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Abstract:  
 

This thesis examines feminist commodity networks through an ethnographic case study of 

QVWC SHOP in Melbourne, Australia. The work is built through an emic perspective on the 

understanding of selling, producing, and buying through the QVWC SHOP. The emic 

perspective is also connected to the larger systems, such as social networks and community 

building. QVWC SHOP is a store focusing on selling locally made items by women, 

including cis, trans and nonbinary. QVWC SHOP is part of the Queen Victoria Women’s 

centre in Melbourne, which is a non-profit building that rents space for different organisations 

for women’s needs. The centre is also an important cultural space, organizing events and 

exhibitions around the year. In 2020, the Women’s centre opened the QVWC SHOP, that they 

promote as a feminist shop selling goods made by women, for women. The focus in this thesis 

is on understanding how the shop builds a community for the women involved with the store, 

reflect over what feminist commodities are and what it means to be a producer, employee, or 

consumer at the QVWC SHOP. The reflections are built through data from participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews with interlocutors from the field, as well as 

relevant theoretical works. Furthermore, themes of care, sustainability, attachment, and 

solidarity are all important in the work. Overall, this thesis focuses on the processes of 

creating social networks and community building in the context of a feminist shop. 

  

 

Keywords: Feminist commodity networks, value, ethics of care, sustainability, attachment, 

sisterhood 
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I. Introduction 
 

In the 21st century, consumption has accelerated. To be a consumer or a producer today, one 

can be understood as part of massive contemporary global commodity chains, leading to 

impacts around the world on people, nature and everything related to production and 

consumption (Harvey 2005, Kotz 2015, Sassen 2014). This idea can feel suffocating, leaving 

many feeling hopeless about the future. One can start to question the humility and humanity 

of contemporary people.  

In contrast to this macro perspective, my thesis will focus on networks related to one specific 

group and take this as a point of departure with an emic, local perspective. As an alternative 

understanding of economic realms, feminist perspectives have analysed systems through both 

a global and local, emic perspective (see Williams 2015). Following this narrative, I wanted 

feminist anthropology to be the entry point for my research on contemporary consumerism by 

getting in contact with a feminist shop called QVWC SHOP in Melbourne Australia that is 

part of the Queen Victoria Women’s Centre.  

 Queen Victoria Women’s Centre (shortened hereafter as QVWC) is an old building in the 

heart of Melbourne’s CBD area. Surrounded by skyscrapers, the centre captures one’s eye 

easily. The building holds a long tradition of creating a space for women in Melbourne, such 

as being a hospital where the first female doctor was practicing. The building was created in 

1848 as Melbourne’s only public hospital (QVWC 2023). In 1896, the hospital started to be 

run by women and focused on women’s medical education, which was revolutionary at the 

time (ibid). Through the different centuries, the building shifted its purposes, but has held a 

strong connection to women’s rights and needs (ibid). Today, the centre takes form as a non-

profit organisation that rents space for other resident organisations for women’s needs, such 

as a health clinic, mentoring sectors, venue hiring and social events (ibid). Since 2020, the 

ground floor also includes the QVWC SHOP, selling feminist goods made by women, for 

women. When talking with people related to the women’s centre and the QVWC SHOP, 

many felt a deep connection to the building and how it reflected over women through the 

history in Melbourne since its establishment. 
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I was intrigued to learn more about this place and the people involved with the feminist shop, 

which made choose to travel to Melbourne for my fieldwork. I wanted to understand how 

feminism and commodities were interacting with each other, as well as creating social bonds 

between people. In relation to this, I believed that to include the staff, producers and 

customers at QVWC SHOP was going to help me build a holistic understanding of the 

concerning feminist commodity network in Melbourne. In November 2022, I packed my bags 

and flew to the other side of the world to a city known to be a cultural hub, the home of the 

artists and creativity.  

This thesis is an ethnographic case study on feminist commodity networks in Melbourne, 

Australia. I present my findings from the fieldwork done at the QVWC SHOP and draw them 

to theories related to economic anthropology and feminist theory. I argue that economical 

realms are deeply embedded with social structures, such as care, value, attachment and 

community building. Thus, I strive to show in this work how the local perspectives 

understand feminist commodities and the concerning networks involved, but also how they 

relate to the broader economic and social systems. In this sense, one cannot see concepts 

related to production and consumption isolated and just through neoliberal economic terms, 

but as complex phenomenon in contact with social structures. 

 

Aims and Research Questions 

 

As argued, this thesis aims to understand feminist commodity networks through relating the 

findings of the fieldwork to economic anthropology and feminist theory. An emic perspective 

on feminist commodity networks is the focal point of this research, which led my interlocutors 

to be people related to the QVWC SHOP. Women as creators, sellers and consumers was my 

interest, and therefore my research question came to be:  

• What role does the QVWC SHOP play to the staff, Makers and consumers?  

Furthermore, to build an understanding of this concept, my sub questions are: 

• What are feminist commodities? 

•   What does it mean to be a feminist consumer, Maker or staff in relation to the QVWC 

SHOP? 
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This thesis strives to unpack the research questions by referring to data from my ethnographic 

fieldwork done in Melbourne for two months and anthropological theories related to the topic. 

The main theoretical framework for this work is economic anthropology, feminist theory and 

more specifically reflections made on feminist commodities, which combines the two themes. 

Ultimately, the most significant themes in this thesis are feminist commodity networks, 

unpacking value, and systems of care embedded in the community building. As I will argue 

through this thesis, care holds a significant role in feminist commodity networks. 

Sustainability and attachment, which can be seen as a subcategory of care are also highly 

relevant in this work. I argue that economic systems ought to be seen in relation with other 

social institutions, building a holistic understanding of a society, such as the social networks 

related to the QVWC SHOP.  

 

Organisation of the Thesis 

 

This thesis is divided into six main chapters. I have started with the Introduction and Aims 

and Research questions of the thesis, where I present my work, research questions and 

relevant themes. Next, I conceptualize the understanding of the Queen Victoria Women’s 

Centre and QVWC SHOP in the Background chapter. I further continue in the chapter with a 

section of previous research related to my thesis and Theoretical framework with different 

relevant feminist theories and various economic anthropological works on themes such as 

value. In chapter three, which is called Methods, I look closer at the fieldwork, interlocutors, 

online fieldwork, sensory methods, ethics and struggles. This chapter gives a broader insight 

to the ethnographic work done in Melbourne, how it was built up and how the research 

unfolded. 

 Chapter four is called Feminism for Sale, which is the first ethnographic chapter in the thesis. 

Here, I analyse themes related to commodification of feminism, such as understandings of 

values and ethics, sustainability and profit making. Chapter five Make a fuss: feminist 

narratives through things is the second ethnographic chapter, which focuses on community 

building and creating a space for feminism through commodities and interactions related to 

the QVWC SHOP. Lastly, chapter six is called Concluding comments, where I summarize the 

main points of my work, answer the research questions and draw concluding thoughts 
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regarding my research on feminist commodity networks. I will also conclude with ideas for 

further research regarding the concerning field.  

 

II. Background  
 

QVWC SHOP - Made by women, for women 

 

 To understand the context of QVWC SHOP, it is important to understand the Women’s 

Centre. As discussed in the introduction, the Queen Victoria Women’s centre holds a long 

tradition of being a space for women and their needs since 1848. Today, it consists of resident 

organisations and their work, as well as the QVWC SHOP. In addition to the different 

resident organisations, the centre also includes a management team, which takes care of 

running the whole building. This group includes a community engagement consultant, project 

manager, finance manager, CEO, communications coordinator, the shop’s coordinator and 

curator as well as other roles. The management team meets up once per week to discuss 

important matters, which I got to participate in during the time of my research. Furthermore, 

QVWC has a Trust with 12 members who work as the ‘public body’ of the centre, 

coordinating the centre’s strategic directions policies as well as philosophy (QVWC 2023). As 

QVWC is a non-profit organisation, their primary income is through the Victorian 

Government grants, which from interviews with QVWC- Staff and Trust I understood to be 

quite poor.  
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                                Queen Victoria Women’s Centre building.1 

 

Regarding QVWC SHOP, the store is located on the ground floor of the women’s centre. 

While being quite a small space for a store, I came to find throughout my fieldwork that the 

QVWC SHOP attracts many customers daily. QVWC SHOP promotes themselves as a 

feminist shop, selling things made by women, for women. The producers creating the 

commodities that were sold at QVWC SHOP were called Makers by the QVWC Staff, and 

therefore I will refer to them as Makers as well in this thesis. As discussed, the shop sells only 

women made items, where 60% of the profit sales goes back to the Makers and 40 % to the 

Centre. The commodities are a broad range of prints and art, handmade ceramics, textiles and 

clothes, cards and stationery, pins and jewellery, books and games, candles and home décor, 

cosmetics and wellness, as well as other items made by women, including cis, trans and non-

binary. Due to the pandemic and QVWC SHOP opening a week before the lockdowns started 

in March 2020, the online store had to be quickly developed. Although running as a physical 

 
1 All the images in this thesis are taken by me. 
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shop now in post-lockdown time, the QVWC SHOP online store is also popular among 

customers, which added some virtual elements to my research.  

The people running the shop consist of three women with a background in retail. These 

women also profoundly work with the QVWC management staff and participated in the 

weekly meetings and were engaged with different projects, social get-togethers and general 

communication within the women’s centre. In this sense, while the resident organisations kept 

a more formal relationship with the women’s centre management, the QVWC SHOP was part 

of the group, both physically and socially.  

When discussing with the staff and the QVWC- trust members about the aims of the QVWC 

SHOP, all of them emphasised the notions of bringing women together, creating a safe space 

for women’s creativity and art, offering a fair partnership for local small-scale business 

owners and mediating feminist values through ethically and sustainably made goods. The staff 

strongly believed in good communication with the Makers and helping them out with 

promoting their work both online and in the physical shop. They also strived for the QVWC 

SHOP to be a welcoming place for all women from different backgrounds and identities.  

 

                               

                                   Image from the inside of QVWC SHOP. 
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Previous Research 
 

In this section, I present previous research done on feminist commodity networks through 

different perspectives, anthropological understandings of commodities and reflections on 

transnational feminist movements.  

An article that I will especially refer to in the first ethnographic chapter is Johanna Lauri’s 

work ‘Feminism Means Business: Business Feminism, Sisterhood and Visibility’ (2021), 

which focuses on the notion of feminist enterprises, how business feminism take form as well 

as the relation between feminism and profit making in contemporary Sweden. Lauri uses the 

understanding of business feminism to “denote self-proclaimed feminists who run small-scale 

businesses and sell commodities with the ambition to produce feminist change” (ibid: 84). 

She argues that for feminist business owners, the feminist values are the foundation for their 

work, which leads to specific guidelines of practicing their business, such as ethical 

production and solidarity with other feminist business owners (ibid).  

 Another important work is Jemima Repo’s (2020) article ‘Feminist Commodity Activism: 

The New Political Economy of Feminist Protest’. In short, Feminist commodity activism can 

be understood “as a way to capture and further analyse the current commodification of 

feminism activism occurring at their intersection” (ibid: 215). Furthermore, Repo writes how 

“commodity feminism describes the transformation of feminism into a set of semiotic 

markers, such as confidence and attitude, that are inscribed onto commodities that then “bear 

the meanings of individual freedom and independence associated with feminism” (ibid: 218). 

Repo looks at the positive aspects of commodifying feminism and finding new modes of 

feminism (ibid). Similarly, Repo reflects over the risks of this new aspect of feminism, and 

how it can be used as a neoliberal tool for profit making, going against the foundations of the 

social movement that fights for equality (ibid). Repo looks at the grander structures of 

commodification of feminism and discusses feminist commodity activism, in contrast to a 

more emic perspective that is the entry point of my research with feminist commodity 

networks (ibid). Nevertheless, both Repo (2020) and Lauri (2021) refer to related questions 

that were raised during my research. While Repo (2020) analyses the commodification from a 

macro perspective, and Lauri (2021) from a more specific contextual point of view, I found 

both works to be relevant when writing from an emic point of view and connecting 

interlocutor’s reflections to larger societal systems. 
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Furthermore, I will refer to different chapters of ‘The Oxford Handbook of Transnational 

Feminist Movements’ edited by Baksh and Harcourt (2015). The different chapters in the 

book tackle diverse themes related to contemporary feminist understanding on transnational 

feminist movements written by various feminist scholars (ibid). These topics include body 

politics, economic and social justice and feminism within the digital age (ibid). I will bring up 

chapters, such as Carty and Talpade Mohanty (2015) on feminist theory and movements in the 

neoliberal times and Youngs’ (2015) chapter on how digital transformations can open new 

doors for people with feminist values. Although my field is more contextual and focused on 

local networks, transnational feminism is still relevant, as the local is part of the bigger 

feminist movement. 

Regarding further understandings of value and commodity chains, Anna Tsing (2015) has 

been impactful within anthropology with her work ‘Mushroom at the end of the world’. Tsing 

shows an alternative form of exchange in the contemporary world by analysing the Matsutake 

Mushroom, arguing that exchange is not always a capitalistic phenomenon that alienates 

things (ibid, see also Tsing 2013). By focusing on human’s relations with the mushrooms, as 

well as a multispecies approach, Tsing reflects over the journey of Matsutake mushrooms 

having a specific active value for the mushroom pickers in Oregon, go through exportation 

where the mushrooms are viewed as alienated commodities with capitalistic values, and then 

gaining a social value of gifts in Japan (ibid). The history behind value of the mushrooms in 

Japan comes from Matsutake growing in the Japanese forests but disappearing due to the 

changes in the biodiversity after increase in logging (ibid). The mushrooms having an 

important social role with the Japanese culture, gained an even more significant role when 

having to be imported from outside, such as Oregon in United States (ibid). In this sense, 

Matsutake Mushrooms show that value and the understanding of a commodity is not fixed, 

but social and contextual (ibid). Thus, social and cultural values, morals and ethics are playing 

an important part in shaping value. 

 

Theoretical framework 

 

Regarding theory related to my research, the main themes I will bring up are feminist theory 

and economic anthropology, specifically related to values. This thesis is discussing social 

networks through feminist commodities and the particular focus will be on the systems 

involved with the feminist commodities in Melbourne. I am aware that many themes are 
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relevant when writing about feminism, such as activism or online networks, but I have 

decided to narrow the framework to feminist commodity networks due to the length of this 

thesis. I will start by discussing the more economic aspects to my field, referring to feminist 

businesses, value building and the commodification of feminism.  

