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SESSION OVERVIEW
In an increasingly globalized world, where images are dissemi-

nated around the world in mini-seconds and economic changes chal-
lenge the fundamental principles of what we want and expect from 
society the role of women within this remains a contentious issue. In-
deed events from ranging from the role of women in the Arab spring 
revolutions to a serious of news reports from Indian on female rape 
cases serves to remind us that the cultural and societal embodiment 
of what constitutes being a women remains a site to be contested. 
Contested by the women who feel their have ownership over their 
bodies and have they are perceived, versus how others, typically 
men, perceived the role of women and their bodies. In the middle of 
this field lies the market, adapting, creating and nurturing change in 
an effort to open new market segments, opportunities and profit pos-
sibilities. How then do women use consumption in these changing 
environments – as an opportunity to thrive, resist or conform?

Perhaps central to this cultural understanding is religion, where 
women feature prominently in various roles. From the Hindu scrip-
tures where women, presented as gods, are revered and worshiped as 
a form of perfection, to Christian and Islamic teachings on women’s 
modesty, religion determines how men, society, and women them-
selves are perceived. Yet religions role, both from a cultural and 
societal, perspective has become the embodiment of why women’s 
bodies are a site to be contested. In India, the sexualization of the 
female body has recently increased not only in Bollywood films but 
wider Indian society, especially amongst the middle classes. Eco-
nomic growth has led to get feelings of female empowerment and 
consumption opportunities to dress in a more Western style. Yet this 
consumption act challenges and embodies wider societal changes, as 
traditional male roles are usurped by newly empowered women. The 
consequences of this form the basis for our first paper. 

Whilst India represents implied state control, critics of France’s 
recent laws on religious symbolism argue that the state now has im-
plicit legal powers to arrest any women wearing a hijab, burka or any 
other symbolic piece of religious clothing. As women are often the 
bearers of a religion’s tangible values, such laws inherent discrimi-
nation is targeted then at women. Yet it is not just France that views 
women’s bodies and their representation as a site for state control. 
How women respond to this is discussed in our second paper. 

The market itself continues to play an important role in cul-
tural and symbolic meaning embodied within women’s bodies. Our 
third paper, explores how enterprising organizations now see the fe-
male consumer, their body and religion as a marketing opportunity. 
Consequently, the market actively works with religion to find new 
ways of redefining women’s bodies, whilst challenging and renego-
tiating wider cultural and societal norms. Yet, the market itself may 
not lead to such renegotiation. Indeed, in our last paper, market pro-
duced goods are shown as tools to be wielded within the accultura-
tion process. Consumption then is used to redefine migrant women’s 
identities and bodily meanings, asserting greater independence and 
equality, often against the husband’s wishes.   

The four papers in this special session offer insights then into 
the contradictory themes of state and individual, male and female, 
consumption and ownership roles in women’s lives and their bodies. 
From these themes two questions emerge:

1. To what extent does consumption represent a contested site 
for the state and gender differences towards women and their 
bodies be acted out, and

2. Are women merely victims of consumption that aims to di-
rectly or indirectly reinforce their oppressed position?

Constructing Identity through Cultural and Ancient 
Interpretations of the Female Body 

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In societies undergoing modernity, how do women use con-

sumption to negotiate the contrasting cultural values of tradition 
and modernity when their own bodies are held to be sacred (Agnew, 
1997; Mukherjee, 1983; Wadley, 1977)? This paper explores the nu-
ances surrounding consuming the female body in India through the 
material/spiritual dichotomy that manifests in the discourses of na-
tionalistic modernity (Chatterjee, 1989). Women are defined and lo-
cated through social and moral parameters which serve as prominent 
markers of control and surveillance over their consumption choices 
for ‘clothing’ their body. Through changes in family and household 
structures (Sardamoni, 1992), an increasing female workforce (Ven-
katesh and Swamy, 1994) and changes in media representations of 
women (Mankekar, 1999), women are encouraged to reconstruct 
their identity. 

Indian womanhood has been characterized as an ambivalent 
state, wherein women are both revered and subjugated, worshiped 
and molested, free to express themselves in different domains and 
yet voiceless. The Indian woman’s body then becomes the embodi-
ment of Hindu religious texts, such as the Vedic and Dharmic litera-
ture, with the female body as a contrasting site of power and destruc-
tion, needing to be controlled. 

