eventually yield respectable income and 

rewarding careers. Bue aspirational labor, as a critical conc ept, also 

calls attention to the gap between this belief and the practical realities J 

of the digital labor marketplace: just a few digital content creator s 

reap significant material rewards from their activitie s. Somewhat 
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predictab ly, media trend pieces tend co spotl ight chose who ascend to 

the digital economies' highest echelons: the six-figure-salary bloggers 

and vloggers who have achieved celebrity status. For the rest, the po­

tential for financial success is paltry. Blogging.com's survey of 1,000 

bloggers found chat a mere "17% are able to sustain their lifestyle or 

support their family with their biogs, while 81% never make even 

$100 from blogging. "9 Though these statistics describe blogging ac­

tivities more genera lly, the fashion blogger behind Grit & Glamour 

sought co produce more precise figures through a survey of 130 fash­

ion, beauty, and lifestyle bloggers. She cautioned chat her investiga­

tion was "not a scientific survey, by any means," but it nonetheless 

yielded similarly disheartening results: a mere 8 percent of bloggers 

make enoug h money to actually live on. 10 

Such findings have done little to dissuade enterprising yo ung 

women from pursuing their career aspirations online. 

Over the lase decade, a series of social, economic, and technologi­

cal shifts have thrust the ideologies and practices of aspirational labor 

co center stage. Bue an important historical precedent for chis practice 

/ can be found in aspirational consumption-s tatus-induc ed consumer­

ism chat channels self-expression through the marketplace. To under­

stand this transformation, I turn to che traditional (and rather crude) 

dichotomy of male producer/female consumer. In che introdu ction co 

The Sex of Things, Victoria de Grazia ident ifies a dualit y char has 

structured cultural assumptions about femininity since at lease che 

Victorian era: "the dichotomized relationship between Mr. Breadwin­

ner and Mrs. Consumer. "" Such gender-based constructions are, 

of course, neither natural nor neutral, yet they have created and per­

petuated a close affinity between femininity and shopp ing chat has 

reinforced che structures of patriarchal capicalism.12 
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Ac the turn of the lase century, before the ideals of Victorian puri­

tanism had fully receded into the cultural background, social theorists 

widely denigrated consumerism, believing that women would be un­

able to control them selves when confronted with a kaleido scope of 

mass-manufactured wares.13 Literary tropes abou t the hysteria-induced l 
kleptomaniac owe much of their substance to chis discourse; in 1883, 

French novelise Emile Zo la described "che women with a man ia for 

stealing, a perversion of desire, a new kind of neurosis chat was classified 

by a mental specialist who had observed rhe acute result of rhe tempta­

tion exercised on chem by the department scores."1
• Above all, then, 

cons um erism appeared as a public expression of female amo ralit y. 

Though chis concern predated the internee by more than a century, it 

bears striking resemblance co che social fears about women and technol­

ogy chat emerged at the dawn of rhe digital age. The recent incarnat ion 

of chis "mora l panic " positions digitally networked girls and young 

women as especially vulnerable to nefarious predators , or, alternatively, 

stigmatizes chem for their (sexual) agency.'5 Conte mporary anxieties 

about women online can be understood as an expression of rhis persis­

tent, Victorian-era moral puritanism; the internet thus represents a pub­

lic space inhabited by women, much like the early department store. 

A different-tho ugh not enti rely inconsistent-set of cultural as­

sumpti ons abo ut "women and consumer ism" gained traction in the 

early twentieth century, most notably the cons crual of the excessively 

emot ional female consumer. '6 Ind eed, as sociologist Don Slater notes , 

women have been described in popular cul cure "as whimsical and in­

cons tant, flighty and narcissistic; they can be seduced, or their resis­

tance overcome, by stimuli or persuasion in order co achieve mark et 

penetration." 17 This pejorative image of feminine emotive frivolity is 

rendered all the more potent by the stereotype of the rational male 

producer against which it is positioned. 
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Constructions of social identity manifest themselves in other 

ways, too. In one of the earliest writings on consumer culture-Thor-

\

stein Veblen's caustic assessment of the nouveau riche, first published 

in 1899-derogatory assumpt ions about gender were firmly demar­

cated along class lines. In explicating his notion of "conspicuous con­, 
~umption," Veblen contended that among wealthy classes, it is the 

man who puts his wealth "in evidence" by ostentatiously displaying 

the finest drinks, weaponry, games, and living spaces. In her role of 

"chattel " to her "master," the wife is expected to "consume only what 

is necessary to her sustenance-except so far as her further consump­

tion contributes to the comfort or the good repute of her master." 18 

Yet this gender hierarchy gets disrupted among members of the lower 

middle class. Writes Veblen, ''As we descend the social scale, the point 

is presently reached where the duties of vicar iou s leisure and 

consumpt ion devolve upon the wife alone." 19 For these classes, it is 

the wife who consumes ceremoniously and displays such products 

ostentatious ly. 2° 

Though Veblen articulates "conspicuous consumpt ion " as a 

profound ly social phenomenon-driven by class emu lation and 

"invidious comparison" (a sense of keeping up with the Joneses a full 

five decades before chis imagined family moved into the Levittown, 

New York, suburbs)-he failed to address the producer side of the 

equation, namely the role of the nascent advercising industry in culti­

vating a vibrant consumer marketplace. And indeed, the debate about 

whether power lies in consumers' agentic desires or producers' ability to 

create demand has largely configu red contemporary consumer cri­

cique. 21 Over the last three decades or so, histories of the advertising, 

media, and retail systems have provided fascinating glimp ses into 

the processes and logics of encouraging consumption. 22 As historian 

Stuart Ewen explains of the mushrooming marketplace for consumer 
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goods that emerged in the wake of industrialization , "it became 

imperative to invest the laborer with a financial power and a psychic 

desire to consume. "23 The up-and-coming advertising industry rose to 

the cask with alacrity. 