The understanding of labour, value and profit are relevant in my work. I strive to reflect over 

commodification of feminism by looking at the concerning themes from a feminist 

perspective. Stivens (2012), Goddard and Pine (2022) argue gender to be important for 

understanding economy in all societies, especially if wanting to understand economy outside 

of the market centred perspectives. The perception of public and private, nature and culture 

has been important in feminist thinking and the critique of how women often get associated 

with nature and private spheres in societies (Ortner 1972). Stivens (2012) among other 

scholars reflects over the importance of rethinking work, as it is often understood from a 

capitalistic, masculine idea of paid labour work to be the fundament of economy. Therefore, 

unpaid work, such as household work that is often related to women is not seen as valid 

(Goddard and Pine 2022, Stivens 2012). Feminist Anthropology challenges this idea and 

helps us rethink economy and social structures (Goddard and Pine 2022, Stivens 2012). 

Goddard and Pine (2022) write as well about the feminist theory to have a vital role in 

denaturalizing the idea of economy, especially when discussing capitalism and neoliberalism. 

When discussing gender from an anthropological perspective, one can challenge the 

capitalistic narrative and argue for alternative politics and economies. Focusing on gender 

helps also to understand inequalities in societies related to topics such as economy (ibid). 

The concept of care is also significant in feminist theory. I will therefore be referring to 

literature made on care, such as Fisher and Tronto‘s (1990) work ‘toward a feminist theory of 

Caring.’ The authors focus on the understanding of care and analyse how care takes form in 

households, the market and bureaucracy in the contemporary world. Care has had a key role 

within feminist theory, as it is often related to women and expected in their work (ibid). In 

addition, McKearney and Amrith (2021) write about the complexity of care and how the 

practice of care as well as ethics of care can vary in different cultural context. Nevertheless, 

care is often seen as ‘natural’ or universal, which can lead to misconceptions and 

misunderstandings amongst people (ibid). To create more understanding around care, the 

authors argue for an anthropological analysis of the matters and show different examples of 

how care is interpreted and practiced in various societies (ibid). As elements of care were 
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fundamental in my field, I found these concerning works to be helpful to understand care in 

the context of feminist commodity network in Melbourne.  

An important notion Donna Haraway (1988) makes for feminist anthropology is the theory of 

situated knowledge. Haraway argues that one cannot fully be objective in research, as gender, 

social class and background will have an impact on how one interprets and experience things 

(ibid). On the other hand, as Haraway reflects over how one’s background and gender can 

also help understand a specific context, for example a female anthropologist researching a 

topic on gender issues, versus the male-gaze that has dominated long within the discipline 

(ibid). Situated knowledge can thus help researchers be reflexive about their own position in 

the field, as it should be acknowledged in one’s work (ibid). Although Haraway’s arguments 

are from the late 80s, her work is seen as a classic within feminist theory and is still a useful 

theory to think with. I will further refer to situated knowledge in the ethics section and how 

this took place in my research.  

When talking about value through an anthropological perspective, Marcel Mauss’ (1950) 

famous book ‘the gift’ is important. Mauss’ theory can be summarised to mean that gift giving 

in societies shapes and creates the social relations, and therefore also the order in societies 

(ibid). A gift can be something material, such as a commodity or immaterial such as a service 

(ibid). No gift is free, as there lies always an expectation of reciprocity that can be as well 

material or immaterial, such as a thank you or a favour in return (ibid). To reject a gift can 

thus have high consequences and an impact on the social relation. Mauss writes of the Māori 

tradition of gift giving, where the gifts are understood to have a specific quality called hau, 

which is the spirit of the gift giver (ibid). Mauss believes the phenomenon of hau can be 

found in other societies as well, meaning the theory of gift giving is useful in all societies 

(ibid). Nevertheless, hau is of course contextual. Regarding my field, I found the concept of 

hau good to think with, even if the economic trade was more complex than Mauss’ (1950) 

descriptions, which I will return to closer describe in the thesis.  

Anthropologist have further continued rethinking value since Mauss’ (1950) significant book, 

such as Graeber (2001) in the start of the 21st century. Graeber argues in his influential work 

‘Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams’ how 

value is not set, but dynamic and highly cultural (ibid). Value can be understood as social, as 

it is created through the action, practices and beliefs of humans (ibid). Interestingly, Graeber 

challenges the notion that humans act in self-interest, which is often the argument in different 

economic theories (ibid). Graeber criticises capitalist ideas of isolating economic structures 
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from others, such as social and political institutions (ibid). Overall, Graeber’s (2001) theory of 

value relates to Tsing’s (2015) reflections in her work on Matsutake mushrooms and 

commodity chains. Both works are useful regarding my field, as both scholars understand the 

emic, grassroot level to be important, but also sees it in context with the larger structures 

(ibid). 

As discussed, this thesis takes an emic point of departure. Although Harvey (2005) holds a 

macro perspective on markets, his idea of neoliberalism is still useful to think with when 

understanding economic realms in societies and the impacts of neoliberalism. Scholars have 

introduced various understandings of neoliberalism, but Harvey’s reflections of neoliberalism 

describe the negative impacts of consumption and how neoliberalism creates a false idea of 

freedom, as he argues that the privatisation and the free market benefits only the ones that 

already have a good status and economic position (ibid). Neoliberal impacts can therefore 

lead to increase the gap between rich and poor, creating more imbalance in societies (ibid). 

Harvey argues that “It [neoliberalism] has pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point 

where it has become incorporated into the commonsense way many of us interpret, live in, 

and understand the world” (ibid: 3). As argued through this thesis, an emic perspective 

connected with the larger systems will give more context to contemporary economic 

networks, but one can take Harvey’s critique on neoliberalism to help understand the friction 

between individual’s agency and larger capitalist structures (ibid).  

Additionally, I will bring up feminist community building through the narratives of the 

women involved. I introduce different relevant theories made on topics such as ethics and 

morals related to consumption by Carrier (2012) and Miller’s (1998) theory on shopping as a 

sacrificial ritual, and how these can be seen as part of building the community. In short, Miller 

(1998) argues that studying contemporary shopping reveals social relations to other humans, 

instead of the relationships to commodities. Although Miller (1998) has been criticised for his 

theories, such as his questionable description of women, the idea of consumption as a 

sacrificial ritual is still useful in my work for understanding how social bonds are created 

through objects (see Arnould 2000, Sayer 2003).  

 

 

 



15 

 

III. Methods 
 

Fieldwork 
 

As discussed, participant observation and semi-structured interviews in an anthropological 

tradition came to be my most important ways to collect data. Fontein describes participant 

observation as “a qualitative research method through which the fieldworker takes part in, and 

observes, what is going on around them, learning through doing and experiencing as much 

through watching and listening” (2013: 75). 

My fieldwork researching feminist commodity networks was conducted through the feminist 

shop called QVWC SHOP where I spent a few days a week for two months, starting 

November 9th and ending on the 22nd of December 2022. The days at the field consisted of 

being in the store a few days a week with helping in the store, observing the everyday life, 

talking to customers and interacting with the staff. In addition, events that were happening in 

the Centre, weekly meetings with the QVWC staff and other relevant situations such as 

joining an artist to Markets to sell her goods also became important for my research. In this 

sense, my field had a strong entry point through the shop, but also held elements of multisided 

ethnography (see Marcus 1995). This helped me to understand the systems of the QVWC 

SHOP, the commodities, the feminist space and the people involved with the feminist 

commodity network.  

As mentioned, in addition to spending time at the Women’s centre, I would also follow my 

Maker interlocutor Tanya to a few markets in the weekends where she sold her natural 

cosmetics. I was happy that she let me tag along, so I could experience more closely the 

process of selling the commodities from the Maker’s perspective. During the markets, I would 

sit with Tanya in the stand chatting with her, observing her interact with the customers and the 

general structure of buying and selling at Markets. 

During my days at the field, I was carrying a small notebook and would scribble down notes 

about interesting encounters, comments and happenings. Later, I would write my fieldnotes in 

more detail down on a Google doc and further reflect over the data. As mentioned, I was also 

participating in the weekly meetings with the QVWC Staff, which helped me to understand 

the broader picture of the women’s centre and their work within the building. During the 

week I also scheduled interviews with interlocutors and met up with them for a chat. 
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Ultimately, a structure was formed during the two months of the project, but no day was like 

the other. 

I would like to think of my field as ‘follow the plot’, which Marcus (1995) sees as one of the 

versions of multisided ethnography. Marcus understands the concept of ‘follow the plot’ to 

reflect over social memory, which can help with studying connections, associations, or 

relationships in multi-sited research (ibid: 109). When entering the field, I thought ‘follow the 

thing’ would have a significant role with methods, but when understanding the importance of 

community building through the commodities, ‘the plot’ felt more relevant in my research 

(ibid). Nevertheless, ‘the thing’ held of course an active part in the field, but as my focus 

came to be the social interaction, ‘the thing’ or commodities could be understood to have an 

assisting element in the network.  

Regarding interviews, I learned that semi-structured interviews were most fruitful, where our 

interaction reminded of a conversation where I would guide with some questions, but nothing 

was too explicit (Jeffery and Konopinski 2013: 25). Similar to participant observation, I 

would scribble down notes during the interviews and record the conversation. I would later 

write the interviews down more thoroughly in my document with the help of the notes and 

voice recordings. Recording the interviews was extremely helpful when reflecting over the 

interviews and writing down the data in more detail. With more time and experience, the 

interviews became more smooth and easier to carry out. I started to notice patterns, interesting 

topics and ways to interact with the interlocutors. As mentioned, the conversations with the 

interlocutors would involve themes of feminism, commodities, ethics of care, value, 

attachment and sustainability in relation to selling, producing and buying. 

 The interviews lasted between 30 minutes to sometimes 1,5 hours, depending on how much 

time the interlocutors had. As mentioned, the interviews were done in the centre or in places 

convenient to the interlocutors, such as Maker’s studios and online. The interviews I 

conducted over the 2 months consisted of a total of 16 semi structured interviews with 

Makers, Staff members, QVWC-Trust members and Customers in the store. Ultimately, the 

focus group throughout the work became the Makers and QVWC SHOP Staff, as they were 

often happy to talk about themes related to my research and letting me tag along during their 

work. In addition, I also collected data through more informal talks and chats throughout the 

fieldwork. 



17 

 

In this sense, my field could also be understood as ‘encounter based’.  Hammoudi and 

Borneman describe encounter-based fieldwork methods as a set of experiences, which can be 

planned or accidental (2009: 270). Many of the encounters I experienced at the field were 

planned interviews, where the intensions and goals were clear. And yet, as one knows, a lot 

unplanned ought to happen at the field, such as intriguing encounters in the QVWC SHOP 

between me and customers or customers and staff that I got to observe.  

 

The Interlocutors  

 

Regarding the people related to the shop, one could understand them as a broad range of 

individuals. As I learned from the staff, the QVWC SHOP has over 100 Makers selling their 

creations through the store. All makers are based in Victoria- state, especially around 

Melbourne. While the store promotes them to be cis, non-binary and trans inclusive, I found 

throughout my fieldwork that majority of the makers identified as cis women, while there 

were a few non-binary Makers and none that openly identified as trans women. Many makers 

identified with some cultural heritage, such as different Asian backgrounds, European and 

some first nation ancestry, although I did not encounter any Makers that openly would’ve 

talked about having first nation heritage. The age range was also broad, varying from women 

in the start of their businesses in their 20s or 30s to women in their 60s with long traditions 

and experience in creative work. I was happy to get to interview 7 different makers through 

the shop, where three makers became my primary Maker interlocutors; Janet, Anna and 

Tanya. The Makers I interviewed consisted of diverse backgrounds, styles in creative work, 

ages and identities, but all seemed to share similar feminist values. All the names of the 

interlocutors in this work are pseudonyms to protect the identity of the people involved in the 

research.  

 Furthermore, my main Maker interlocutors varied in age, creative work and background. 

Janet, who was a middle-aged woman doing handmade ceramics was passionate about 

feminism and signalling the movement through her work, such as creating mugs saying: 

‘make a fuss’, ‘smash the patriarchy’ and ‘f*ck being nice’. Anna was also a middle-aged 

woman with a small-scale retail business, where she made sustainable clothes and sold them 

through QVWC SHOP and Markets. Tanya was a woman in her 30s with a small business 

making handmade natural cosmetics. While Tanya’s products didn’t have a straightforward 
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feminist message like Janet’s creations, Tanya told me that her cosmetics are made with 

feminist values and created for everyone to be used, which she believed is a foundation of 

feminism. 

In addition to more traditional anthropological methods, I also did a survey for the Makers at 

QVWC SHOP reflecting on their experiences of partnering with the store. 27 Makers replied 

to the survey, answering questions on how they understand feminist commodities, how much 

they identify as feminists, their background and identity, their experiences of working with 

QVWC SHOP and feedback on how the store could further improve in the future. This 

included my Maker interlocutors as well as other Makers I did not have the chance to meet. 

While the survey should be seen as an addition to the ‘thick descriptions’ from participant 

observations and interviews, the survey can help with an overview over some of the relevant 

thoughts, such as how the Makers identify feminist commodities and their understanding of 

the QVWC SHOP (Fontein 2013: 81-83).  

Concerning the staff in in QVWC SHOP, I was spending a lot of time with them through my 

participant observation in the store. The staff consisted of three women, including the store 

Manager, Lunes and Johanna. All three had a background in retail and had found the job in 

hopes of working in a space based on feminist values helping women through art and creative 

work. The customers in the shop were also a broad range of people. While some had stumbled 

accidentally to the shop due to its central location, many were loyal returning customers. I 

experienced women, men and non-binary people from all ages roaming around the shop and 

chatting with the staff or with each other. What seemed to bring these people together were 

their values. The three customers who I got to interview were a Spanish woman doing a PhD 

in Melbourne, a woman in her 30s who was a loyal customer to the shop and a 23-year-old 

local man buying Christmas gifts.   

 

Sensory methods  

 

When planning my fieldwork, I realized how important sensory methods would be for my 

research, as the process of selling, producing or buying commodities involves a lot of senses. 