Yet within India contrasting female imagery in media and so-
ciety consolidates a form of sexual, cultural and religious worship, 
women in the social sphere are still deemed the atavistic and authen-
tic ‘body’ of national traditions (McClintock, 1992). In this position 
women simultaneously function as the living archive of the national 
archaic (Reuben, 1994), becoming a standard to construct around a 
modernizing nation. Indian women then embody the spiritual quali-
ties that characterize a nationalistic form of modernity (Mukhopad-
hyay, 1969), whilst embodying the social and familial embodiment. 
Effectively Indian women are juxtaposed between contrasting and 
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opposing forces; revered and subjugated, worshiped and molested, 
free to express themselves in different domains, and yet voiceless 
(Altekar, 1987; Olivelle, 2004). Within this ambivalence, modernity 
has created a consumer culture empowering women to challenge, 
subvert or re-negotiate societal patriarchy in material world once re-
served for men. Women are portrayed not as passive but as active, as-
sertive and visible agents vivaciously participating ‘body projects’. 
The tension created here becomes one between the self as individual 
and as a collective object. It is within this fissure that women negoti-
ate their sense of self through their consumption activities. 

Shilling (2006) noted that the rise of the body within consumer 
culture was a bearer of symbolic value where the “body provides 
a firm foundation on which to reconstruct a reliable sense of self 
in the modern world” (p.2). The young Indian women in my study 
had modified their consumption choices in light of what was socially 
acceptable and they were also seen to “skillfully resolve the tension 
between being faithful and comfortable and creating, modifying, and 
vigorously legitimizing their clothing choices” (Ger and Sandikci, 
2010, p. 26). Consumption at the level of the body, then, becomes a 
metaphor for an unraveling Indian modernity, one which is fraught 
with the contradictions of Indian womanhood.  If, as Puri (2002) 
notes, women’s bodies are used to articulate discourses of moder-
nity and development, then these are also the sites where fear of 
loss of national tradition are expressed. Consumption, in this vein, 
illustrates how performing identities at the level of the body creates 
tensions between an autonomous and collective sense of self. 

A three month multi-method interpretive research study involv-
ing 23 young urban and rural women was undertaken in New Delhi. 
A mixture of focus groups and one-to-one interviews were conduct-
ed, with each interview lasting up to ninety minutes. Respondents 
were also asked to create posters and take photographs of their con-
sumer experiences. 

The findings showed how participants considered the role of the 
body as central to negotiating both consumption activities and notions 
of modernity. Conclusions were drawn about the centrality of con-
sumption for the young women in being able to forge alternative iden-
tities which have not been socially scripted. However, the attempts 
made at constructing this alternative (through rebellion, seeking loop-
holes and testing boundaries) was constrained through forms of con-
trol and surveillance from the familial and social spheres respectively, 
presenting an ongoing tug-of-war between traditional, social narra-
tives of the conduct of women, and an individually ascribed notion. 

The ‘self’ emerged as an ontological dilemma where the preoc-
cupation with the ‘self’ was looked down upon by rural respondents 
who felt that the loss of collectivity would result in a loss of tradi-
tion. The self in terms of grooming and maintaining trends was a 
project of necessity for the urban respondents; the rural girls on the 
other hand critiqued this expression of self-indulgence as unneces-
sary, especially before marriage. Control and surveillance were of 
particular importance as they operated as mechanisms to curb and 
control not only women as their physical selves, but formed to pro-
tect the ‘morality’ of the nation. The most palpable effects of the 
markers of distinction were held between the urban and rural girls, 
in that the appropriation of Western clothing, Western music, hybrid 
linguistic forms, emphasis upon professional achievement and per-
sonal grooming deemed the urban girls as directly involved with the 
project of modernity. For rural consumers, the global flows served 
to hinder and problematize the status quo and they believed that the 
erosion of village sentiment was in part attributed to the attainment 
of new global symbols of prosperity which encompassed charac-
teristics deemed as “modern‟. Ultimately, as material and discur-
sive sites where tradition is performed (Oza, 2001), the body poses 

a number of complex and often contradictory negotiations for the 
young women in light of their constructions of identity. 

This paper develops an understanding of the body through its 
cultural frame, however, as noted by Shilling (2006), contemporary 
analyses of the body as socially constructed phenomena, refer to the 
body as a theoretical space, but the body often remains relatively 
neglected as an actual object of analysis. This paper aims to address 
this shortcoming. Tracing through history, it can be concluded that 
the body project itself is tempered through both nationalistic and an-
cient ideals of womanhood in India. Consumption choices amongst 
the young women express a system of values which reflect an ethos 
of modernity where the clothing of the body demonstrates prevailing 
socio-cultural processes which condition respondents’ daily lives. 