T hough advert isers in the lace nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries were charged with socializing the masses to desire newly cre­

ated product categories and brands, they primarily focused on 

middle-class women, who had been designated as the primary house­

hold purchasing agents. A 1929 advertisement in Printers' Ink, the first 

U.S. trade publication dedicated to the ad industry, brought chis gen­

der division into stark relief Reworking a line from poet Alexander 

Pope 's "An Essay on Man," the text noted, "The proper study of 

mankind is man . .. but the proper study of market is women." 24 And 

accord ingly, early advertisers worked feverishly to both guide and 

legitimi ze the shopp ing behaviors of "Mrs. Consumer." Ads offered 

prescriptions on how to be a "good" wife and mother by, for instance, 

maintaining a clean home, preparing hearty meals for her family, and 

keeping her skin soft and supp le. Alcernacively, dishpan hands, poor 

hygiene, and visible markers of age were pathologized as impediments 

to marriage and, ultimately , happiness. Powered by the venerable 

autho rity of these representations, such stereotypes helped co shape a 

limited-and limitin g-ideal of domestic femininity .25 

Of course, advertising professionals were not exclusively respon­

sible for propagating these cultural tropes; instead, they worked close­

ly with burgeoning media channels and , most especially, the women's 

magazine industry. W idely distributed and astonish ingly visual , 

women's periodicals were seen as essential conduits co reach mothers 

and wives during their moments of leisure. These mass-circulation 

periodicals served as instruction manuals for middle-class women 

through their unique arsenal of content: dress patterns and recipes, 
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images of the home , advice colum ns, literary fiction, and , of course, 

ads peddling produces co improve th e life of Mrs . Consumer. T he 

Ladies' Home journal, in particu lar, is credited with ushering in che era 

of che "gendere d advert ising forum ," und er the guid ance of publish­

ers Cyrus an d Louisa Knapp Curcis.26 The C urcises sought co lure 

prospective clients with ad placements adjacent co editor ial content, a 

presumed assurance that readers wou ld pay atte ntion co the ads. Och­

er publish ers reporte dly helped advertisers co create effective messag­

es, while simultaneously publishin g editorials informing their readers 

of the value of advert ising for consu mer decision-malcing.27 

Even in the late nineteenth cent ury, assumpt ions about class-o r 

more accurately, the boot-strapp isc ideal of class mobility-steered the 

direction of ad messages in the United Scates. As media historian Nancy 

Walker contends, women 's magazine ed itors were guid ed by the as­

sumption char thei r mosdy middl e-class readers "aspired co impro ve 

their class stand ing, by improving their mat erial surrounding s."28 Of­

ten, chis ideal focused on domestic life, presenting "what th e reader 

should wane and aspire co--a larger house, more stylish clothing-and 

thus helping co define domestic conce rns in terms of cons um er cul­

ture." '? The ideal of class ascendance cont inues co dr ive the production 

of imagery and messages in women 's magazines and ads. When I inter­

viewed Jason Wagenheim , who at the rime was the vice president and 

publisher of Teen ¼gue, about the magazine's (imagined) reader, he of­

fered: she's the "type of young woman [who] may nor be able to afford 

Gucci thi s second, but she can get the [sun]glasses for four hundred 

dollars ... and she's marching chem with her H&M orTop shop dress." 

The evolving class consc iou sness cap tur ed in ads was- and 

remain s- a response co large r transformati ons in cultural and eco­

nom ic life. Among the changes char unfurled over the first decades of 
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the twe nti eth centur y were new und erstandin gs about the division 

between publi c and priva te life-a cultural barri er lon g struct ured 

through the binary of masculine/public and feminine/private. In fact, 

up th rough the antebe llum era, it was consid ered unfit for middle­

class women co appear alone in pub lic spaces; after all, the city was a I 
place for women of the street.30 H owever, the newfangled department / 

scores of the fin de siecle era were instrumental in overturning these 

cul rural norms; throu gh the coor din ated efforts of score merchants 

like H arry Gordon Selfridge and John Wanamaker, department scores 

rose co prominence as "safe" spaces for women . In Lond on , for in­

stance, Selfridge publi cized his eponymo us depart ment score as a 

venu e char would protect women against the dange rs of the city.31 

Meanwhile, U.S. departm ent scores were constructed as retail enclaves 

where wome n could congregate with ease; hairdr essers, tearooms, and 

nur series were meant co facilitate leisure-t ime socializacion .31 As 

Wi lliam Leach explain s in his fascinatin g history of North Ame rican 

dep artme nt scores, merchants strategically aimed to exploit women's 

class position . Fur displays, in particular, were designed "co st ir up 

feelings of soc ial inadequacy an d envy"; merchant s hop ed such 

anxieties would prompt impu lse buying. '' 

Co llectively, then, these cultural hisrories of th e advertisi ng, me­

dia, and reta il industries reveal the extent co which feminine ideals 

were deeply intertwined with appeals co upward mobility and aspira­
tion. Ind eed, just as Veblen argued char foppish memb ers of th e nou­

veau riche adorned their bodies and homes with ostentatious displays 

of wealth, early twentieth-century advertisers seemed ro believe that 

female consumers could be sedu ced by fantasies of class ascend ance.34 

Thus, ads circ ulatin g in the first decades of th e twentieth cen tu ry 

tend ed to depict the upper and upper-middle classes, ostensibly entic­

ing (mos cly female) consumers "to envision themselves occupying a 
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higher rung on society's ladder than most of them in face did. "35 Such 

pitches encouraged what is often described as aspirational consump­

tion , whereby individual s purcha se produces or brands to imitate the 

consumer behavior of those occupying higher -class standing. By the 

1950s, as the kitchen became a central place to demonstrate markers 

of (female) class status, aspirational appeals infiltrated ads for "new" 

models of appliances and labor-saving devices.36 

The modern incarnations of aspirational consumption are varie­

gated, and many of the social media producers I intervi ewed men­

tioned brands to symbolically communicate social status-be it of 

themselves, their fellow bloggers/lnscagrammer s, or their perceived 

readers. For example, Chanel was desirable but a brand "[not] every 

girl can afford"; Old Navy, by contrast, was available to the masses. A 

college student I spoke with coveted over-the-knee Stuart Weitzman 

boots but couldn't spend "half my paycheck on this pair of boots." 