I found help in Pink’s (2015) and Van Ede’s (2009) reflections on sensory methods and how 

they argue for senses to be useful for building a broader experience of the field. Often, in 

Western ethnography, we tend to forget how fruitful it can be to listen to the senses in the 
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field and how much emic knowledge we can learn through them (Van Ede 2009). Therefore, I 

let my senses have a significant role when collecting data, as well as discussing senses with 

my interlocutors. This involved observing the store and the aesthetic in it, symbols, colours, 

materials, touch and feelings, light, smells and the general space. When talking with my 

interlocutors, especially the Makers, senses were an important part of creating feminist goods. 

This involved topics such as the element of handmade products, feeling the materials and 

smells as well as time spent creating the commodities and how that affected the makers 

attachment to them. As Pink (2015) encourages the anthropologist to also observe the feelings 

of the interlocutors during the interviews and participant observation, I found it fascinating 

how different interlocutors would express themself in conversation, such as light up when 

talking about creative work or get worked up when talking about gender equality. Similarly, 

customers tended to show emotions of happiness when purchasing something from the 

QVWC SHOP.  

 

                         

               Senses were an important part in the creative process for many Makers. 

 

Online fieldwork  

 

As mentioned, the QVWC SHOP had also a popular online store and Instagram platform. 

This led me to bring a virtual element to my research, where I would familiarize myself with 

the online store, as well as follow their Instagram account. Interestingly, I came to realize that 
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the virtual and physical worlds were strongly connected and played an integrated role with the 

concerning feminist commodity network. Ultimately, online and onsite flowed into each other 

and were part of building the solidarity between people related to the QVWC SHOP. 

Although my research does not take a strong focus on the online aspects as time was scarce, it 

is still important to acknowledge the hybridity of contemporary community building and not 

seeing online or onsite networks as isolated, but as connected and impactful with each other 

(Hine 2016). 

One example came from doing participant observation in the shop, where I would help the 

staff to pack up online orders. Lunes, one of the staff members, was showing me how to wrap 

up the purchases and adding a handwritten note thanking the customer for their purchase with 

a message related to the commodities or supporting female artists. Lunes pointed out to me 

how lovely it feels to write the notes and how it creates a more personal bond between the 

shop and the customers.  

 

                                

                                        An online order being wrapped. 
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When interviewing a loyal customer for the QVWC SHOP called Valerie, she emphasized 

how she found the store during the pandemic through Instagram and had ordered various 

items through their online store. When talking about the QVWC SHOP and feminist 

commodity networks, Valerie mentioned this:  

 

 I’m not much of a consumer, so I’m glad I found their online store because I probably would 

not have wandered into the shop. Even by interacting with them just online, QVWC SHOP 

offers a community, and you can choose yourself how much involved you are in it. I love their 

packaging and the handwritten note that comes with the online orders. That mattered during the 

pandemic and lockdowns! I have ordered so many things from them that I feel like they would 

recognize my name if I went to the store. Maybe they wouldn't, but that’s how they make me 

feel! 

 

This example shows how the online and offline is interacting and creating feminist 

communities, especially throughout the pandemic and beyond. Feminist commodities and the 

online interaction could therefore play an important part in identity making for people who 

were not able to be social ‘onsite’ for varied reasons (Youngs 2015). As Chua (2018) argues, 

people can feel a sense of belonging to a group with same values through small acts online, 

even if there are no ‘onsite’ encounters. It was also interesting to observe the QVWC SHOP 

Instagram account and the posts they made, such as posting about not participating in black 

Friday, as they thought it to be a capitalist trick for gaining profit. In situations like this, the 

QVWC SHOP signalled feminist messages to their followers online and choosing feminist 

values over profit making. Therefore, both information and communication were built through 

online and onsite methods, which is a common contemporary form for feminist networks 

(Youngs 2015). I will further bring up some examples of the online elements I encountered 

during my fieldwork in the ethnographic chapters. 

 

Ethics and Struggles  

 

 It is obvious that all anthropologists meet ethical dilemmas and hardships during their 

fieldwork. While many people were interested in being interviewed, I experienced it hard to 

find many interlocutors that I could tag along with for a longer period of time and who could 

do follow-up interviews. Time was limited during my short fieldwork and Christmas is a busy 



22 

 

season for Makers and stores. Many of the interviews with Makers were onetime encounters, 

while two Makers (Tanya and Janet) were happy to have follow-up interviews and letting me 

join to Markets to sell products. Similarly, the staff in the store were remarkably busy, but we 

managed to sit down for an interview with Johanna and Lunes. 

 I also felt the weight of the responsibility and trust my interlocutors had for me through 

things they shared in our conversations. As the American Anthropological Association [AAA] 

(2012) imply on responsibility of the research, no harm should be done through the 

ethnographic work and the interlocutors rights and safety should always be put first. While I 

didn’t experience my field to be tackling sensitive issues in great volumes, I still encountered 

moments of vulnerability and delicate stories, which lead me to be conscious over how to 

present them in my thesis. Anonymity was also an issue I had not considered that much to be 

a problem before entering the field, but once realizing that many of my interlocutors were 

artists promoting themselves and their unique work online, I found it hard to keep their 

identities non-traceable (see AAA 2012, Harper 2013: 101). Therefore, the names of the 

interlocutors are pseudonyms and not too many specifics are given about their businesses. 

Although the QVWC SHOP had given me consent to be in the shop and do research, I 

sometimes felt intrusive when going to go talk with the customers. Similarly, observing 

customers and the process of buying goods without explaining them my research could feel 

problematic. Sometimes things would happen in the shop that I found interesting and assumed 

to be useful data, but the interactions might've been quick, and a customer would be gone 

before I could tell them about my research. This led me to question if I could write about 

these encounters, even though the person might not be aware of it. I found that the most 

‘ethical solution’ to these dilemmas was to write about the encounters, as long as I kept the 

people’s identities anonymous, since I had gotten the consent of the store.  

As different chapters in ‘Doing Anthropological Research’ reflect, ethical dilemmas can be 

hard during fieldwork (Fontein, Harper, Jeffery and Konopinski 2013). As Harper (2013) 

argues, there might not be any ‘right’ answers to the issues, as ethnography is complex, and 

every field is unique. Nevertheless, open communication, honest work, informed decisions 

and consent will get one a long way (ibid).  

Referring to Haraway’s (1988) concept of situational knowledge, my personal background 

was also something I was very aware of before entering the field. As I am a white woman 

living in Scandinavia, I felt my knowledge in the history of Australia and contemporary 
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situation was far too limited. I made sure to talk with people and learn more about the history 

of colonialization and first nation experiences once I got here, such as more knowledge about 

the Kulin nation in the area of Melbourne (City of Melbourne 2023). As Australia has a long 

history of colonialism and is part of the commonwealth, the name of the [Queen Victoria] 

women’s centre mirrors that, which was a topic discussed with some of my interlocutors. 

Similarly, I do resonate with feminist values, which made me conscious over my own feelings 

and values in relation to the research. Therefore, I might not be able to be utterly objective in 

my research, but I have strived to be as neutral as possible. As Strathern (1987) argues, 

aligning feminist theory with anthropology has its challenges, such as the lack of objective 

research and dangers of generalizing societal structures such as gender dynamics. On the 

other hand, I believe my background and my feminist values helped me to enter the field and 

build trust with my interlocutors, as well as understand their perspectives (see Haraway 1988).  

And what would a good anthropological fieldwork be without an impostor syndrome! My 

emotions switched from time to time. There were many moments where I found my research 

to be valuable and interesting, while sometimes I doubted everything and struggled to be 

proud and happy with my work. Thoughts of “is this anthropological enough, how do I 

balance everything, who am I to tell these stories, what if I offend someone through my work 

and is anyone even interested in this!” bubbled to the surface often. What helped me to anchor 

myself in moments of doubt and frustration was to talk to someone either in Melbourne or 

online with friends also doing fieldwork, journal and reflect over my feelings, take breaks and 

enjoy Melbourne as well as trusting the messy but beautiful process of anthropology.   

 

IV. Feminism for Sale: commodifying contemporary feminism 
 

In this first ethnographic chapter, I aim to look at different elements of feminism and profit 

making with the help of my ethnographic data and relevant theories. I shall discuss themes of 

feminism historically and contemporary shifts to the economic realm. I am going to reflect 

over what feminist commodities are and how the interlocutors understand them by looking 

closer at elements such as sustainability and value. I will bring up examples from the field 

through observations and interviews with the Makers, staff and customers. I also refer to 

theories on business feminism, ethics of care and consumption as a social construct. As 
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mentioned, the most important themes throughout both ethnographic chapters will be feminist 

commodities, values related to them and care in different forms. 

To give an insight to the field, I have decided to start both ethnographic chapters with a look 

at some fieldnotes from my journal during the fieldwork. As discussed, senses were important 

in my research. I believe these fieldnotes help one visualise better and get an insight of a day 

at the field and the process of understanding feminist commodity networks.  

 

Fieldnotes, Date: 14.12.22 

It is a calm Wednesday in the shop, and I am helping with steaming some new clothes sent 

from a Maker. This is a usual ritual for the clothes before they are put for sale in the QVWC 

SHOP, much like in any retail store. I don’t inspect the dresses, skirts and shirts that much, 

other than that I find them to be beautiful and colourful with images of many women and 

interesting patterns on them. More broadly, I think of the material and how it bends to the 

will of the steamer. In that moment, my work is highly mechanic, and I don’t think much of the 

items as ‘feminist’ or empowering for women.  

A week after that, I get to interview the Maker behind these clothes called Anna. We end up 

having a long discussion about the background of her small-scale retail business. Anna tells 

me how she was working before in corporate business and found women to be degraded and 

minimized within the field. It was frustrating, as no changes were made. She also felt her own 

position not to be appreciated and not in control of her own power. “I started to make my 

own clothes, as it gave me power over what to wear and how to express myself. No one could 

ever take that away from me.” The business started from there, so that ‘other women could 

also feel powerful with their own style and identity’.  

All Anna’s clothes that she sold were also unique, as one piece was never the same. This 

Maker used all the fabrics and even the unused scratches got a second life as socks with 

another sustainable retail business. During our conversation Anna told me:  

 

I feel attached to the things I make because they are all particular. They often remind me of an 

event or a conversation I have had for example with my kids while working on the piece. 

Therefore, it can sometimes be hard to let that item go and sell it to someone, as I have built a 

certain connection them. 
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After the conversation with Anna, I understand the clothes and her business in a different 

light. The respect I have for her work and creations shifts after hearing her story. The clothes 

are now more than just fun items to wear. When I see them at the shop, I think fondly of the 

conversation we had. I think of the work and effort this Maker puts into her business, her 

story and how she wants to create support and unity for other women through her brand. The 

material also feels different in my hands, knowing the process behind, the sustainable fabrics 

Anna uses and the uniqueness of every item.  

This encounter and the process of understanding production and consumption through 

feminism mirrors the name of this chapter, feminism for sale. While the name can be 

understood to carry a simplistic notion, this story starts to unravel feminist commodity 

networks and shows how the system of feminist commodities is far more complex than just 

‘profiting on feminism.’ It also signifies the importance of an emic perspective, as the 

understanding of the feminist commodities is broadened through the grassroot perceptions, 

such as Anna’s narrative through her thoughts, background, goals and intensions with the 

commodities. 

As discussed, unpacking feminist commodity networks requires to understand the agenda 

behind the business through the background, values, ways of working and future imagines of 

the commodities through the interlocutors’ perspectives. Without understanding them and the 

context behind the commodities, one might lack the feminist message and values behind 

them. Lauri (2021) explains business feminism to differ from other business systems by 

having social values as the base for the business, instead of the business and the work they do 

build and create work values. This notion aligned with what the Makers such as Anna shared 

with me about their work, but also how the QVWC SHOP staff and customers based their 

actions with feminist values. Furthermore, my interlocutors expressed that it is the values and 

ethics strongly influencing their choices, meaning consumption and production is not an 

irrational act for the people involved with feminist commodities, but conscious, meaningful 

and often personal.  
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From burning bras to selling bras 

 

Historically, feminism and the different feminist waves have been about social change, 

women’s right, equality and fighting against patriarchal systems, both in public and private 

sectors (Sandler 2015). Nevertheless, feminist political economy has been a field that scholars 

have gotten interested in the past few decades, including understandings of gender and labour 

(Chen 2015). Furthermore, materialism has been part of the social movement and feminist 

theory, such as t-shirts with feminist statements during the 70s (Repo 2020, Hartsock 1983). 

A proclamation could also be done through materialism and what not to wear, such as not 

wearing a bra or even making a statement by burning the concerning clothing. The item and 

deciding to not wear it symbolised the fight against the societal norms that were created to 

suffocate women. Materialism and feminist commodities can therefore be seen integrated 

with the feminist movement, even before the neoliberal shift that started to take place after the 

70s.  

Seeing how materialism has gotten more strongly entangled with feminism in the 21st century 

highly due to neoliberalist changes in the world, many have had mixed feelings about 

commodifying a social movement that has been about gender politics, activism and social 

shifts (Carty and Talpade Mohanty 2015: 86). Some fear that the element of materialism 

divides women further, instead of unifying them, which is a frequent problem with neoliberal 

market changes (ibid). Can selling socks with feminist messages lead to social change? As my 

interlocutor Janet was saying about her own creative business selling ceramic mugs with 

feminist messages: “Maybe my work is a bit Vanilla compared to all the feminist impact 

women have done historically and taking the fight to the streets. I don’t know if my work 

actually has that much social impact.” 

As discussed with the interlocutors, there lies complications when profiting through 

commodities connected to a social movement. From a macro perspective, big corporations 

have understood how to make money on selling t-shirts with feminist slogans or donating a 

small amount of the profit to organisations supporting women’s rights (Repo 2020). This is 

often understood as Pink-washing, which leads to feminism being used as a trendy trick to 

gain profit, which might further lead to unfair capitalist structures (Carty and Talpade 

Mohanty 2015: 91-92). As my interlocutors and other scholars discuss, the production behind 

the commodities is also an important theme, as fast fashion and big corporates tend to use 

unethical and unfair labour, exploiting specifically women and children in the global South. 
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Therefore, no social change is happening, and feminism is not part of the item, even if a shop 

sells t-shirts with the Venus symbol or a feminist quote (Repo 2020). Ultimately, feminist 

understandings of neoliberal impacts are important from both global North and South, as we 

need to interpret the risks of new divisions amongst women created by capitalist systems 

through cultural relativism (Carty and Talpade Mohanty 2015).  