The Halal Nail Polish: Religion and Body Politics in the 
Marketplace

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In January 2013 the Polish cosmetic company Inglot intro-

duced the first ever halal nail polish, the O2M line of breathable nail 
enamel. Wearing nail polish is a contentious issue for pious Mus-
lim women, both symbolically and materially. While some religious 
scholars emphasize that looking beautiful is a requirement in Islam, 
others call for a refrain from any action that would attract the male 
gaze. Moreover, wearing nail polish interferes with ablution, a ritu-
alized body cleansing process that every Muslim should undertake 
before prayer. Because nail polish sets a permanent barrier between 
water and nail, ablution cannot be performed without first removing 
the nail polish. Inglot claims to have devised a formula of breathable 
nail polish, which allows water to penetrate nail, hence is suitable for 
prayer. In this paper, I use halal nail polish as a case to interrogate the 
complex ways through which social, cultural, material and religious 
interpretations of body intersect with marketplace dynamics and in-
form identities. 

The perception and evaluation of one’s own body and physical 
appearance contribute significantly to self-concept (Thompson and 
Hirschman 1995). Within the logic of consumer culture, body turns 
into a site of endless choice and possibility. However, the relation-
ship between body and choice becomes complicated in the context 
Muslim identities. As substantial amount of research has shown 
the concept of modesty plays an important role in shaping Muslim 
identities and practices related to body. While modesty requirement 
applies both men and women, it is the female body that modesty 
becomes embodied, most prominently in the form of Islamic veiling 
(Ahmed 1992; El Guindi, 1999; Mahmood, 2005; Sandıkcı and Ger, 
2010). Increasingly, the discussions of a modest body take place in 
the marketplace. The veiling industry and related Muslim lifestyle 
media promote products and images that promise women fashion-
able yet modest looks (Sandıkcı and Ger 2007). Underlying these is 
an understanding that modest dressing, like other body management 
practices, is a choice for individual women. This emphasis on choice 
resonates with the construction of the neoliberal consumer subject 
and aligns religious norms with market logic. The introduction of 
halal nail polish exemplifies this mutually informing relationship be-
tween Islam and neoliberal consumerism. However, what is interest-
ing in this case is the product’s capacity to invoke internal debates 
about female body and concepts of modesty. 

I explore these debates through netnographic and ethnographic 
methods. Blog entries, news stories and forum discussions on social 
media sites as well as interviews with women selling and using the 
product constitute the data set. As the nail polish has been recently 
introduced, data collection still continues. Preliminary analysis sug-
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gests three main themes. First, there is a debate about the ‘necessity’ 
of a halal nail polish that revokes on the one side the notion of market 
opportunism and on the other side the notion of consumer freedom. 
Second, there is a tension between religious and material concep-
tions of body. While references to scriptural texts and norms seek 
to define boundaries of Muslim female body and situate nail polish 
within this normative framework, testaments based on the physical 
experience of the product attempt to expand the very boundaries of 
religiously appropriate and inappropriate forms of bodily consump-
tion. Third, the debate about the nail polish brings forefront the ques-
tion of who has authority to speak on behalf of women and what 
defines being a pious and modern Muslim woman today. 

Overall, reactions toward the halal nail polish underlie the ques-
tion of what Muslim looks like, or what looks Muslim. Body features 
predominantly in these interrogations, but not only at the symbolic 
level. The nail polish draws attention to the material understandings 
of body and highlights how products shape women’s relationships to 
their bodies by enabling or preventing performance of certain prac-
tices and contribute to their sense of being a “good” Muslim. While 
introduction of halal nail polish appears to be yet another example 
of the growth of modest fashion and lifestyle sector (Lewis, 2010), 
it also shows the increasingly instrumental role market actors play 
in the construction and maintenance of pious consumer identities. 