Here, it should be noted that "class" is a sociological concept rife with 

interpretation; in classical social theory, it has been hitched to notions 

of wealth and material goods, power and consent, status, and "life 

chance," among others .37 

Sociologists of consumption have found Pierre Bourdieu 's writ ­

ings on the symbolic structure of resources to be especially fruitful for 

mining the relationship between class and consumerism, and I draw 

\ on his typology of capital throughout chis book. 38 Bourdieu explicates 

the "three fundamental guises" under which capital may appear: eco­

nomic, which translates directly into financial wealth; cultural, which 

correspond s to educational qualifications and intellect; and social, 

which can exist as a tide of nobility but often reflects relational net­

works-all of which are more or less convertible co others. 39 Bourdieu 

eschews an economically deterministic model of class identity in favor 

of a more dynamic system chat foregrounds education, experience, 
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and social distin ction, among ochers. A person's manner of dress is 

thus an expression of her cultural capital; it is rendered visible in the 

red-lacquered soles of Christian Loubout in footwear, the interlocking 

"C''s fashioned onto the enclosure of a Chanel clutch, the signature 

roundel that distingui shes a BMW, and the sleek band and oversized 

interface of the Apple Watch. 40 

Aspirational consumerism is thu s und erstoo d as emu lat ion l 
of thos e with a higher level of cultural capital; the visible and social 

nature of material goods-both attributes that were highlighted by 

Veblen-remain central to chis practice. Yet, while Veblen seems co 

condense conspicuousness and aspiration in drawing attention co the 

class-based performances animating consumer behavior, we would be 

remiss to read these terms as interchangeabl e. While ostentatious 

displays by the nouveau riche discernably communicate something 

about whom the individual is, aspirational consumerism is a projec­

tion of who the individual may become. The cimeline for class mobility 

is therefore stretched out into an imagined future. 

Ostensibly, appeals co aspirationalism are especially pert inent in 

the current, pose-recession era, as many continue to seek out full­

time, stable employment. In this so-called "age of austerity"-a phrase 

not without its critics-consumption is more likely to be focused on 

the future self, one living an improved life flush with shiny, new prod­

ucts. It is thus not incidental chat when the publisher and chief reve­

nue officer of women's fashion monthly Harper's Bazaar announ ced 

an e-commerce initiative called ShopBazaar in 2012, she reasoned , 

"We read to dream and aspire, but also to acquire. " A designer I inter­

viewed, Siobhan, made a similarly poignant remark when discussing 

self-presentation in the age of social media: "It circles back around to 

that same fashion trop e, which is all about aspiration .... Ir's about 

selling an idea to somebody, and appealing to who they think they 
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are, and/or who they wane co be, and outside of che reality of 
themselves." 

Though the indelible specter of"Mr. Breadwinner/Mrs. Consumer" 

still looms large-most unmistakably in representations in popular cul­

ture of the steely businessman or the shopping mall-cavorting female­

chis stubborn binary has been challenged on a number of fronts. For 

one, feminise scholars and activists have helped co lay bare che role of 

women's unpaid domestic and reproductive labor in maintaining che 

circuit of capital.•1 The lineages of chis reasoning can be traced co radical 

Marxist feminism in Italy and, in rhe United Scates, sociologies of the 

gendered division oflabor. Beginning in rhe 1970s, Italian feminises cri­

tiqued their Marxist brethren for failing co recognize housework, child­

care, elder care, and ocher domestic responsibilities as che very "work 

char produces and reproduces labor power. "◄2 One especially influential 

voice was scholar-act ivist Leopoldina Fortunati, who identified the 

socio-political implicatio ns of the unequal exploitat ion of men and 

women under capitalism: 

Unlike the male worker ... [the housewife] is posited 

as non -value, she can not obtain money for her work, she 

receives no wage in exchange ... she cannot hold money .... 

[W]ichin the family the housewife and her husband ... enter 

into relations ... witho ut equal rights , therefore not equal in 
the eyes of rhe law. ◄3 

In an attempt to render visible the "women's work" that sustains mod­

ern capitalism , members of the International Feminist Collective or­

chestrated the International Wages for Housework Campaign in 1972. 

Assembling behind the rallying cry, "If women were paid for all they 
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do, there 'd be a lot of wages du e," activists demanded material com­

pensation for women's dome stic labor-the very same activities chat 

are often concealed behind heteronormat ive ideals of femininity. 

While the political gains of the campaign were-and still are-dis­

puted, chis project helped co draw attention co rhe structural inequa l­

ities inh erent in rhe gendered division oflabor. 44 And many of chose 

involved with the campaign continue to advocate for bringing gender 

co the fore of Italian Marxism. 

With the broadening recognition of the role of immaterial labor 

in powering the post-industrial economy, theo rizati ons of women 's 

domestic and /or care work have been shoehorned into critical writ­

ings on affective labor, defined as rhe "labor char produces or manipu­

lates affects."45 Yer co Silvia Federici, a co-founder of the International 

Feminist Collective, "women's work " is made all the more obscure by 

the "demystifying" language of affect. Taking particular aim at rhe 

writings of her Marxist contemporar ies Michael Hardt and Antonio 

Negri, Federici outlines what gees lost in their designation of "affective 

labor ": "the feminist analysis of the function of the sexual division of 

labor, the function of gender hierarchies, [and] the analysis of rhe way 

cap it alism has urged the wage to mobilize women 's work in 

the reproduction of the labor force. "46 Accordingly, rhe period since 

rhe 1990s has been experienc ing an "affective turn" across rhe disci­

plines; despite chis intellectual momentum, there is a lingering reluc­

tance co chink through "women's work" and affect studies. 47 A notab le 

exception is Kylie Jarrett, whose notion of the "digital housewife" es­

tablishes parallels between unpaid domestic and reproductive (female) 

labor and consumer contribut ions co digital media induscr ies.48 Fol­

lowing Jarrett, I agree chat "rhe uncanny, ghosrly presence of women's 

labor can provide a framework co reinvigorate analysis of specific qual­

ities of the laborin g involved in the digital economy." 49 
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Marxist feminism is not the only tradi tion to call attention to the 

profoundly gendered nature of certain forms of (under-valued) labor. 