For feminism to be commodified in a more positive way and to have impactful societal 

effects, Repo (2020) argues small enterprises to be the key. She discusses the negatives of big 

corporations using feminism as a neoliberal tool, but also emphasises that to take the 

structures to a small-scale business system and enterprises can open doors to feminist 

consumers and producers as a pull back from the capitalist systems (ibid). Similarly, Casalini 

argues that new feminist global movements need places and cultural centres where women 

with different backgrounds, classes and experiences can meet and practice their ethics through 

(Casalini 2017: 512). Feminist enterprises can be seen as a creating space for feminist 

commodity networks and therefore also new feminist interactions (ibid). Therefore, QVWC 

SHOP can be seen as a unique model for feminist commodities, as it involves both small 

creative businesses started by women and the embodiment of a shop that promotes themselves 

as a feminist shop. 

The shift and changes of feminism through time can even be seen in the context of QVWC. 

As the QVWC-trust member interlocutor discussed with me, historically, the QVWC-building 

has represented women’s engaging role with the society, such as hiring the first Melbournian 

female doctor and creating a safe space for women by renting the building for organisations 

with feminist values. The opening of the shop is also a milestone for a shift with feminism, 

both in Melbourne and around the world, according to the Trust-member. During the 

interviews and participant observation, many expressed the QVWC SHOP to be a unique 

place for selling, promoting and buying creations made by women, which many understood to 

be leading to solidarity. Furthermore, when talking with the QVWC Trust-member, she 

understood the store similarly, but also as a way to financially give back to the women’s 

centre. As mentioned, the economic support to the centre comes mainly from the government, 

which many understood to be limited. As the QVWC SHOP’s profit goes 60% to the Makers 

and 40% to the Women’s centre, there is also a more tactical, economic aspect to the shop 

financing the QVWC’s space and work. Interestingly, this can also be understood to equate 

the lack of support from the government for women’s needs, creativity, space and power, and 

QVWC finding ways to support themselves. Many of my interlocutors expressed 
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disappointment towards the lack of support female artists get in Victoria. As Melbourne is 

globally known to be a cultural hub, it is quite frankly disappointing to hear that women as 

artists and spaces for women’s cultural production are not receiving a fair support from the 

Victorian state.  

But have we gone past feminism in the contemporary world? Are we in the post-feminism 

era? Lauri (2021) discusses post-feminism and popular feminism as new modes of the 

concerning social movement. Post-feminism can be understood as a tool to detect gendered 

dependencies of neoliberalism. The focus is on the individual and the empowerment of the 

person (ibid: 85). Popular feminism involves the media and visibility, as feminism is used to 

influence through the online realms (ibid). Lauri writes how many of her feminist business 

owner- interlocutors played with post-feminism and popular feminism in their work (ibid). 

Commodification and using popular feminist tools, such as promoting themselves and their 

work online was common for feminist enterprises, according to Lauri (ibid). Quoting the 

author: “The visible often becomes the easily commodified, which helps to explain how their 

[feminist business owners’] personal feminist pieces effortlessly turn into commodities” 

(Lauri 2021: 88). Similarly, Lauri saw patterns of her interlocutors feeling pride over the 

ownership of their feminist businesses and how they could empower other women through 

their work, which she connected with post-feminism (ibid: 93). 

During my fieldwork, post-feminism and popular feminism were both present in the women’s 

centre’s work and QVWC SHOP. Both the women’s centre and QVWC SHOP used 

Instagram to reach out to likeminded people by posting about events, sharing feminist quotes 

from women today and from the past, presenting latest items made by Makers and promoting 

commodities sold in the shop. Similarly, the QVWC SHOP online store was a way to reach 

out to customers by promoting the items, using feminist narratives and symbols for aesthetics 

and introducing the Makers behind the products on a ‘meet the makers’- page (QVWC SHOP 

2023). As Lauri (2021) and Youngs (2015) argue, the media perspective has become 

significant in contemporary feminism, which can be seen in relation to popular feminism, as it 

is a way to get more broadly connected with people that share feminist values. Similarly, 

interlocutors felt pride over owning a business and spreading their values through the work, 

which can be seen to align with Lauri’s (2021) idea of post-feminism. Many Makers did also 

make comments on how helpful the QVWC SHOP were with their platform and how they 

helped to promote the makers online, which many Makers found meaningful and important.  
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Overall, the interactions with QVWC and the QVWC SHOP mirror the changes with 

feminism in the past few decades, both in Melbourne and globally. What feminism was in the 

70s has shifted and many have different opinions of contemporary feminism. As scholars 

argue, while materialism has been a part of the movement from the start, it has gotten a larger 

role in today’s feminism largely due to neoliberal changes in the world (Carty and Talpade 

Mohanty 2015). Different feminist thinkers have reflected over the aspects of this shift, such 

as the downside of big corporations using feminism to gain profit (Carty and Talpade 

Mohanty 2015, Repo 2020). But commodification of feminism can also be a way to connect 

people with feminist values, economic independence for female artists and economic support 

to institutions supporting women’s needs and rights (Lauri 2021, Casalini 2017). As 

discussed, scholars have also reflected over new modes of feminism, such as post-feminism or 

popular feminism, which I also encountered during my fieldwork (Lauri 2021). It is a far too 

big of a question to understand and make conclusions of what feminism is today, and the role 

of materialism within the movement. As scholars argue, many understand feminism 

contextually and through intersectionality, leading the choice of what feminism means to the 

individual themselves, whether one wants to burn the bras or make a business by selling bras 

(see Carty and Talpade Mohanty 2015). In the next section, I will further discuss what 

feminist commodities mean to my interlocutors and how they understood them. 

 

Feminist commodities 

 

So far, I have discussed the history of materialism gaining a larger role within feminism. It is 

also important to reflect over what my interlocutors understood as a feminist commodity and 

what was meaningful for them when it came to the concerning objects. While the context of 

the store that the commodities are being sold at is highly significant, I came to learn through 

my interlocutors that this was not the only ‘mark’ of something being a feminist commodity. 

Regarding the Makers, there were women that identified highly as feminists and brought that 

to their creative businesses, such as Janet with her ceramic statement mugs. Similarly, there 

were women that aligned with feminist values in their private life but did not identify their 

work or their business as ‘feminist’, such as a Maker who sold candles and essential oils 

through QVWC SHOP. Regardless of how much the Makers believed their businesses and 
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products they created were feminist, all seemed to understand QVWC SHOP to be a relevant 

place for them to sell their items through.  

Costanza-Chock (2020) writes about Design Justice and how technologies are not neutral but 

shaped by the societal structures embedded often into a naturalized male-gaze. Technologies 

are powerful and can therefore challenge what humans take for granted in their societies and 

create change or keep continuing patterns (ibid). Design justice can be reached with seven 

different principles: Centrality, Democracy, Responsibility, Sustainability, Healing, 

Intersectionality and Access (ibid). All these themes can be seen related to the feminist 

commodity network in Melbourne and the topics that were brought up in conversations with 

the interlocutors, especially responsibility, sustainability and access. A lot of these themes 

also involve ethics of care, which is significant in building more conscious technologies 

(ibid).  

When presenting the question of ‘what do feminist creations mean to you?’ in the Survey, 

many Makers had interesting answers. Here are three comments listed by three Makers from 

the Survey that can be seen to align with the idea of design justice: 

 

• Centring feminist perspectives and understandings through art and writing. I also hope that 

creations are inclusive and intersectional. 

• It means putting women in charge of their own work and being able to provide for themselves 

with their business and creativity. 

• They are a vehicle for spreading strong feminist messages. 

 

As discussed, the feminist symbols could be noticeably clear with some commodities in 

QVWC SHOP, while others carried the feminist element through the background of the 

product, the Maker’s own values and identity, and intensions of the commodities’ future with 

likeminded customers. The context of where to sell also played a significant role, as Makers 

expressed to me how they felt relevant selling through QVWC SHOP. Observing the items 

being sold in QVWC SHOP, one could find anything that was playing with symbolism that 

has been traditionally seen as ‘feminine’ such as soft colours and glitter, as well as more 

‘neutral’ commodities made by women or bold statements against patriarchal systems. Once 

again, the QVWC SHOP and the Makers give customers the choice to decide themselves what 

it means for something to be a ‘feminist commodity’, whether that is through creating and 
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consuming pink earrings or some socks with a feminist slogan. Feminist commodities in this 

sense were understood as flexible and dynamic by the interlocutors.  

When comparing the QVWC SHOP commodities with big corporation’s fashion using 

feminist symbols, many of the interlocutors respected items that were made with more care 

and responsibility, even if they would not have a clear visible feminist symbol. Therefore, 

according to my interlocutors, a neutral looking skirt made by a woman such as Anna with a 

small-scale business with intensions of sustainable clothes to empower women is thus more 

‘feminist’ than a ‘we should all be feminist’ shirt made by Dior (see Repo 2020). This idea 

shows how feminist commodities are not only about the politics of visibility, but also about 

personal identity and validating one’s ethics through things (Carrier 2012:6). When talking 

about how Johanna as one of the Staff understood something to be a feminist commodity, she 

told me this:  

 

We strive to find Makers that create products that align with our values of supporting women. 

Often, the message is clear with the products, but sometimes it is more about the background 

and the work behind the item. In those cases, we still focus on the values, as we know the 

Makers and what they stand for. It is the story that makes it feminist, and we want to help the 

customers hear that story as well.  

 

               

                                             Items at QVWC SHOP.  
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Value Making 

 

An important theme when analysing any economic structure through anthropology is to 

denaturalise what is understood as value (Graeber 2001, Muriel 2022). As Goddard and Pine 

(2022) argue, women’s work has often not been seen as significant, if it’s not paid labour and 

more in ‘private’ realms. The value of the work and effort has been ignored, or at least seen as 

worth less in contrast to more ‘public,’ male associated jobs. As some of my interlocutors 

commented; creative work and art can be understood to be in more female realm work, that 

doesn’t lead to high levels of profit. But in an anthropological manner, there are more values 

than just the economic one, such as social value and political value (ibid). 

As mentioned, Tsing understands economic value to be profoundly entwined with cultural 

meanings, morals, history and practices (Tsing 2015, Tsing 2013). Tsing (2013) argues that 

commodities always have a social value, and alienation of a commodity does not occur 

‘naturally’ but is built through societies, such as capitalist impacts. Similarly in my field, 

when discussing value with my interlocutors, Makers often did not instantly think only of 

economic value, but were also eager to talk about social value connected to the commodities. 

When asking Anna about value and what she understood as meaningful with it, she started to 

tell me a story of how she was selling at a Market in Canberra and met a woman that had 

driven from Wollongong for three hours to meet her there, as the customer really loved her 

brand. Anna was honoured and baffled by the positive impact she had been able to make on 

the woman through her clothes. The two women shared a heartfelt encounter talking for a 

long time and snapping some pictures together. Anna told me during our conversation: 

 

When talking about value and what I find valuable is more the qualitative value of the work I do 

and the customers I get to meet and interact with. It is perhaps harder to trace the impacts of that 

than the economic value, but for me it means more than any money. Encounters such as with 

this woman show how joyful my work can be and how it pays me back in happiness. People will 

often ask me was it worth it, driving and selling in some market even far away. They obviously 

think of the economic aspects, but I see it as worth it, if I have been able to talk with people and 

made some sort if impact on them and they on me. 
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Another example of social value came from participating at the markets with Tanya. Seeing 

her interact with the customers and validating the social ‘wins’ was more important to her 

than how many products she had managed to sell that day. Tanya validated how many people 

she had managed to talk with and present her products to, how many would take her business 

card or if she got some new followers on Instagram. Tanya also appreciated the direct contact 

she got at the markets with the customers, such as feedback on the products, discussions over 

topics related to sustainability or encountering returning customers. I observed the process 

when someone ended up staying at her stand for a long time chatting about the products and 

finding sustainable cosmetics. After the encounters, Tanya would express feelings of 

happiness and tell me how nice it was to have people interested in her business and 

sustainability. Tanya, as a Maker, was part of receiving and giving all sorts of different values 

through her business.  

As earlier discussed, the feminist values are important with the commodities. Understanding 

from a Maussian way, the commodities can be understood to carry something similar to a hau, 

which can be the spirit of the giver, or perhaps in the context of QVWC SHOP it involves the 

producer and their values (see Mauss 1950). Additionally, purchasing a feminist commodity 

can be understood to carry an element of feminism in itself, which was an important value for 

many of my interlocutors. As Tsing (2015) argues, value is shaped by societal, historical, and 

cultural context. Regarding my field and the various interlocutors, these impacts were often 

seen through the desire of empowering women as artists and creative business owners, 

rethinking societal structures through commodities and creating space for feminist beliefs. 

Once again, what has been brought up in this sections mirror ethics of care within economic 

realms.  
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                                           Image from the QVWC SHOP. 

 

A social value can also be understood to be made through the intensions of giving a feminist 

commodity as a gift and through the emotional bond it can shape between people (see Tsing 

2015). In this sense, feelings and memories are also strongly part of shaping value. To take an 

example, the 23-year-old man buying Christmas gifts at QVWC SHOP for his family. Rodney 

bought a candle that smelled of coffee for his mum, as she was a big coffee lover. He also 

bought a small ceramic owl for his younger sister, as owls were her favourite birds. Both gifts 

had intensions and a social value. When meeting Rodney after Christmas and asking how his 

family liked the gift, he told me fondly about their holidays together. Rodney gave the gifts on 

Christmas to his sister and mum and told them about the background of the gifts, who made 

them and why he got them. The presents were part of creating bonds between the family and 

waking positive emotions, but the background of them and why he had specifically chosen 

them could also be understood to carry a form of social value.  

As Tsing (2015) discusses, value can be connected to the relations involved with the 

commodity. Taking her example of the matsutake mushrooms, once shipped to Japan from the 
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States, the mushrooms are exchanged only as a gift. To get a matsutake as a gift signifies 

great honour and value (ibid). In this sense, context impacts the understanding and meaning of 

value, much like the feminist commodities purchased and given as gifts, as well as memories 

from encounters at markets between makers and customers. Rodney was one of the many 

customers that found items in the QVWC SHOP that were purchased as gifts to someone, 

meaning the element of gift giving was very present in the concerning feminist commodity 

network. This could be once again connected to care and building social bonds.  