Religiosity and acculturation through apparel 
consumption amongst North African migrant women in 

France

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Migration challenges the cultural, religious and social values 

associated with consumption for both the migrant and the recipient 
society. Previous studies have tended to focus on multi-cultural soci-
eties that take a melting pot perspective that recognizes and accepts 
difference, such as the USA and UK (Peñaloza, 1994; Gbadamos, 
2012). However what happens when migrants are faced with a soci-
ety that openly rejects cultural and religious differences? And how is 
this rejection acted through consumption? This paper mobilize post-
colonial theory which shows a perspective of the subordinated and 
marginalized (Brace-Govan and Burgh Woodman, 2008) to explore 
these themes through the role of Islam amongst North African fe-
male migrants living in France. A strongly secular country that legal-
ly prohibits public displays of religious symbolism (Tahran, 2011) 
and views ethnic marketing as an irrelevance (Héran, 2007). How 
female migrants and their daughters, who represent the most vis-
ible cultural difference, resolve potential conflict between personal 
religious and societal beliefs forms the focus of this paper. In doing 
so we address calls for further research into inter-generational influ-
ences (IGI) amongst immigrant family settings (O’guinn et al, 1986) 
and religiosity within consumer research (Cleveland and Chang, 
2009; Sandicki, 2006). We also explore how stigmatized consumers 
differentiate themselves through customizing their traditional ethnic 
dress in an established market (Sandicki and and Ger, 2010).

Acculturation, describing the level of individual and commu-
nity attachment to the values of the original culture or host culture, 
has been extensively applied to consumer research (Peñaloza, 1994; 
Askergaard et al, 2005). Whilst some studies drawing upon Berry’s 
(1997) categories, such as Üstüner and Holt’s (2007) reflect upon ac-
culturation as a range of outcomes, others have viewed migrants as 
constantly changing their identities and related consumption depend-
ing upon the context (Lindridge et al, 2006). However, these studies 
assumed that migrants actively want to assimilate, whilst retaining 
their own ethnic identity. In countries where the nation culture is 

deemed to be superior, cultural and religious differences are seen as 
subservient. Such as Islamic women wearing the Hijab (head scarf) 
in public, in France, is an illegal act. Yet, research into the role of 
religion in consumption in secular countries reflects wider tensions. 
For example Sandicki (2006) found that religion influenced poor fe-
male migrants’ acculturation into life in Turkey’s cities conflicted 
with secular demands to change their bodily representation through 
clothing. The city’s cultural codes of wearing body hugging clothes 
were viewed as an act of resistance to God. In a similar vein, Gb-
adamosi (2012) found that Black African migrant women in London 
viewed religious beliefs as sufficient to resist societal pressure to 
acculturate to wearing body revealing clothes. These findings sug-
gest that the women’s body, her ownership over it, and how it is rep-
resented becomes a site for acculturation conflict (Sandicki, 2006) 

Our paper explores these themes by researching North Afri-
can Muslim migrant women living in Paris, France, where 70% of 
migrants originate from North and West Africa constituting 8% of 
the 5 million ethnic minority population (Héran, 2010). France was 
chosen following its legal ban on all religious symbolism in Gov-
ernment spaces, such as wearing the Hijab. Forty-one participants’ 
interviews were undertaken from women born in Algeria, Tunisia, 
and Morocco living in Paris. Participants were categorized as either 
highly religious (HR) faithful to Islamic values in their life and were 
recruited from mosques. Casually religious women (CR) who prac-
tice Islam occasionally were recruited through a snowballing tech-
nique. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes to two hours supported 
by researcher observation of participants in their daily lives. 

Our analysis revealed conflicting behaviors regarding the role 
of religion within acculturation. CR migrant women favored French 
stores that sold western style clothing, demonstrating little rever-
ence for clothing that met with Islamic principles, due to their weak 
Islamic beliefs and their strong identification with France. HR mi-
grant women, in contrast, resisted French secular clothing styles 
by rejecting clothing patterns that were considered against Islamic 
teachings. For example, French clothing brands were rejected as too 
fashionable, body revealing and symbolic of legal system that out-
lawed religious clothing. In term of (IGI) whilst HR / CR mothers 
had HR/CR daughters respectfully, in some instances this was not 
always true. When HR mothers had CR daughters acculturation ten-
sions arose when CR daughters left the traditional family house to 
gain individual freedoms and to engage with secular consumption. 
Daughters’ rejection of their HR mothers manifested through con-
sumption, such as buying / renting their own apartments, living with 
their boyfriend, attending night clubs, wearing revealing apparel and 
rejecting ethnic meals. 