With intellectual roots in American sociology, Arlie Hochschild ex­

plored the feminized nature of service work in her now-canonical 1983 

monograph, The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feel­

ing. A key theme in the book is what she terms "emotional labor," 

which she defines as labor that "requires one to induce or suppress 

feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance char produces the 

proper stare of mind in others." 50 Service professionals-she was look­

ing at flight attendants and bill collectors, among other professions­

are thus encouraged to manage their feelings according to organiza­

tional structures and scripts. Although Hochschild located the rise of 

emotional labor in the political-economic movement from a goods­

based to a service economy, she also explores the various ways in 

which considerations of gender structure this system. Indeed, she 

seems to presage lacer discussions of the "feminization of the work­

force" by noting the economy's demand for "skills in personal rela­

tions, the womanly art of status enhancement and the emotional 

work that it requires [which have] been made more public, more 

systematized, and more standardized." 5' One of my interviewees 

acknowledged the hidden coses of this labor quite explicitly: "There's 

a certain emotional labor that goes into being a female You Tuber. You 

just have to deal with people being shitty." I return to the topic of 

emotional labor later in the book; yet the remark from chis vlogger 

suggests how gendered overtones structure such virtual interactions. 

The traditionally gendered producer/consumer binary has been 

further eroded by the influx of women into the global workforce, pre­

dominantly in the aftermath of feminism's second wave. According to 

the U.S . Labor Statistics and Census Bureau, the number of female 
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workers mushroomed from 30.3 million in 1970 to 72.7 million in the 

early 2000s. Though these raw statistics are staggering, they obscure 

less auspicious trends in the contemporary labor pool: rhe actual per­

centage of women entering the workforce has remained relatively stag­

nant since the 1980s, and many career sectors remain sharply divided 

by sex. For instance, the top-ranked positions for women in 1970 were 

secretaries, bookkeepers, and elementary school teachers; in the first 

decade of the 2000s, rhe leading occupations for female professionals 

were remarkably similar: administrative assistants, cashiers, and ele­

mentary and middle school ceachers.12 Further, the oft-cited wage gap 

srarisric that women earn $0.77 for every dollar earned by men reveals 

the persistence of gender-based discrimination, with women of color 

faring significantly worse .53 
These indicators have, perhaps unsurprisingly, emerged as cata­

lysts for larger conversations about the presence and status of women 

in the workforce, including debates about the sex-based division of 

labor, the social demands of parenting and ocher domestic responsi­

bilities, and labor policy reforms . In recent years, a handful of promi­

nent female writers and executives have helped to steer the media 

conversation . In 2012, publ ic policy scholar Anne-Marie Slaughter 

published a cover story in the Atlantic on "Why Women Still Can't 

Have It All"; notably, the online version was the most viewed article 

to date . In the op-ed, Slaughter poignantly derailed her decision to 

abandon her post as a high-ranking public official in order to spend 

more rime with her family, including cwo teenage sons. A self­

identified feminise and "h igh-profile career woman," Slaughter con­

fessed that she never imagined she would face a choice between her 

career and her family; however, working for the government meant a 

demanding schedu le over which she had little control. With the new 

position, then, Slaughter came to realize that "having it all was not 
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possible in many types of jobs . .. ac lease nor for long. " Slaughter 

plainly denounced the workplace structures char force so many wom­

en co confront chis decision, including inflexible work schedu les and 

employers' expectations of rhe ever-present, connected employee. 

Slaughter's piece has been held up as a rejoinder to Sheryl Sand-

/ berg, who in 2012 was gearing up for the laun ch of Lean In: Women, 

Work, and the Will to Lead, a book based on her wildly popular TED 

talk several years prior. Sandberg, the Harvard-educated COO of 

Facebook, prodded career-minded females to lean in as they endeavor 

co close what she calls the "global ambition gap" for women. Although 

Sandberg aligned herself with the objectives of feminism, she placed 

the onus on women for "lower[ ing] our own expecta tion s of what 

we can achieve." 54 Conseq uently, some public voices- including 

Slaughter -have critiqued Sandberg's dismissal of systematic barriers 

and structural conditio ns char stunt women 's career progress. And, 

true co form, the mainstream media pitted these women against each 

ocher in a fierce debate. 

A strong undercurrent of this so-called debate is the impact of 

I new employment schedules-including the much-idealized flexible 

model. To be sure, widespread internet usage has figured prominently 

in modern arrangements that enab le employees to work remotely 

and/or set their own schedules. It should be understood, though, that 

such changes are also sympcomatic of the ideologies and processes of 

post-Fordism, a term that describes the progressive movement of or­

ganizations coward flexible specialization and decentralized produc­

tion. Of course, post-Fordism amounts co much more than an altered 

system of production and is concomitant with a series of socio­

econom ic and technological shifts, including the rapid development 

of an information - or knowledge-based economy. Within this 

information economy, notions of flexibility assum e a political 
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valance. Indeed, for working mothers beset by the burden of balanc­

ing personal and professional demands, telecommuting and "smart 

homes" were introduced with a wave of euphoria. Just as mid-century 

technologies like the d ishwasher and laundry machine were discur­

sively positioned as "labor-saving devices" for the female homemaker, 

modern innovations have been celebrated for their ability co emanci­

pate women from patriarchal work srructu res.15 In a 2016 article pub ­

lished by Bitch Media , freelance writer Sarah Grey contended that 

women are increasingly being "squeeze[d] out of the workplace" by a 

conste llation of corpora te cost-cutting measures, includ ing the "lack 

of paid maternity leave, inad equate rime off, littl e flexibility, and 

unequal pay chat doesn't always cover the cost of childcare. "56 For 

Grey, freelancing and cont ractin g enable her to exert necessary con­

trol over her schedule as she juggles work with childcare responsibili­

ties and a chronic illness. 