Personal connections that were shaped between Makers and consumers were also something 

that carried a social value in this feminist commodity network. As Carrier (2012) discusses, 

ethical consumption can carry an element of building a bond between producer and consumer, 

such as markets with face-to-face interactions. Similarly, ethical consumption can be in the 

form of no face-to-face interaction, or perhaps an imaginary connection between producer and 

consumer, such as fairtrade (Carrier 2012, Dolan 2008). Through my fieldwork, I experienced 

both versions, such as the Markets with Tanya and the connections that were built over 

discussing natural products. Similarly, the QVWC SHOP built an imaginary connection 

between Makers and Staff, but the shop was intentional over forming a bridge between the 

two parties, such as having the Makers as a visible part of their brand and narrative. With both 

versions, social value and getting to know something about the other party was part of 

shaping the network. When following Graeber’s (2001) and Tsing’s (2015) idea of value, the 

feminist commodity network around QVWC SHOP did not follow the capitalist tradition of 

masking the social connections built through objects, but rather embraced it and made it 

highly visible.  

Value, as argued, comes in all sorts of forms. Comparing feminist commodities, feminist 

businesses and QVWC SHOP to larger retail companies, the understanding of values goes 

beyond economic value. Largely, my interlocutors understood social values to be important, 

which they connected with gender equality, sustainability, care and a more personal bond 

between Makers and consumers. The understanding of value is also affected by norms and 

rules, history and social context (Carrier 2012:7, Muriel 2022). Capitalist economic systems 

try often to disguise the social relations created through the commodity, but the social 

network related to QVWC SHOP made an effort to bring the social values into the trade 

(ibid). Through the fieldwork, I observed people connect through the feminist values, build 

bonds and knowledge of the Makers, and create new memories. While economic value was of 

course part of the system of producing, selling and buying the commodities, people tended to 
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see that as a value among other important ones. The next section discusses more closely one 

of the significant ethics with feminist commodities, namely sustainability.  

 

Sustainability 

 

Sustainability, responsibility and ethical production were also something many Makers, 

QVWC Staff and customers found vital with feminist commodities. As Lauri explains how 

her interlocutors in Sweden understood their feminist businesses to be in need of being good 

to all women, including the ones behind the production, no unethical forms of labour could be 

part of the production process if one stands for empowerment (2021: 91). Similarly, Makers 

in Melbourne did often discuss with me in detail the production behind their items. An 

occurring trait for these Makers was to create the commodities themselves, often use 

handmade methods and to work at home or a studio. The majority brought up sustainability in 

this process, which tended to have an important role in their business, branding and identity as 

a business owner. This was often a way for the Maker interlocutors to reflect over the 

problematic systems of larger scale businesses and big corporations that exploited the nature 

to their will. They identified their methods and values as an alternative way of working and 

creating something with more care, responsibility and in a smaller scale. As Tanya told me, 

she started to make her cosmetics herself, as she struggled to find natural products in the 

store, which eventually evolved into a whole business.  

For some, sustainability was the primary driving force behind their businesses, such as Tanya 

with her natural cosmetics. Tanya collected all her ingredients herself with care, such as aloe 

vera and different native flowers. She also did the process of creating the cosmetics herself in 

her home from the raw materials she had gathered. Tanya used no plastic in her packaging, 

only cardboard, glass and metal. She would also encourage her customers to send her the 

glass and metal containers back by giving a discount on their next order, so that they could all 

contribute to minimum waste.  

During the Markets I got to see Tanya interact with customers. The environmentally friendly 

aspect of her products and small-scale business was something that she presented in the start 

of the conversation, highlighting the importance of the sustainable values, and attracting 

people with like-minded ideas. She also encouraged customers to smell, feel and touch the 

products to gain a wholesome experience before buying the products. As mentioned, 



37 

 

feminism was not very visible first-hand in her business through her products. Nevertheless, 

Tanya identified her business to be feminist through the values, production and intensions, as 

her cosmetics were made with care, environmentally friendly methods and intended for 

anyone with likeminded values.   

 

                        

                     Tanya discussing her products with customers at the Market. 

 

Similarly, sustainability was part of QVWC SHOP ethos. The store urged the makers to 

minimize their plastic use in their packaging and gave examples of alternative ways to pack 

the products, such as compostable materials or cardboard. As shown earlier, QVWC SHOP 

wrapped the online orders in paper and cardboard when sending them to the customers. 

Carrier (2012) discusses how sociality and economy influence each other in all sorts of 

commodity chains, but specifically with ethical consumption. Networks of ethical 

consumerism is much about signalling alternative forms of production and consumption, as 

well as ethics behind one’s choices (ibid). Similarly, sustainability relates to symbolic value 

and communicating one’s identity and ethics (Barendregt and Jaffe 2014, Carrier 2012: 6). 

QVWC SHOP and Tanya both signal to others, such as customers and Makers, the ethos and 

values behind the products through different modes, such as sustainable packaging and natural 

ingredients. To be connected to nature, natural resources of materials and sustainability was 

seen as important by Tanya and other Makers. Many makers told me how they used natural 
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materials in their products, such as Tanya with her native ingredients handpicked by herself 

from Victoria-state, and other Makers with sustainable clay. 

Another interesting concept Maker interlocutors often brought up in our conversations was 

care and worry for the future of the planet. In this, the commodities’ role once being sold was 

also important for many Makers, hence conscious and sustainable production and ingredients 

that cause no harm to the customers or the nature. Therefore, for the Maker interlocutors, the 

‘life’ (as being explained by a Maker themself) of the product continued even after being sold 

to the customer, making the creator of the item to be conscious over the product beyond the 

economic trade. The commodities were thus also a way for Makers to imagine the future. 

Once again, conversations with the interlocutors and observations at the field showed how 

sustainability was highly connected to care. Furthermore, Fisher and Tronto understand Care 

as “a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our 

‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible” (1990: 49). When talking with Tanya 

about her products, care was an important aspect. Care of the environment was obviously a 

big theme, as Tanya sold natural cosmetics. Similarly, Tanya cared a lot about the customers 

wellbeing and helping them find the best matching product. She told the customers also how 

to take care of the products, such as not leaving some in the sun, so that they would not go 

oily. Sustainability in the name of care, was meaningful for the interlocutors in multiple ways, 

such as imagining the future and rethinking production. But to balance this with outside 

impacts was not always an easy task, which I will discuss more closely in the next section. 

 

Balancing the dilemmas of the business and the art 

 

As scholars have been focusing on the relationship of contemporary feminism and 

neoliberalism, many have asked if feminism has shifted from smashing the patriarchy to 

fighting against capitalism and neoliberal systems that degrade women in the 21st century 

(Silverstein and Lewin 2016, Carty and Talpade Mohanty 2015: 87). Can there then be a 

feminist shop and feminist businesses, if regardless of their values, they are somehow part of 

the grander supply chains that impacts the world and its people negatively. In conversations 

with Makers, Staff and Customers, we always ended up discussing this theme of profiting 

from feminism by having your own voice in your work as a female Maker, while also needing 

to think of your income.  
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According to my interlocutors, there was of course no simple answer to this complex 

question. Many of my interlocutors struggled with this dilemma, which made them very 

conscious over their impacts and trying to keep their footprint as small as possible. At the 

same time, the interlocutors did also know that everyone can be seen to be part of the larger 

structures, and making some positive impact through a small-scale business while staying true 

to your values was better than nothing. As one of the Makers reflected over this: “The process 

looks like riding waves, it’s not always harmonical. But I always have this voice in the back 

of my head asking why I do this. I think it’s important to keep that consciousness over why I 

want to have a business and what I intend with it.” Many other interlocutors did also talk 

about an inner voice impacting the choices of either producing or buying. This ‘inner voice’ 

or consciousness seemed to have an important part in guiding the individuals and their 

choices in different roles, such as makers, staff or consumers. As Valerie as a customer 

commented, she did not feel guilt after buying something from the QVWC SHOP, compared 

to other purchases from larger corporations that caused her feelings of shame and anxiety.  

As Carrier (2012) discusses, in a contemporary neoliberal society the responsibilities are 

portrayed to be with the individuals. As free choice is seen as something all humans have, one 

should use that to make ‘responsible’ choices (Carrier 2012:19, Harvey 2005). This, as many 

scholars argue, is a far too simplified idea, as there are loads of things impacting, such as 

economic, moral, political or social aspects (Carrier 2012, Mukherjee and Banet- Weiser 

2012). People can therefore be consumed by this dilemma of needing to take responsibility 

through their own actions, but to be limited by the societal affects. The ‘own voice’ can be 

understood as learned socially to be mindful and responsible, but can also cause anxieties of 

not doing enough. Interestingly, many interlocutors managed to listen to the inner voice, but 

be also conscious over their own limits.  

While participating in some levels in larger commodity chains and neoliberal systems through 

commodifying feminism and profiting through feminism, to not create alternative business 

models, economic structures and responsible production is also problematic (Lauri 2022). As 

interlocutors frequently emphasised, if no one questions the capitalist systems by 

experimenting with small-scale business models based on feminist values, how then can 

people change their habits that create exploitation. Likewise, interlocutors discussed limits 

and how many often wanted to explore alternative modes of consumption and production, one 

was also bound by the larger systems. Sandler (2015) calls feminists who work in institutions 

and try change them internally as well as externally ‘warriors within’. She describes the 
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process as walking sometimes on a tightrope, balancing cooperation and cooption (ibid: 191). 

This can be found relevant with Makers, but also the Staff and other people involved with the 

QVWC, such as the management, as they need to think of both bureaucratic systems as well 

as gender equality. 

Similarly, Valerie as a customer mentioned this when talking about consumption:  

 

Even though I am not a big consumer, I am still part of those bigger systems. It is impossible to 

escape them fully if one wants to live in a society such as contemporary Melbourne. It is the way 

of life we are forced to live if we want to be part of an urban society. All we can do is try to live 

as ethically as possible. If I consume, I do it in a mindful way.  

 

Furthermore, we discussed with many interlocutors of how the issue also lies with the 

question of where we draw the line, when analysing different economic and global structures. 

As scholars argue, when looking at production and consumption from a grander perspective, 

everything can be seen as being in contact with each other, leading feminist businesses to be 

part of the neoliberal systems (Repo 2020). But analysing the aspect from a more emic 

perspective reveals that the issue is far more complex. It is not up to one, or even a group of 

100 women Makers to change the economic system of supply and demand in Melbourne, let 

alone the whole world. The Makers also must bend to the systems on some levels, so that they 

can have a functioning business, especially as a small-scale one. As mentioned, many of my 

Maker interlocutors expressed disappointment with the government and their lack of support 

for artists, which made them happy to have a place such as QVWC SHOP in the city.  

Nevertheless, the power of the individuals and their agency should not be seen as invalid. 

Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser (2012) reflect over how commodity activism has come to play a 

significant role in today’s social activism around the world through the politics of buying 

something and boycotting the other. Their book ‘Commodity activism: cultural resistance in 

Neoliberal times’ show different case studies of commodity activism that paint a picture of 

resistance and agency, as well as subjectivity and collective power (ibid). The authors argue 

that commodity activism should be taken seriously and new models for the concerning themes 

are important for the sake of understanding the changing world (ibid). The different chapters 

also show how commodity activism can be understood as two sides of the same coin: indicate 

power to the consumers, but also the risks of becoming a market strategy for corporations 
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(ibid). The authors argue that commodity activism is not as black and white, but instead 

complex, situational and dynamic (ibid). Ultimately, the stories in the work argue that 

activism itself can be seen as a branded commodity in the contemporary world (ibid). 

Although the context of QVWC SHOP was not understood as activism by the interlocutors, 

Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser's (2012) reflections are still relevant and useful to think with the 

feminist commodity networks. By changing practices and understandings of consumerism and 

production, individuals can be seen to create resistance to the larger corporations and the 

state, such as in Melbourne, and showing support to creative businesses owned by women. 

A crucial point that Lauri (2021) also makes about feminist businesses making profit with 

feminist values is the question of ‘why not?’ Why has this been seen as unfair or problematic? 

Lauri believes that feminist work has often been seen in contact with voluntary work and care, 

which can be understood in relation to more feminine work and not economic labour (Lauri 

2022, Goddard and Pine 2022). Furthermore, women’s work has often been associated with 

private spaces, such as housekeeping and taking care of the family, instead of work in public 

realms (Dairiam 2015: 371). In this sense, women who make profit through their feminist 

businesses can argue that their work is valid, important and worth the income that they earn in 

the name of equality and equal pay (Lauri 2021). Although feminist values might be the 

backbone of the business, it should still be seen as Makers creating things through their own 

interests and having the right to be paid for the effort, time and labour they put into their work 

(ibid).  

Likewise, during my fieldwork it became clear that the stereotypical neoliberal ideas of 

individual liberty, maximising one’s one needs and desires to grow were not always the 

priorities of the Makers, the Staff and Customers. Although one had to think of ‘the business 

side’ as a Maker or a Staff at QVWC SHOP, the understandings seemed to vary with common 

ideas of profiting. The question of growth was something we discussed with some of the 

Makers, where many did not seem the urge to grow in large scales but would rather keep their 

business under their own roof or be the only one doing the production. Similarly, when 

talking with customers, many were negative against the self-maximising tendencies of 

consumerism, and only bought things they needed or genuinely wanted.  

When talking about profiting or deciding to price one’s items, many makers and the QVWC 

SHOP did want to keep their prices low and affordable, seeming it not to be fair to charge too 

much. On the other hand, Makers and Staff had to think of making profit to be able to 

continue their work and get an income, which left them sometimes with an ethical dilemma. 
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In this sense, as my interlocutors expressed, it is important to have feminist businesses and 

feminist commodity networks, but have those as an addition to the social movement and the 

political work that fights for equality and societal change (see also Repo 2020). Feminism 

cannot fully evolve to commodity feminism, even the practices are done through the values of 

the social movement (ibid). Once again, this notion can be seen with the Queen Victoria 

Women’s centre, as the building has different organisations and hosts multiple activities for 

women. The shop is an addition and should be seen in context with the whole women’s centre 

and the other activities and practices happening there.  

As I have discussed, through understanding the emic perspective, the relationship between 

feminist values and profit-making is more complex than perpetuating it as ‘profiting on 

feminism’. As many feminist thinkers argue, we must understand why this idea has been 

stigmatised, drawing to the foundational idea of what is work and the norms and 

understandings of what, who and how someone gets paid (Goddard and Pine 2022). 

Historically, women have not been seen to be the ‘breadwinners’ and not doing the well-paid 

labour work (ibid). Women have often been associated with ‘private’ sectors in societies, such 

as household and housekeeping and care as women’s primary task (ibid). These Makers with 

their creative businesses challenge the norms, showing how you can mix it up by selling 

things made with care and responsibility, but also to get paid for them. The Makers also 

challenge the public-private dichotomy, showing how the elements can be blurred, such as 

creating products at home and selling them in stores or markets. 