CR mothers who had HR daughters experienced tensions 
around food preparation, with their HR daughters’ preferring Halal 
meat. Consequently these mothers found their daughter’s extreme 
Islamic behavior manifested through refusing to shop with their 
mothers, eat from their meals, and not exchanging ideas around pur-
chases items. Our analysis locates religion then as a central variable 
within acculturation, manifesting through contesting how the female 
body should be presented. Consumption then provided the means 
to construct a project that communicated acceptance or resistance 
to society, as well as a sense of ownership and belonging to society.

Renegotiating the patriarchal bargain and the 
embodiment of womanhood

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research explores how migrant women use consumption to 

renegotiate their culturally construed gendered identity and related 
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bodily representations. Central to this renegotiation is the embodi-
ment of the migrant female identity embodied within the patriarchal 
bargain, representing a set of pre-existing rules and scripts that regu-
late gender identity and related roles (Kandiyoti, 1988). For example, 
duties the wife is expected to perform, such as mother, cook etc. As 
migrant women’s roles transition from a wife within a consanguine, 
traditional, family based around patriarchy to a nuclear family that 
encourages equality, the cultural values embodied in these women 
are challenged and renegotiated. This research then addresses previ-
ous research gender bias towards male immigrants, with female im-
migrants either invisible or stereotyped (Dona and Ferguson, 2004; 
Reid and Comas-Diaz, 1990). Consequently, although the process 
of immigration offers opportunities for culturally determined gender 
roles to be reconstructed in the new host society (Dona and Fergu-
son, 2004), the extent that immigration improves or undermines a 
women’s ability to renegotiate her sense of identity remains unclear 
(Moon, 2003).

Patriarchal bargaining exerts a powerful influence on shaping a 
woman’s gendered subjectivity and determines her sense of gender 
ideology and embodiment in different contexts, for example in the 
family, as an employee etc. Previous research has shown that men 
and women, within the family, have unequal power and, hence, abil-
ity to change the thoughts and/ or actions of each other (Olson and 
Cromwell, 1975). Consequently, the man is widely perceived as hav-
ing greater purposeful influence over his spouse and, therefore, abil-
ity to exert his decisions and his gendered expectations (Kranichfeld, 
1987). Whilst both men and women accept and collude with these 
rules and scripts, they may also challenge, redefine or renegotiate 
them.

Acculturation’s emphasis on cultural change presents an in-
teresting perspective to explore how women’s gender embodiment 
is renegotiated. This cultural re-negotiation we argue can either be 
undertaken with mutual acceptance between husband and wife, or 
resisted and subversively created by another. Drawing upon the work 
of McCracken (1986) we argue that consumption with its related 
meanings becomes a contested area, offering opportunities for mi-
grant women to construct and mediate their own sense of gendered 
identity and renegotiate culturally laden meanings embodied upon 
them.

10 first-generation Nigerian married couples and 10 British 
white couples (20 husbands and 20 wives) living in Britain were 
recruited, exceeding theoretical saturation (McCracken, 1988). This 
then provided a comparison group. Interviews were conducted on a 
sequential basis, with each female participant interviewed twice; first 
with the husband and then separately. Interviews ranged from ninety 
to one hundred and eighty minutes.

Our findings revealed that gender embodiment and cultural 
interpretations represented a nexus of shifting patriarchal power, 
driven by context and opportunity. Opportunities to embody tradi-
tional female cultural roles through consumption reflected a desire 
for equality; a desire often resisted by their husbands. Sometimes 
this arose from necessity but other times female participants used 
market construed products to intentionally assert and renegotiate 
their role. Whilst these women actively cooked and cleaned the fam-
ily home, embodying the feminine body demanded in the patriarchal 
bargain, they also undertook roles reminiscent of the man. For exam-
ple, the woman purchasing products for family members against the 
husband’s wishes, refusing to embody cultural roles of womanhood 
at community events, and publicly renouncing the husband’s posi-
tion through consumption opportunities. At other times the women 
actively supported their husband’s position, even though they had 
previously undermined it. For example, the wife would empower 

the husband to fulfil cultural duties such as purchasing meat (even 
though they women were capable of doing so).

 In conclusion, whilst these women actively sought and 
achieved a sense of equality through consumption, renegotiating 
their gender roles and physical sense of self, these acts were un-
dertaken with a wider cultural recognition. Acculturation then repre-
sented a means of renegotiating the patriarchal bargain within Nige-
rian cultural parameters, rather than a bid to acculturate into British 
White culture. Our findings then indicate the role and embodiment of 
cultural boundaries within the acculturation process.
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