Importanrly, though, stud ies of flexi-work reveal that these cools 

have done little to unsetrle structural gender inequal ities-an issue 

Grey alluded ro in the conclusion of her piece.57 Internet scholar 

Melissa Gregg explores how "presence bleed" -the blurring cogerher of 

the work and home spheres-disproportionally impact s female work­

ers.58 The women in her study had to "fight for rime to perform paid 

work pursuits" because of the reverberations of the so-called "second 

shift" of domestic care.59 Those I interviewed, similarly, noted how this 

always-on, multi-tasking mentality had impacted their personal lives: 

partners pleading with them to come co bed in the wee hours of the 

morning or turning the computer back on after purring the kids co bed. 

Heather recalled a family vacation from her days as a full-time mommy 

blogger: "My kids were swimming in the pool, and I'm upstairs in a 

hotel room on the Wi-Fi trying to get something published." 
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Though women's inroads into the employment economy are a 

marker of political progress, such laboring activities were historically 

steeped in appeals to feminine consumerism-particularly in the me­

dia and culture industries. 60 Whether as content creators, researchers, 

or sales professionals, women played a crucial role in the journalism, 

advertising, and beauty industries, shaping the direction of these busi­

nesses in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 61 Thus, 

while the post-Victorian beauty industry deployed enterprising wom­

en as a revolutionary, trust-building sales force, women's magazine 

executives relied upon female editorial voices to relate to the unique 

experiences of middle-class women. However, with women's maga­

zines as texts of(i.e., produced by) and for (i.e., consumed by) women, 

the presentation of female staffers grew primarily out of a business 

logic-rather than a political one. 61 The owners of early women's 

magazines were guided by the assumption that female consumers 

would be inspired to follow the advice of female experts; thus, (male) 

executives invited female editors and columnists to join their staff. 

Similar reasoning infiltrated the early advertising industry, as 

young women were hired and tasked with producing copy and visual 

appeals that could best address the (perceived) needs of the proverbial 

Mrs. Consumer. Consumer culture historian Jennifer Scanlon's study 

of female professionals in the J. Walter Thompson agency during the 

r92os and 1930s seems to nuance the business-versus-politics under­

standing of the workforce composition; she argues that "these women 

often approached their work with a missionary spirit about the con­

sumer culture, a spirit many of them carried over from the progressive 

policies of their college educations, suffrage activities or social work 

experiences. "6
i Of course, this framing does not belie the face that 

these female workers were part of an industry sustained by appeals to 

an overwhelmingly female audience. Who best to develop effective ad 
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appeals for food, cleaning products, clothing, and cosmetics aimed at 

middle-class women than other women? Yee because of the disparity 

between these two groups-upper-class, former suffragists who 

sought independence in the professional domain and, by contrast, 

traditional, middle-class stay-at-homers-the former "remained in­

visible to the world of women's magazines and advertising for decades 

to come." 64 As should be apparent by now, "invisible labor" is a recur­

rent theme in thinking through the productive contributions of 

women across eras, contexts, and industries. 

It was, rather unsurprisingly, the second-wave feminist move­

ment that brought concerns about the unequal status of female media 

workers to public consciousness. Prime targets of the feminist move­

ment were women's magazines-with their staid representations of 

domestic femininity emerging from a predominancly male editorship. 

During one widely publicized 1970 protest, more than a hundred 

women staged a sit-in at the office of then-Ladies' Home Journal 

editor-in-chief John Mack Carter; at the time, senior editor Lenore 

Hershey was one of che only female staffers. As feminist scholar Bon­

nie Dow summarized, "For eleven hours, protestors demanded an all­

female editorial staff, childcare for employees and an end co advercise­

men cs on makeup and appliances .... They targeted every 

characteristic that defined women's magazines at the time."6s The sit­

in prompted various changes: Carter lee the activists edit a portion of 

the magazine lacer that year, and by 1973, Hershey had stepped into 

the role of editor-in-chie£ 66 The succeeding years saw massive work­

force changes unfurl, largely spurred by the women's liberation move­

ment. During a 1993 interview, two decades after the Ladies' Home 

Journal sir-in, Glamour magazine's then-editor-in-chief Ruth Whit­

ney provided a snapshot of the composition of the women 's magazine 

industry: "The staff at Glamour is almost entirely female. The edito-
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rial staff numbers more than sixty and another forty that comprise the 

business area." She enthused, "At Conde Nast itself, working condi­

tions and attitudes have changed." 67 

Despite Whitney's optimism, executive teams of (almost 

exclusively white) men rend co dominate the upper echelons of the 

magazine publishing business. 68 This disparity is indicative of a more 

widespread gender gap endem ic co nearly all of the major media in­

dustries, with che role and status of women especially bleak at che 

highest levels of contemporary media organizations. In 2015, on the 

heels of the Women's Media Center's release of its annual report on 

che "Status of Women in the U.S. Media, " Time magazine highlight­

ed some particularly "sad truths" about gender-based inequities: the 

percentage of women in sports journ alism was an abysmally low 10 

percent; male journalises had an overwhelming margin in the area of 

hard news; an d the large majority (83 percent) of Hollywood 

executives were male. 69 Moreover, these gender imbal ances have 

important incersectionalicies with race and ethnicity; women of color 

fared worse chan white women across all categories examined in the 

2015 report. 70 

The statistics are grim in ocher geographic con texts, coo. The 

pub licat ion of the first "Global Report on the Status ofWomen in che 

News Media, " which drew upon a study of 500 companies in 59 na­

tions, highlighted some of the sta rk disparities across nation-states. 