 Furthermore, as argued, through my fieldwork and discussing profiting with my interlocutors, 

I did experience neoliberal ideas of profit making, branding, and marketing with feminist 

businesses and commodifying feminism, but also how the image was far more vivid, and the 

people involved did make an effort to change capitalist systems through their own agency. 

These efforts did sometimes clash, such as the concept of feminist commodities being created 

for people that can afford them or questions of sustainability. My interlocutors expressed 

feelings of frustration regarding these dilemmas, meaning there was no ‘easy solution’. But to 

even acknowledge these things as a business owner or staff in QVWC SHOP, shows how care 

and an effort is being made towards rethinking production and consumption. 

I have brought up discussions with the interlocutors of how the capitalistic systems create a 

false idea for individuals as responsible over their own actions, while there lies a lot more 

behind, such as forces of economies and governmental support. Regardless of this, individuals 

and their agency should be seen as impactful actors who can change understandings and 
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practices of consumerism and production, such as offering sustainable products in the market 

(Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser 2012). Once again, we can learn a lot through the emic 

perspective, even with the larger structures happening in a place such as Melbourne and see 

the relation between the individual and a capitalist society. To be a Maker and having to think 

of profit can be tricky and can lead to dilemmas, but also shows resilience in a capitalist 

system. As one of my interlocutors said: “Capitalism, whether one likes it or not, is a way to 

engage with markets and get an income, but also a machine to spread messages.”   

More broadly, this first ethnographic has reflected over feminist commodities and the 

meaning behind them for the people involved with the feminist commodity network related to 

the QVWC SHOP. I have brought up topics of larger dilemmas of balancing the business and 

the art, the history of materialism within feminism, but also made an effort to connect the 

emic understandings with larger societal structures. I have also brought up discussions over 

what makes something a feminist commodity in the eyes of the interlocutors, such as different 

values and sustainability, which can be connected to ethics of care. Even though I have 

touched on other themes related to commodifying feminism, such as questions of activism or 

boycotting, due to the length of this thesis I have decided not to further discuss these themes. 

Moving on, the next ethnographic chapter will further analyse feminist commodities in 

relation to a feminist network in the 21st century Melbourne.  

 

V. Make a fuss: feminist narratives through things 
 

 

This second ethnographic chapter focuses on the social aspects of feminist commodity 

networks with QVWC SHOP. I will bring up themes of the interlocutors’ attachment to 

commodities, memories, social values and care to reflect over how feminist commodities 

create unity through the QVWC SHOP. Most importantly, the focus is on the creation of a 

feminist commodity network. Once again, I’d like to enrichen the reader’s understanding of 

the field by starting the ethnographic chapter with a section from my fieldwork journal. This 

example shows how people through the shop tended to have an intriguing experience beyond 

economic trade and left the store with something more than just a new purchase.  
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From fieldnotes: 01.12.22 

Me and Lunes are sitting down for a chat in the break room at the women’s centre. We are 

talking about what brought Lunes to work at QVWC SHOP and how does the store differ from 

her other work experience.  

 

I worked in a big retail shop before this. The tempo was high, and I wanted to find a workplace 

which mattered more to me. Working at big retail chain, we were ordered to keep the 

conversation to bare minimum with customers, as there was no time for chats. Here, talking with 

customers is what matters. At the end of the day, what makes this place a feminist shop is the 

conversations we have with people, the creation of a safe space and the stories we connect 

through. 

 

Lunes goes further on by bringing an example of a woman coming into the shop, telling how 

their child recently came out as non-binary, so the mother wanted to get something for them 

as a gift. Lunes, who identifies with she/they pronouns and is queer ended up talking long 

with the mother about it, which felt empowering and important to Lunes.  

When talking with the staff and Makers about what makes the shop feminist, encounters such 

as these often came up in the conversation. My interlocutors had wholesome stories to share 

with me of people they had connected with, thanks to the feminist commodities. It tended to 

wake up memories and even strong emotions when talking about these encounters, such as 

with Anna and the story of the customer that drove three hours to meet her. Even if time had 

gone by, the memories seemed to stay strongly with my Interlocutors. I also observed the 

Staff in the shop and Tanya at markets have these important conversations with customers. 

To name an example, I observed a Japanese woman who was visiting Melbourne have a 

wholesome encounter with Lunes at QVWC SHOP. The woman had found QVWC SHOP by 

accident and ended up wandering around for a long time in the store, having a look at various 

products. It turned out that the woman was studying poverty amongst women in Japan. She 

was interested in the background of the products, who made them and the concept of the 

QVWC SHOP. I observed her having a lengthy conversation with Lunes about the items and 

the shop, who the profit went to, as well as the differences and similarities of women and 

poverty in Melbourne and Japan. Although this was a unique interaction, similar conversation 

tended to happen on a weekly basis in the shop.  
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Miller (1998) believes that shopping is a sacrificial ritual that is practiced in hopes of 

achieving a specific relationship with someone, meaning shopping is driven by love and 

devotion. Miller’s ethnography focuses on households in North London, with an insight to 

how women practice their love and care for their family and husbands through mundane 

shopping (ibid). Miller’s theories describe shopping and consumption as a sacrificial ritual 

where one commits one’s labour, money and time to achieve a relationship through mediating 

care by purchasing commodities (ibid). In a larger historical context, family and the 

household has therefore replaced the role of a divine God who we sacrifice for and hope to 

build a relationship with (ibid). As discussed, Miller’s works have been criticised for being 

too narrow sighted (Arnould 2000, Sayer 2003). Nevertheless, throughout my fieldwork, I 

found the concept of shopping as a sacrificial ritual useful, as it shows how consumerism can 

go beyond economic trade and is deeply embedded with ethics of care. Thus, the next section 

will further explore care in the context of feminist commodity networks.  

 

Sharing is Caring 

 

As discussed, care was an important part of building the businesses, the QVWC SHOP and 

the network with the people involved. The examples from before show how interactions and 

fond memories stayed with the interlocutors and how this can build bonds beyond economic 

trade. As Fisher and Tronto argue, caring is rarely seen as ‘part of the good life’ in western 

philosophy (1990: 35). This can be once again drawn to the neoliberal idea of the individual 

and maximising one’s needs before others, leading care of others to be less valued (see 

Carrier 2012 and Harvey 2005). It is also important to think of care as contextual, having 

concepts such social, historical and political impacts affecting the norms, rules and 

understandings of care (McKearney and Amrith 2021).  

 Fisher and Tronto (1990) believe that through feminist theory, care can be understood as 

something positive. To make time and effort to talk with a customer, such as Lunes did, seem 

to lead to enriched experiences for both staff and customer. Therefore, simply put, care did 

lead to positive outcomes for the interlocutors and people in the context of the QVWC SHOP. 

A little goes a long way, such as the handwritten notes with the online orders and how that 

could be meaningful to many, such as Valerie’s experiences as a customer. As Johanna once 

told me: “We receive a lot from the customers. They share their stories with us, and we learn 
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from them.” Similarly, a Maker told me how much feedback from customers mean to her and 

she told me a specific memory of a customer telling her how her self-care products helped 

them cope with the lockdowns and bring a bit of joy to their everyday life during tough times.  

Care also held a significant role with the relationship between the Makers and Staff. When 

talking about the relationship with the QVWC SHOP staff, all Makers I spoke to had mostly 

positive experiences and spoke highly of them. Makers often felt heard, and it was easy to 

reach out to the staff if needed. I observed Makers bring new goods to the store and they often 

ended up chatting with the staff for quite some time. The conversations involved topics about 

the products, the store and their businesses, but also more personal about their lives, such as 

holiday plans or events happening around the city. Quite often, the role of a Maker shifted to a 

customer as well in the shop, as they wanted to support other local Makers and the QVWC 

SHOP by buying something. While some Makers understood the relationship with the staff as 

friendly in the business manner, they often felt welcome to build deeper bonds and a more 

active role within the community, if wanted. Other Makers were more actively involved and 

knew the staff on a friendship level. Some Makers would also from time-to-time partner up 

with QVWC and have exhibitions or host workshops at the Women’s centre. Quoting Janet 

from one of our interviews, she perpetuated QVWC SHOP as “the model for what art support 

should look like.” 

When talking with the QVWC SHOP staff about the relationship with the Makers, Johanna 

mentioned that the producers of the commodities were called suppliers in other retail places 

she had worked at, but at QVWC SHOP they made an effort to call them Makers, to build a 

stronger bond between the two parties. Quoting Johanna: “In other retail places, one might not 

even know who is behind the company brand or even an email. Here, we are in the business 

together. We know the Makers and are even friends with quite many.”  The name therefore 

signified a status of the producers as not just the working force behind the products, but as 

important actors with agency. Thus, the relationship between the Makers and staff was 

understood from both perceptions as more horizontal and egalitarian than in many other 

contemporary business models. It truly seemed that there was a lot of respect and care 

between both parties and a desire to work together harmonically. Both parties spoke highly of 

each other and seeing their interaction in the store mirrored that as well.  

The QVWC SHOP staff were also eager to get feedback on their way of working from the 

Makers and hoped they could improve anything if needed. The Staff took constructive 

feedback in well, such as when I told them that one Maker did comment on email replies to 
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take quite long. They talked openly about their flaws with me and their hopes of improving, 

such as replying faster to emails or updating the Maker list on their page. Through QVWC 

SHOP also showing the honest side of everything being a learning curve, they strengthened 

the horizontal relationship with the Makers and created a more unified identity. All this could 

be understood to mirror care and value over the relationship, whether that was more 

professional or a friendship beyond economic realms.  

When asking about future ideas during interviews and in the survey, many Makers showed 

interest towards attending social events, if QVWC SHOP would host potential get-togethers 

for the Makers. Many were interested to get to know more of the other Makers. While some 

already had friends within the community, other Makers were quite interested to build new 

relations. Comments were made that working as a female artist could be lonely, both on a 

daily basis and as a personal career. One often worked alone at home or at a studio and took 

care of matters by themselves. QVWC SHOP seemed to help Makers feel a belonging, as a 

physical place can embody a collective identity of female artists who share the same values. 

As discussed, many seemed positive to further build this community by also getting to interact 

more with other Makers.  

When I was talking once with Tanya about being a female artist and finding community 

through her work, she told me this: “QVWC SHOP is a good place to meet other artists. I do 

feel less alone having that community. It is interesting to see women with their businesses in 

various stages, such as new ones or older. I find it inspiring. It makes me also reflect over my 

own growth.” Other Makers did as well experience the environment at QVWC SHOP as more 

supportive than competitive, which many said to be refreshing as a business owner. This can 

be drawn to Lauri’s (2021) findings of feminist businesses in Sweden and how women 

understood competition as feminist business owners. According to Lauri, many of her 

interlocutors could understand frustration and competitiveness, but the idea of support and 

building a unity tended to be more important than the profit and who gets to trademark what 

(ibid). All of this can be once again drawn back to care, such as showing solidarity for others 

and supporting each other as female business owners.  

Similarly, when care was an important part of the ethos at QVWC SHOP, my interlocutors 

did meet limits of their capabilities. During my time at the Women’s Centre, I heard of 

interactions where persons did come to the building in hopes of receiving rapid help. 

Although there were different organisations for women’s support in the women’s centre, none 

was dealing with direct sheltering or trauma work, especially as walk-ins. The staff were 
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telling me stories of how sometimes there would come a person during the weekend to the 

shop (that was open on Saturday and Sunday), when the centre was otherwise closed, seeking 

help. The staff would try to give aid as well as possible by lending some change from the 

register or borrowing a cell for a phone call, but in the end their hands were tied. As the 

QVWC SHOP space was small, the staff often worked alone, which made them also limited 

in how much they could help in these moments, as they were responsible over the shop.  

Talking with Johanna about these encounters, she felt sad about this and wanted to help as 

much as possible but felt limited. It seemed to bring a lot of emotions up and significant 

memories of women seeking help, such as when one of the staff helped a young woman to the 

emergency room. It was an ongoing discussion both within the QVWC SHOP staff and with 

the women’s centre management team of how they could improve this or how to give some 

help. When once sitting by myself in the management office working on my computer, I also 

experienced a woman coming to seek aid. I felt a bit baffled and unhelpful, explaining that I 

was a student helping there, but she could go and talk to the Staff who could assist her with 

some further information. Although there were limits to aid, my interlocutors showed how 

they still cared and took the role as ‘caregivers’, even if that did go outside of their tasks and 

role as staff in a store (see Fisher and Tronto 1990). Once again, it is important to see the store 

in relation to the whole building, meaning the first encounters for many entering the centre 

tended to be through the shop, but perhaps the centre could find some walk-in solution for 

women in need.  

Sharing, was an important part of the feminist commodity network. Sharing came in forms of 

building relations through telling stories and supporting each other’s work. Sharing happened 

within the store’s wall between customers and staff discussing different matters, whether it 

was the weather or gender politics. Sharing could take form online with QVWC SHOP 

sharing an Instagram post of their Makers. All forms of sharing could be understood as care. 

QVWC SHOP and the Women’s centre were part of creating a space that encouraged 

vulnerability and openness, leading to an understanding of a sisterhood (Lauri 2021). 

Sometimes the caring was challenged by different limits and lack of resources. Nevertheless, 

the efforts helped to show that care was always part of the work done at the centre, even if it 

led to tasks beyond the interlocutor’s specialty.  
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Feminist commodity networks 
 

 

Regarding the people involved with QVWC SHOP, there was a significant element of 

creating, selling and buying with the notion of feminism, such as supporting local female 

Makers, buying things with feminist symbols or producing sustainable items. Nevertheless, 

quite often, a lot of the choices made by my interlocutors were mundane ones, without seeing 

it as a form of activism per se. The feminist values tended to be important to many, but to see 

the production, selling or consumption as a form of activism was rarely part of the 

understanding of the interlocutors. Still, through researching the field, I would argue that 

design justice was taking place through the commodities, as topics such care, sustainability, 

intersectionality and responsibility were important to my interlocutors (see Costanza-Chock 

2020).  

As mentioned earlier, when talking about how Maker interlocutors understood their business 

as feminist, many also shared feminist values and identified as feminist, but did not 

specifically see their work as a part of the social movement. Before going to the field, I had 

expected activism to have a larger role in my research, but once I started doing participant 

observation and interviews, these themes felt more like feminist commodity networks than 

feminist commodity activism. Sometimes, comments made by interlocutors, such as Janet 

joking that her work was ‘vanilla’ compared to feminist protests, mirrored that their work 

through the commodities was not understood as activism by themselves, or at least as less 

impactful than traditional understandings of activism.  