Overall, though, the 2013 survey revealed char men held 73 percent of 

cop management jobs and nearly two-thirds of reporcing jobs. Fortu­

nately, the pattern was less dire among news-gathering, editing , and 

writing posirions .7' In making a case for the need co cake the macro­

level relationship between media and gender-including policy, fi­

nancial, and ownership structures-ser iously, feminise media scholar 

Carolyn Byerly contends char the overwhelming control of medi a in-
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duscries by men gives chem the power to determine wh ich messages 

and ima ges to circulate co broader publics.72 

While the national and global surveys listed above detail the prev­

alence of vertical segregation -the glass ceiling metaphor-David 

Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker produce compelling insight about 

horizontal, or occupational, segregation within the television , maga­

zine, and music industries. Among che implications they identify: the 

tendency of jobs performed by a large majority of women to pay less; 

sex-based divisions which challenge ideals of auconomy and freedom ; 

segregated cu lture s that make it more chall enging for workers co 

"march their talents to their occupations "; and gender clusters which 

rend co perpetuate scereotypes .73 Such findings tend to reaffirm stud ­

ies of other creative professionals published over the last decade: while 

men dominate more prestigious creative roles as well as technical and 

craft fields, women are concentrated in marketing, communications , 

and service roles.74 

The high ratio of women working in public relations-estimate s 

range from 73 to 85 percent-has led to its designation of a "p ink ' 

ghetto. "75 In 2014, New York Magazin e writer Ann Friedman ques­

tioned why the field "rema ins syno nymous with the worst female 

stereotypes": 

While there are many men in PR-including 80 percent 

of upp er management-it's women, often yo un g women, 

who are likely to be doing rhe grunt work of sending emai ls 

and writing tweets and cold-calling contacts . The very work 

chat jou rnalises, and the rest of us, are likely co see as fluffy.76 

A year lacer, then-Medium editor Alana Hope Levinson invoked the 

"pin k ghetto" aphorism in a poignant self-reflection on rhe marginal 
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standing of social media workers within contemporary news organi-

1 zacions. Social media, she learned, is disparaged as a "girly job"-de­

spice its central role in steering the twenty-firsc-century news busi­

ness. Levinson notes the striking similarities between digital media 

work and PR , explaining chat "they both, at their essence, involve 

promotion; and they're both-if done well-invisible. "77 This invisi­

bility manife sts itself in various ways-in the lack of female bylines, 

the shifting regimes of credit to male superiors, and the tendency of 

women to absorb the organizational "flack."78 

There is, of course, another "pink ghetto" in the creative 

industries - the sprawling culcure of unpaid internships. College 

students eager to pad their resumes and schmooze with prospective 

employers are prodded to "pay their dues " or "work for exposure" 

through these oft -uncompensated positions. And the market for un­

paid interns is markedly gendered. In his expose of exploitative condi­

tions of the internship system, Ross Perlin pinpoints both gender­

and class-based internship injustices, with the former attributed co 

"the fields women gravitate toward and possibly also [to the likeli­

hood that] female students have been more accepting of unpaid, un­

just situations." 79 Researchers at the University of Victoria and the 

Canadian Intern Associat ion produced empirical research confirming 

the gender dispar ity in unpaid internships -o r that "the unpaid in­

tern economy rides on the backs of young women. "80 

Many of the creative aspirants I interviewed held internships 

prior to--or concomitant with-their social media produ ctio ns. Re­

flecting on the general character of internships in the glamour indus­

tries , college student Nishita offered, "It 's really hard to find a good 

paid internship when it comes to the fashion or creative industry. 

Mine wasn't paid. I just did it for the experience and just to learn 

more about everything." Lauren, another young woman seemingly 
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indoctrinated in the "work for exposure" narrativ e, explain ed that 

though her internship was unpaid, she received "exposure to the in­

du stry and ... to put [the position ] on your resume, and it's a really 

good experience to improve your writing ." Kelly, coo, was optimistic 

in recalling her former stint as an intern at Teen Vogue. Though the 

unpaid position required her to commute back and forth between 

Philadelphi a and New York (nearly one hundred miles) at least three 

times a week , she concluded that she "would not take back that expe­

rience for the world." The experiences of these creative aspirants 

corroborate research by Miche lle Rodino-Colocino and Stephanie 

Berberick, who conducted a series of focus groups with former PR 

interns; the ir samp le, perhaps not surprising ly, was 85 percent female. 

They learned that interns seem to render their "bitch work" more 

tolerab le through individual ized narratives of "hope, love, and luck." 81 

Disparaging terms like "fluffy," "b itch work," and "the pink ghet­

co" testify co the fact that inequalities in the creative secrors are mor e 

than just "numbers " issues. Rather, they are bound up with histor ical 

and social construct ions of gender chat have done little to unsettle as­

sumptions char have rendered women a particular kind of creative la­

borer. 

In stark contrast to their high concentrations in the promotional 

industries, women's roles and status in the tech sector are marginal, at/ 

best. The number of female tech workers employed by the industry 

juggernauts-Apple, Google, Facebook, and Microsoft-is astonish­

ingly low; Apple is the only one to climb above the 20 percent mark , 

and the figures are especially bleak for women of color.81 More alarm­

ing still, a study by the American Association of University Women 

found that the gender gap in computing is actually widening. In 2013, 

wome n held only 26 percent of computing positions , a marked 
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decline from 35 percent in 1990. 83 Silicon Valley-w ith its uber-hip lot 

of scare-ups and innovat ion indu stries- is a notoriou sly inho spitable 

work climate for women. Discour ses of (mascu line-coded) entrepre­

neurship are firmly ent renched in tech culcur e, which, as int ernet 

schola r Alice Marwick argues, is doubl y problematic for women: 

"En treprene urialism is a loaded concept chat incorporates male­

normative notion s of behavior and success, and because entrepreneurs 

are so high status, chi s means chat wome n have been systemat ically 

excluded from rhe highest levels of the techno logy scene."8◄ 

Some of the wom en I interviewed, particularly tho se who had 

more experience in start-up cultur e, shared their own experien ces 

wirh subtle and no t-so-s ubtl e sexism in th e tech field s. Siobh an, 

an aspiring fashion entrepreneur , spo ke at lengt h abo ur rhe ways 

in which gend er biases shape the experiences of women in business, 

particularly: 

I rhink chat as a [female] entr epreneur, a lot of th e re­

sources ... are limi ted because you are going to be in female­

cenrric businesses, which tend to not have the capital interest 

chat ocher ones do. I just chink abou t in terms of some of the 

VCs [venture capi tal firms], and I can only think of really one 

that specializes in fashion. Wh en you chink about a start-up 

company, and th ey're going to gee investm ent , it 's usually a 

guy, ir's usually a tech com pany. And even if it's not a tech 

compa ny, the peop le that are giving the mon ey are men. 

Meanwhi le, Ana R., a longtime computer programm er, left her career 

because of a pervasive sense of feeling "pu shed out ." Durin g our inter­

view, she challenged the common assumption chat th e lack of women 

in techn ology is a "pipeline p roblem." She explained , "If there's not 
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enough women in technolo gy, it's because women don't want to go 

into technolo gy because there's so much bias." 

In recent years, mainstr eam media have cast a much-ne eded spot­

light on this issue, exposing forms of gend er discrimination across the 

new medi a and technology indu str ies. For instance , the New York 

Times repo rted that female comp ut er engin eers and programmers 

were abandoning lucrative posts because of an alpha-male cultur e 

where they are frequently dismissed, harassed , and even thr eatened .85 

An espec ially high-profile case conc erns former Reddit CE O Ellen 

Pao, whom the Washington Post dubbed "one of the most recognizable 

faces in the debate over discrimination in Silicon Valley."86 After she 

filed a gender harassment suit against her former employer, venture 

capitali st firm Kleiner Perkins, a jury ruled against Pao, who declined 

co appe al. H er self-reflect ion on che experience app eared in Lenny, a 

feminist magazine spearheaded by actress Lena Dunh am: 

I saw incon sistencies in what people said and what they 

actually did. I saw man y firms talking meritocracy but ignor­

ing great opportunitie s that women brou ght in or giving men 

credit for chem. I saw the bar for promo t ion move as soon as 

a woman crossed it. I saw inconsistencies in how aggressive­

ness and strong opinions were rewarded acros s genders . I 

heard stories about harassm ent and off-color jok es and sexist/ 

ageist/racist conversat ions. Women founder s were pu shed 

out or into lesser roles as a conditi on for investment , while 

similarl y inexperienced male founders were given the benefit 

of the doubt and supp orted . 87 

Althou gh Pao went on co champi on a series of anti- harassment mea­

sures at Reddic, she soon became the victim of a targeted att ack by 
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internet trolls. In late 2015, Pao publicly announced her decision to 

seep down from the executive pose. 

The gaming industry is another creative field where misogyny 

and sexual harassment run rampant. Indeed, feminist game scholars 

Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw note char while che number of wom­

en consuming games is relatively equal to char of men, women are a 

minority when it comes to the production of games. Institutional sex­

ism is so pervasive char even chose connected to the industry-game 

reviewers or critics like Anita Sarkeesian-have been subjected co rape 

and death threats. Chess and Shaw describe how they, too, became 

the target of online trolls as part of the #Gamergate scandal. 88 Unfor ­

tunately, even initiatives which are specifically designed to promote 

women in technology are mired by deeply ingrained stereotypes and 

lingering devaluations of gendered labor. For instance, Alison Harvey 

and Stephanie Fisher 's study of the Difference Engine Initiative ­

a Canadian incubator designed co support female video game 

developers- revealed chat despite the seeming ly admirable mission of 

the initiative, unequal power relations were maintained through 

immaterial labor. 89 

Such findings are a testament to the substantial amount of invisible 

labor structured into an economy where workers are compelled co pro­

mote themselves and deploy their affective skills. And while the narra­

tive that sustains chis logic is the problematic assumption that women 

are uniquely positioned to engage in such modes of affective labor, it is 

a contemporary truism that all cu ltural workers face increasing de­

mands to manage their self-presentations. The features of what Lisa 

Adkins called the "cultural feminization of economic life"-including 

flexibility, mobility, an emphasis on image/aesthetics, and various 

subjective performances-make clear how understandings of gender 

and labor must go beyond the sheer number of women participating in 
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che labor force.90 Scholars have thus adopted the rhetoric of feminized 

employment to explain how contemporary work is evermore "insecure, 

flexible, invisible, and/or poorly paid." 9' 

With all the promises of democratization ascribed to rhe internet 

era, the unabated growth of online communication over the last two 

decades has helped co challenge certain aspects of the gendered division 

of labor while rendering others all che more potent. It is for chis very 

reason char discussions of che internee as either "masculine " or "femi­

nine" are crude, at best. Nonetheless, the early, Tim Berners-Lee era 

internet was dominated by men , and the gender disparity was stagger- / 

ing. According to a Nielsen internee usage survey conducted in 1997, 

two-thirds of internet users were male, and men made up 77 percent of 

time spent online. 92 The reasons for the gender gap were multifarious : 

the internet was created by predominantly male team s of computer 

scientists and governmental personnel; women were less likely to be 

socialized into the comp uter sciences; access to tools and technological 

training was sharply divided by gender; and , among the women who 

did go online, many experienced pejorative, demeaning, even threaten­

ing forms of discriminarion. 93 Moreover, the stereotype of intern et users 

tha t circu lated in the popular imagination was a rather narrowly de­

fined one, oft-typified by the geeky white male programmer, hacker, or 

gamer. Digital culture scholar Joseph Turow explains char 1990s media 

and marketing executives worked under rhe assump tion of an exclu­

sively male user-base; companies urged advertisers to "promote them­

selves on the 'i nformation superh ighway' [with) pictures of upscale, 

educated males who were making computers and the media connected 

to chem the center of their business and leisure activities. "94 

Despite the persistence of these narratives, early online communi­

ties were vibrant spaces for female collectives- ranging from support 
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groups to grassroots, advocacy organizations to fan communities. As 

the authors of Spreadable Media explain, che early internee provided 

female participants with access to new skills and technolo­

gies as their members took their first steps into cyberspace, re­

versing early conceptions about the gendering of digital culture 

as a space only for masculine mastery. In parti cular, female fans 

were early adopters of social network technologies , such as Live 

Journal and Dreamwidth , using the resources offered by new 

media technologies (podcasting, mp3s, video-sharing sites) to 

create their own distinctive forms of "participatory culture." 91 

I While some genres of this female-driven "parcicipatory culture" drew 

upon mainsneam media, literature , and art, others assumed a political 

I valance, most especially e-zines (electronic magazines). The digital off­

spr ing of indie-alternacive print zines like Riot Grrri (Europe) and 

Bitch, e-zines like che Grrrl Zone offered women an expressive outlet 

that was firmly positioned against main stream culcure.96 The grrrl zin­

esters website, for instance (active 2002-2007), offered a globally net­

worked space for "critically and politically thinking feminise girls and 

women" to "passionately discuss feminist theory, politics and activism 

and their impa ct on our lives."97 The prevalence of these and other 

genres led feminist interne t scholars to challenge the dominant under ­

stand ing of the internee-and the blogosphere-as a "masculine" activ­

ity and domain .98 Ind eed , narratives of female entrepreneurship began 

to percolate, bolstered by the emergence of online destinations con­

trolled by women. Internee scholar Susan Herring singled out modes of 

self-publishing as well as online community ventures char could pot en­

tially support the interests of a female user-base- both of which were 

arciculared as digitally enabled conduits co professional success.99 
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At the same rime, some of the grassroots, feminist sites chac were 