When Repo (2020) discusses commodity feminism, it does align a lot with findings through 

my field, such as the risk of corporation profiting on feminism and questioning if engaging 

with commodities can be a form of activism. However, Repo discusses the matters from a 

macro perspective and sees commodity feminism as “mass popularization of feminist-themed 

commodities” (ibid: 215). In contrast to the focus on commodity feminism in larger societal 

structures, my field focused on the micro perspective on feminist commodity networks with 

the QVWC SHOP. And yet, in a bigger picture, feminist commodity networks in Melbourne 

can be understood as a form of resistance and action against neoliberal models, such as Repo 

(2020) and Costanza-Chock (2020) understand it. Perhaps not all of the Makers identify to 

have a feminist business, but putting them in contrast with other contemporary business 
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models, they represent an alternative form of production that helps us rethink societal 

systems.  

For some of the Makers, to make a feminist statement held a strong role in their business. To 

name an example, a Maker with a ceramic business was talking about how she creates 

ceramics primarily for women:  

 

I think it is important to understand how gender influences design. A lot of technologies and 

products are created for the average man by a man. And we just accept this. Even a mug is 

created for a man’s hand, so it can feel awkward or too big in my hand. I want to create mugs 

that feel good for my hand, and for other women as well. 

 

Another example came from Janet commenting on the visibility of her mugs and the strong 

message on them:  

 

 It takes energy to hold that space, to have a coffee mug at work saying, ‘Smash the patriarchy’ 

or ‘F*ck being nice’ compared to the other blank white ones. And it does make some people 

uncomfortable. I feel that I need to embody the message of the cup because of the support you 

have to give to the product as its creator. People can smell the bull sh*t if you don’t stand behind 

the products you make and love your work.  

 

 Comments such as this show how much systems are naturalized into societies and can be 

drawn to Costanza-Chock's (2020) theory on denaturalizing patterns through design justice. 

Similarly, Miller (2005) argues that when talking about materialism, we can uncover power 

dynamics through things and further rethink systems. In this sense, the work that some of the 

Makers did could be highly impactful from a feminist understanding. Perhaps it was not 

understood as a form of activism by the interlocutors, but many still saw it as resistance 

against patriarchal systems and resilience of women by shining a light on societal issues 

through commodities. Through changing materials and rethinking commodities, materialism 

can play an important political role in societies (Costanza-Chock 2020, Miller 2005).  

Additionally, many of my interlocutors took part in activism in other forms, such as going to 

demonstrations and sharing posts on social media related to political matters on their business 
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accounts. QVWC SHOP Staff would also take part in activism through representing the store 

in demonstrations, such as Melbourne Slutwalk and Women’s March. The women’s centre 

also hosted workshops before marches to come and make signs, which was once again a way 

to bring likeminded people together, create a safe space for women and show solidarity. The 

discussions with Maker interlocutors about resistance mirror that they were a broad range of 

individuals with unique businesses, although sharing the same feminist values and stocking 

under the same roof. Some Makers wanted to, so to say, make a fuss, while others focused 

more on creating commodities that brough joy and harmony to people’s lives.  

It is also important to reflect over the context involved with the QVWC SHOP and the history 

in Victoria-state. As Australia has a long and problematic history with colonialism, First 

Nation understandings of the feminist commodity network felt significant in my research. 

However, none of my interlocutors identified openly to have first nation heritage in our 

conversations, but from talking with the QVWC Staff, they told me that QVWC SHOP did 

have other first nation women stocking at the store. Discussing once briefly with a woman 

with first nation heritage, she did point out the problematic name of a British Monarch who is 

historically known to not align with feminist values. This could both be seen problematic 

from the more general perspective of feminist values, but also the collective trauma and 

colonialization in Australia towards first nation people and their land. Here, it is important to 

mention that QVWC and QVWC SHOP were acknowledging that they are on stolen land and 

that they pay their respects to the Kulin nation, both online and on events happening in the 

building (QVWC 2023). As Costanza-Chock (2020) argues, intersectionality is incredibly 

important with design justice. In the context of Melbourne and more broadly Victoria-state, 

first nation women’s work, art, opinions, ideas and visibility are therefore vital (see Gleeson 

2018, Carty and Talpade Mohanty 2015). 

Queen Victoria has often been seen as a strong female leader in the Victorian era, but a 

contemporary understanding shows how she was not quite the heroine as often portrayed as. 

Chernock (2019), among other scholars, writes about how Queen Victoria was not a supporter 

of women’s rights, such as the right to vote. Some of my interlocutors did find it problematic 

or tedious that the QVWC SHOP and the women’s centre was connected to her, as she did not 

share the feminist values the women’s centre promotes so strongly. The context and 

background of the Queen Victoria Women’s centre is of course more complex than that, as 

the State in Australia is Victoria, the area in Melbourne where the centre stands at is called 
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Queen Victoria and the building has long been called Queen Victoria Women’s centre, 

leading many Melbournians to have a strong connection to the name.  

Another dilemma lies with the inclusion of transwomen and non-binary people at the centre. 

Does the name of a ‘women’s centre’ lead to exclusion of non-cis women, even if 

transwomen and non-binary are in a parenthesis? Some interlocutors did also express worry 

for this and hoped that the QVWC SHOP could further work towards building a more 

inclusive environment. As mentioned in the start, the majority of the Makers were cis women, 

as well as my interlocutors, but an amount of non-binary people were also involved with the 

network. One interlocutor did also discuss with me where to draw the line and who would 

want to be included at a women’s centre. This interlocutor reflected over how non-binary 

people might not be comfortable with spaces created specifically for women and therefore 

choose not to take part in the networks. Similarly, the interlocutor said that non-binary people 

who felt a connection to women’s spaces might feel more part of the feminist commodity 

network. In these cases, it was important for the Staff to make the non-binary Makers feel 

seen and respected, such as correctly presenting their pronouns with the advertising, which the 

staff told me that they were actively doing (see Costanza-Chock 2020).  

 

               

                                  Image from the Survey I made for the Makers. 
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While the QVWC SHOP remarkably helped the Makers out through their platform, such as 

with marketing, visibility and branding, they were also limited with their support. Many of my 

interlocutors were somewhat economically comfortable and were able to start their own 

creative business or shop at the QVWC SHOP for goodies they desired. When the QVWC 

SHOP was looking for new Makers to stock at the store, they did seek women with a rather 

stable business. In this sense, one had to have some experience and background with the 

creative business, meaning also economic stability, which can be extremely hard with art and 

creative ideas. Many of my Maker interlocutors did discuss this with me and expressed their 

gratitude for their position and ability to work with what they loved. As many interlocutors 

mentioned, to start from nothing without support or economic stability is something many 

artists face, especially women, non-binary people, the Queer community and BIPOC. Once 

again, these reflections can be drawn to the dilemmas of balancing the business and the art, 

which was not always easy for the interlocutors. To draw back to Carty and Talpade 

Mohanty’s (2015) article on the feminist movement and neoliberalism, the authors argue that 

we need to acknowledge and work against the division the capitalist state creates for people. 

Nevertheless, In the context of QVWC SHOP, once again, we need to look at the whole 

system of Melbourne and Victoria-state to understand these questions, since artists do not get 

enough support from the state, leading this to be a problem beyond the interlocutors and 

QVWC SHOP and the QVWC. 

 

Attachment 

 

Talking with interlocutors about attachment to the commodities was also an interesting topic. 

By seeing the commodities related to feminist networks, people involved tended to build a 

stronger attachment to the things than in other environments. Nevertheless, as mentioned, 

when being in the store, the commodities were often seen as mainly products to sell by the 

Staff. The staff could be understood to have an intermediary role between the producers and 

consumers. Interestingly, the conversations could be understood to spark up something that 

could be seen as a ‘feminist hau’ where the feminist values came alive (see Mauss 1950). In a 

larger understanding, the staff did not feel deep emotions of attachment to the commodities in 

the store, but valued what they represented and were attached to the feminist narratives and 

stories behind them. Once again, the concept of hau is good to think with when discussing 
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attachment, but the examples from the field and the Interlocutors’ understandings show how it 

is more complex than a trade between two parties. 

When discussing with Makers if they felt attached to their creation, the answers varied as 

well. Fascinatingly, it seemed like the more time a Maker spent working with a product and 

the more unique the specific items were, the more the Makers felt attachment or some sort of 

connection to the commodities. Comparing different Makers’ reflections, the interlocutors 

with a business selling candles or ceramics expressed not to build deep attachment to the 

items. These Makers often created many items per day and the commodities kept to their 

regular form. One of the Makers with a candle business reflect over attachment as this: 

 

 I take pride in my work and quality is important to me, but I’m not that attached to the products. 

Not anymore at least. Once I sell them, they are not mine. I like to see people get happy over 

them, which feels rewarding to me.  

 

Similarly, another Maker with a ceramics business said that she felt attached with the process 

of making, but not with the products. She also commented that things break easily within 

ceramics, so you learn to not be attached.  

Interestingly, Makers who spent more time creating a particular commodity and produced 

items that carried a unique element seemed to build a stronger bond with their creations. As 

Anna explained, she felt attached to the clothes she made, as she spent a lot of time with them. 

She also connected the memory of working on clothes to certain interactions with others, such 

as conversations with her children while sewing or a podcast she was listening to at the time. 

“I feel like I’m giving away a little bit of myself each time [when selling an item], but that 

can be a good thing. You are sharing the joy that you had while making something.” Anna’s 

comment is interesting and can be drawn to the concept of hau with the feminist essence in 

the commodities (see Mauss 1950). As Anna feels that she is giving away a part of herself, it 

is understandable that the Maker feels more attached the commodities. Ultimately, memory, 

time, feelings and interaction can be understood to play an important part of attachment 

building. Thus, care of the product is emphasised through the interlocutors' comments and 

how that builds an attachment to the commodities. 
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As Ingold (2007) discusses, materials can be understood to be alive and act back, as 

materiality can be processual and relational. This could lead to further affecting the 

attachment a Maker has to her products. If the material, such as the clay acts back and gets 

broken as one of the interlocutors explained, it will have consequences on the relationship 

between Maker and the commodity (ibid). Senses are an important part of creating the 

attachment and could wake up different feelings and emotions (Pink 2015). When Makers 

were describing the items they designed, many talked about their senses and how important 

they are during the process of creating something, such as the feeling of clay, the textiles or 

the smell of natural ingredients. Senses, according to many Makers, were part of gaining 

experience and how one becomes more skilful in their work, such as getting the ‘right’ smells, 

textures or colours with the products. 

Regarding consumption, attachment played a role with the process as well. As mentioned 

earlier, Carrier (2012) talks about ethical consumption to either bring the producer and 

consumer closer physically, or through an imaginative bond. Either way, ethical consumption 

can lead to more attachment, both to the commodities and the person behind the product 

(ibid). Being at QVWC SHOP with a customer who was a Spanish PHD-student, we were 

having a look at the posters and prints in the store. The customer found one she was interested 

in, took a picture of the name, and told me she would look up the artist before buying it. 

Similarly, the Japanese woman studying poverty among women was interested in the 

background of the products and made an effort to learn more about the Makers. To understand 

the background and the story behind the Maker was important to many customers. In this 

sense, the customers strived to make some connection or understanding of the producer, 

creating more attachment and care to the Maker as well as the commodity. More specifically, 

perhaps this attachment could be seen to be created towards the feminist essence of the 

commodity that can be understood as something similar to the concept of hau (see Mauss 

1950).  

As discussed, QVWC SHOP carried a role here as a middleman, helping to build the 

understanding of the feminist essence that can be related to hau by presenting the Makers 

actively in their work, such as the ‘Meet the Makers’- page online with presentations and 

pictures of all the Makers (QVWC SHOP 2023, see Mauss 1950). This can be drawn to 

Tsing’s (2015) observation of how the relationship between the Matsutake mushroom and the 

humans involved shifted in different contexts. Tsing describes how there was less attachment 

from the industry workers towards the mushrooms when they were being sorted and shipped 
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to Japan, versus mushrooms pickers in Oregon or Japanese people receiving the mushroom as 

a gift (ibid). Comparable to the Staff in QVWC SHOP, Tsing describes the industrial workers 

to have an intermediary role helping the mushrooms with their journey onwards (ibid). 

Nevertheless, I would argue that the QVWC SHOP staff did take a more caring role with both 

the commodities and people involved with the network compared with Tsing’s (2015) 

reflections of the industrial workers.  

As discussed, Miller (1998) believes that consumption is always a social phenomenon, as 

shopping is done in relation to one’s family. Miller believes that nuclear family has replaced 

the role of religion or other forms of larger social groups in many contemporary societies 

(ibid). To expand this idea regarding my field, one’s choices of consumption do not always 

need to be in relation to other individuals or a nuclear family per se, but can also be in hopes 

of a connection to a larger social group (Carrier and Wilk 2012: 221). In this sense, 

commodities can still play a ritualistic role, but symbolize independence or a relation to 

alternative social groups other than a ‘traditional’, nuclear family. These other groups can for 

example be feminist networks, such as I observed during my field. One can take Miller’s 

(1998) theory even further and understand conscious consumption as a method of sacrifice in 

relation to larger moral or ethical issues, such as practicing a sacrifice in hopes of achieving a 

relationship with women around the world, which my interlocutors did express through 

talking about women’s solidarity on local and global levels. If following this idea, we are 

once again back as humans practicing ritual sacrifices through commodities to something 

‘bigger’ or transcendental than us, much like Miller argues with humans historically forming 

relationships with the divine through religion or larger social groups (ibid). These rituals can 

be part of building bonds and attachments to others through commodities. The decisions and 

practices can vary of course in the level of awareness, much like Miller argues (ibid).  

 

The gift of giving 
 

As reflected throughout this thesis, care has been an important topic for the people involved 

with the feminist commodity network. With giving and receiving often comes some hierarchal 

aspects as well. As discussed earlier, the relationship between the QVWC Staff and Makers 

was perpetuated by the interlocutors as more egalitarian than in other capitalistic systems. 

Nevertheless, the Staff had influence over who to take aboard to the QVWC SHOP. 
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Furthermore, the staff tended to be interested in the Makers ideas, their success and wellbeing, 

which was appreciated by the Makers.  