launched in the early days of che web underwent a transformation as 

pare of the progressive commercialization of the internet. '00 The years 

bracketing the new millennium saw the incorporation of several pop­

ular female-only sites; for instance, women.com merged with Hearst 

magazines, and lacer the sice was combined with iVillage-another 

independently created site, which was purchas ed by NBC Universal in 

2006 before shuttering in 2015. 10 1 As Herring astutely observed of chis 

trend, che web's shift 

from social action co individual fulfillment is consistent 

with a larger trend on the Internee whereby communitarian 

discourses and discour ses about participatory democracy are 

receding in importance as commercialism comes increasingly 

co the fore. '0 ' 

Herring's comment about commercialism "[coming] co the fore" seems I 
nostalgically outdated now, in an era where the web's non-commer cial 

roots are largely forgotten, buried beneath a vericable heap of spon­

sored messages, native content, and cookie-cracked conversations. 

And, perhaps not surprisingly, the construction of women as especially 

communicative digital consumers has found a welcome home in che 

social media economy. One parricular way chat historical and indus­

trial constructions of gender get reified in the digital realm is through 

reports on the "social" nature of women's online interaccions .'03 

As internet conversations have migrated from char-rooms and 

message boards co Facebook, Twitter, and You Tube, the valorizacion 

of female internet users has only intensified. In face, some have even 

suggested th e second decade of che millennium marks a new phase: 

"the feminization of the internet. "10
• This assumption is in pare linked 
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ro che profound growth of social networks where women rend co clus­

ter: female users have a slight majority over men across Facebook, 

Tumble, and Inscagram. The gender gap is especially pronounced on 

Pinteresc, a sire regarded for its arsenal of expressly feminine content, 

wich neacly organized images of wedding ideas, home decor, recipes, 

and children's projeccs. '01 To chis end, Washington Post columnise 

Petula Dvorak called the sire "digital crack for women." 106 

The internee has also given rise co markedly gendered-and 

unabashedly commercial-genres of content production: fashion 

blogging, beauty vlogging, mommy blogging, and DIY design, 

among ochers. In the popular imagination , these activities are widely 

2. Maeve Stier, an aspiring 
model and the blogger 

behind Chic Now, 

showcases some styles for 
"between seasom. "Photo 

Credit: Blogger. 
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couced as platforms for self-expression and individualism - resonant 

ideals in discourses of pose-feminism. By re-routing consumption as a 

mode of cultural production, chese activities promise co disrupt tradi­

tional gendered hierarchies and financially empower (mostly) female 

parcicipants. '07 

The gendered history of the producer/consumer binary is a mul ­

tifarious one, structured through evolving norms about women's so­

cial positioning within various spheres, most especially che public and 

private domains. Forcunacely, these rudimentary-and overwhelm­

ingly patriarchal-norms have been challenged on a number of fronts, 

and once-aircighc boundaries are being slowly effaced. Yet the specter 

of traditional, gender-based divisions-such as Mr. Breadwinner and 

Mrs. Consumer- lingers on. Thus, while female workers have made 

substantial gains in che labor force since the women's liberation move­

ment, occupational inequalicies and social hierarchies persist-though 

chey are much coo often brushed aside wich narratives about innate 

"gender differences" or, alcernacively, "pipeline problem s." 

The media and creative industries - including the particular ca­

reer sectors of fashion, entercainment, and new media- offer a prism 

through which to examine various conscruccions and ambivalences 

surrounding gendered labor. Indeed , despite the glamorization of 

these career fields in the popular imagination, contemporary culture 

industries continue to be mired by systematic patterns of horizontal 

and vertical segregation. In the case of the former , whereby women 

cluster in che so-called "pink ghetto" of promotional or below-the-line 

jobs, feminized forms of emotional labor are rendered obscure by so­

cial constructions of women as intrinsically social communicacors.' 08 

This argument does not deny the face char men, coo, are increasingly 

expected co engage in emotional or immaterial labor as pare of the 

43 



THE ASPIRATIONAL ETHOS 

widespread feminization of the workforce in a service-based econo­
my.'09 However, these progressive shifts have done little to overturn 
the antagon.ism in the discursive separation between "men's work" and 
"women's work." Specifically, patterned gender discrepancies mean 

I that women shoulder most of the risk/low visibility/emotional 
labor-as they remain far removed from the executive suites. 

With social media usage skyrocketing, seemingly feminized ac­
tivities, like child-rearing, decorating, knitting, and fashion styling/ 
modeling, are imbued with opportunities for female empowerment 
and financial independence.110 Reflecting how digitally mediated 
modes of self-expression assume a progressive bent, Sarah Banet­
Weiser and Inna Arzumanova argue that, for fashion haulers, 
"crafting one's personal identity in front of a web-cam . .. is not posi­
tioned as narcissistic, but rather empowering, precisely because these 
activities nurture the promise of an entrepreneurial future."111 Etsy­
preneurs, mom-preneurs, and blogger-preneurs seem to represent the 
vanguard of female business success in the early twenty-first century. 
T he fashion bloggers, designers, YouTubers, and lnscagrammers I 
interviewed, too, see their activities as paths to potentially lucrative 
and fulfilling careers-despite the fact chat they are centrally posi­
tioned within the consumer sphere. But these laboring activities, like 
forms of status-enhancing consumption that preceded them, must be 
understood as fundamentally aspirational. Social media producers 
approach their activities as investments in a future self-one who will

(hopefolly) get paid to do what she loves.
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