What I found interesting when talking with Makers about giving and spreading feminist 

values through the commodities, was the notion that it was not always just for any customer. 

Some Makers were very intentional over who they wanted to sell to and where to stock at. As 

discussed, feminist values were important, and sometimes it seemed to be vital for the 

economic exchange. To take an example, Janet told me how she used to stock her ceramic 

mugs at another gift shop than QVWC SHOP but ended the partnership. She knew that the 

shop was popular among conservative upper-middle class women who Janet didn’t share 

values with, such as politics and voting for different parties.  

 

It didn’t feel right that they would by my items. I don’t want them to misuse my work, Janet 

said. She then continued jokingly: Those women definitely did not share the same values as me. 

But is hard to control who gets to buy the items. Maybe we should all carry ‘I am a feminist 

card.’ 

 

 Similarly, Janet told me how a male executive bought her ‘f*ck being nice’ mug to give to 

his assistant as a joke, because as the man told Janet “That was often her attitude, and she 

could be nicer to him.” Janet found this story amusing to tell, but she also indicated that he 

‘didn't get the point’ with the message of the mug and she felt annoyed that he misused her 

work in a patronizing way. Nonetheless, Janet could laugh at the incident and said that “the 

joke was on him,” as he didn’t understand the concept and Janet with her feminist business 

made profit from his purchase.  

As Mauss (1950) discusses, a gift is the total social phenomenon. Gifts build relations and 

reciprocation is always expected after a gift exchange, leading gifts to involve some social 

hierarchy (ibid). In a neoliberal tradition, economic exchange consists of a customer buying 

something that she wants with money, and the producer of the item receives the money and 

the economic value. No other obligations or relationship is affecting the exchange, as supply 

and demand can be seen to control of the market, which Tsing (2015) finds to be a far too 

simplistic idea. Similarly with feminist commodities, the exchanges were complex and 

dynamic. The Makers, such as Janet, had expectations regarding the customers and strived to 

sell to people with likeminded ethics and values. This could be understood as an expectation 



58 

 

of reciprocated values. The Makers had therefore influence over who they wanted to reach out 

to through their work. The choice to stock somewhere was also significant, such as the values 

aligning. Similarly to Janet’s story, Tanya told me of how she was stocking at another small 

shop in Melbourne before QVWC SHOP and felt the need to end the contract, because the 

store did not take diligent care of her items and lacked good representation of her products.  

As the QVWC SHOP does call the artists ‘Makers’, these women had something to say and 

could impact others through their own work. The Makers were not silenced workers who 

provided their labour and were dependent on bigger businesses or corporations (see 

Mukhjeree and Banet-Weiser 2012). Although they had to bend to the will of some external 

higher systems, they also had agency and influence through their work (ibid). 

The gift of giving access to feminist products could therefore not be taken for granted. As 

already discussed, economic value and growth tended not to be the primary goal for Makers 

with small-scale businesses that were stocking at QVWC SHOP. All the exchanges were 

intentional and held some meaning for the interlocutors. To build on Mauss’ (1950), as well 

as Miller’s (1998) theory, reciprocity and consuming with specific values was far more 

complex at my field. Reciprocity might not be direct but take shape in building a larger unity 

and network through the economic trade. As Fisher and Tronto argue, when care is involved 

with social interaction, reciprocity might take shape in different forms and be more dynamic 

than a relationship between two people (1990: 6-7). To ‘give back’ could perhaps take form in 

a larger context of supporting women and feminist values, such as Janet finding that to be 

important with her customers. 

 

QVWC SHOP: Your sisterhood with the goods 

 

So far, everything discussed in this chapter is arguing that a sense of solidarity is built through 

different ways by the people connected to the QVWC SHOP. As reflected, the most important 

methods within the QVWC SHOP network tended to involve feminist narratives, care and 

relationship building. All this is connected to building a narrative of a sisterhood. As Lauri 

(2021) argues, a sisterhood is built through feminist symbols, slogans, values and most 

importantly: solidarity. In the material I have brought up and QVWC SHOP’s diaspora, the 

use of sisterhood is also visible. This can be seen for example on the QVWC SHOP’s online 

store, Instagram account and as a slogan of their shop: “QVWC SHOP! Your sisterhood with 
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the goods” (QVWC SHOP 2023). The notion of a sisterhood can therefore be understood as 

an important feminist symbol for the Staff and the network more broadly. Through participant 

observation in the store and interviews with the different interlocutors, the narratives and 

understandings of the relationships seemed to align with the diaspora of a sisterhood, 

especially with the Staff and Makers.  

 An understanding of a sisterhood has long been a symbol of solidarity and care with women 

in feminism. In a theoretical understanding, Fisher and Tronto (1990) divide the notion of 

sisterhood into two categories. The first is ‘sisterhood as equality with women and on the 

human community’ (ibid: 53). The other is ‘sister inequality based on birth order’ (ibid: 53). 

These two notions reflect over the unification of women, but also over intersectionality (ibid). 

Both are important when building an understanding of a sisterhood with a holistic perspective. 

As mentioned, when talking with interlocutors about the context of QVWC SHOP, many 

Makers did experience it as a supportive, egalitarian system, which can be understood as a 

sisterhood. As one of the Makers commented: “you feel like you are part of something bigger 

that celebrates women. You are amongst likeminded people.” 

Senses could also play a role with the community building (Pink 2015, Van Ede 2009). After 

spending time at QVWC SHOP, I noticed things such as specific music playing and smells in 

the store. I often experienced the energy to be relaxed and easy, even when there were a lot of 

customers, or the Staff had a lot to do. As Johanna told me when talking about the shop: “I try 

to create a relaxed environment at the shop, both for me and for the customers.” When putting 

on music, the staff had their own preferences during their shifts, but the music often involved 

women or non-binary artists. It could be music genres all between pop and techno, but often 

these were artists that were known to be feminist artists. Customers might feel more welcome 

with relatable music or artists they know. Similarly, flowery, fresh smells were present in the 

shop from the candles or cosmetics that were sold there, inviting customers to smell the items. 

When talking about the feeling in the shop with the customers, many were also understanding 

it as relaxed, easy-going and welcoming. All this could be part of building pleasant 

experiences for the customers and feel invited to the sisterhood. Similarly, Maker 

interlocutors selling at Markets emphasised the importance of the senses in the process of 

buying for the customers. As one Maker commented: 
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 Senses are so underutilized! I love watching customers senses come alive at the markets. A 

person’s whole mood can change because of a smell, such as a pleasant one igniting a childhood 

memory. Senses are so strongly connected to memory and feeling. That process is beautiful, and 

I love being able to connect with people through senses. 

 

                         

              Image from the Market with Tanya: inviting the customer to smell the products. 

 

Bringing notions of sisterhood beyond kinship to bureaucracy and markets can be an 

important way to reshape societal structures (Fisher and Tronto 1990: 55). This, Fisher and 

Tronto argue can bring more care into social order, which can have positive impacts on a lot 

of matters (ibid: 56). To bring the idea of a sisterhood into a women’s centre is not a 

revolutionary idea. But involving it into a business model and a store brings interesting new 

winds into economic realms. As Fisher and Tronto discuss, it can build a more intimate bond 

between people and break societally built barriers, such as norms and expectations of how a 

staff and customer should behave (ibid). Once again, it is important to remember that care is 

also contextual (McKearney and Amrith 2021). QVWC SHOP is an example of social 

connections being built through economic realms and care.  
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Materiality and immateriality connect in the store through people and the feminist network 

involved, embodying feminism and creativity. The understanding of sisterhood can also be 

seen aligned with Miller’s (1998) ideas of shopping as a sacrificial ritual. In this context, the 

interlocutors experienced a connection to a sisterhood through commodities, instead of a 

nuclear family. In addition, a feeling of sisterhood, according to the interlocutors, could help 

build a space where people feel safe, and vulnerability is accepted. The feeling of sisterhood 

was thus important for the interlocutors and in the diaspora of QVWC SHOP.  

 

VI. Concluding comments 
 

 Commodities help us create our identity, shape our everyday life and mirror our values 

(Carrier 2012). To understand the commodities can help us understand societal aspects as 

well, such as the feminist commodity network in my ethnographic work (see also Costanza-

Chock 2020). To go back to the research question, ‘What role does the QVWC SHOP play to 

the staff, Makers and consumers? And the sub questions of ‘what are feminist commodities 

and what does it mean to be a feminist consumer, Maker or staff in relation to the QVWC 

SHOP?’  My interlocutors understood QVWC SHOP to have a dynamic as well as a 

grounding role in creating the understanding of a sisterhood for the women involved with the 

store. Dynamic parts can be seen in how flexible the shop and its staff were with engaging 

with care first in the economic trade, such as creating connections beyond neoliberal interests 

and offering help in different cases. Interestingly, the QVWC SHOP was also seen as 

grounding by the interlocutors, as it creates a space that embodies feminist values through 

commodities and brings women together. The interlocutors experienced both elements to be 

essential and part of creating a sense of unity. Both aspects were also understood by the 

interlocutors to be embedded with care. Thus, the QVWC SHOP has both a dynamic and 

grounding role that brings the concerning people together, creating a sisterhood through care. 

Furthermore, regarding the sub question of what feminist commodities are, I have reflected in 

this thesis over how the interlocutors perpetuated feminist commodities and what was 

meaningful for them with these items. As argued, interlocutors expressed the feminist values, 

sustainability and attachment, to play a vital role in creating feminist commodities. In 

addition, the background behind the items, identities, materials and intensions connected with 

the commodities were also understood to be important. All these themes I have brought up 
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were understood primarily to be embedded in care by the interlocutors, whether that was care 

for sustainability or care for gender equality.  

Regarding the other sub question of what it means to be a feminist consumer, producer or 

staff in relation to the QVWC SHOP, elements of support, solidarity, trust and empathy were 

all important to the interlocutors. These themes were highly connected to care and building 

social connections through the commodities. As shown through the material I have brought 

up, to participate in these feminist commodity networks meant something more than just 

economic trade, and the interlocutors were part of creating a sisterhood in Melbourne.  

Before entering my field, I expected activism to have a more significant role in my research. 

Throughout my time in Melbourne, I came to learn with an emic perspective that the feminist 

commodity networks were more about building a sisterhood and connecting people with 

likeminded values through different forms of care, instead of straight-out feminist commodity 

activism. Care, as we have seen, was simply put the backbone of building a sisterhood and a 

feminist commodity network. Care for others, the environment, gender equality and feminist 

values were all part of feminist commodities and shaping a sisterhood. Whether that was in 

prominent levels or on a smaller scale, care did matter for the people involved with the 

QVWC SHOP and was what made their experience of selling, producing or shopping there so 

special and memorable. Furthermore, resistance and rethinking societal structures was 

important for many of the people involved with the feminist commodity network related to 

the QVWC SHOP. Both material elements of commodities and immaterial aspects, such as 

feminist narratives, played a role in creating an understanding of a sisterhood for the women 

involved.  

As discussed earlier, the social value of the feminist commodities could be seen as something 

similar to a feminist hau (see Mauss 1950). Although I found out that the network was far 

more complex than a trade between two parties, I still saw elements of hau within the feminist 

commodity network. The understanding that a Maker gives a bit of themselves into the items 

they create or into their creative business was important to some Makers, forming it to be 

easier to connect through the commodities. This can create a relationship between the Maker 

and customer, even if this is an imagined one (Carrier 2012). In the context of QVWC SHOP, 

the store worked as an intermediary, while also building relationships with the two parties. 

Building bonds with people helps rethinking consumption and production, which could lead 

to changes within societal structures (Fisher and Tronto 1990). The collective understanding 

of a sisterhood is thus important with building feminist commodity networks in the 
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contemporary world. QVWC SHOP plays an important part in bringing people together and 

creating a sisterhood that encourages solidarity and care. With the concerning feminist 

commodity network, there was a desire to learn, strengthen and understand these social bonds, 

which according to the interlocutors goes against the capitalist idea of the market.  

Nevertheless, my interlocutors taught me of the dilemmas they face when trying to balance 

the business side with the art. Combining the two was not always easy, and could lead to 

difficulties, such as having to think of profit while also enjoying the creative work. Similarly, 

my interlocutors expressed worries over the dilemma of participating in the larger supply 

chains, which could for example have negative impacts on the nature. Another issue for my 

interlocutors, specifically the Makers who identified strongly with feminist values and were 

critical towards capitalism, lay in creating and selling things that were limited to people that 

could afford them. In connection with these discussions, many interlocutors expressed the 

importance of intersectionality. But as argued in the text, many of my interlocutors knew their 

limits and believed that feminist commodities should be seen as an addition to the feminist 

movement. The notion of care is also visible in these dilemmas, such as the worry of one’s 

prices being too high or having to fulfil one's duty in the shop as an employee, although a 

woman walks in asking for rapid help. These dilemmas show how the emic perspective of an 

economic space is important to be seen in connection with the larger structures in a society. 

To draw back to Miller’s (1998) theory of shopping as a sacrificial ritual, materialism can 

play a significant role with building relationships. As observed, the interlocutors could 

connect through the commodities they were engaged with. Sometimes the connections were 

imaginary, but they could still be part of building one’s feminist identity and understanding of 

a belonging in a sisterhood. A physical encounter was not always even needed, such as 

Valerie’s comments on being an online customer but still feeling part of ‘something bigger’ 

with the QVWC SHOP. To sacrifice one’s time, money, effort, and energy in creating, 

selling, or buying feminist goods, can be understood to be that ticket to the group. Thus, the 

feminist values can be ‘the feminist member card’ Janet jokingly said the customers ought to 

have.  

To bring more care into institutions that are outside the households is a way to change societal 

structures, such as systems of bureaucracy or the market (Fisher and Tronto 1990). Through 

care, more integrity, responsibility and flexibility can be introduced to systems, which can 

have a positive impact on people and make them feel seen. In the example of Queen Victoria 

Women’s centre and specifically QVWC SHOP, by introducing care into economic and 
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artistic realms, the interlocutors did feel to be part of a sisterhood through the feminist 

commodity network. Majority of the people involved had pleasant experiences of the centre 

and the shop and did seem to have built a stronger bond to the store and the other people 

involved than usually with economic trade in Melbourne. This feminist system shows an 

alternative of producing, selling and consuming in the contemporary world. Much like Tsing 

(2015) and Graeber (2001) argue, not every commodity chain should be seen just in neoliberal 

economic terms, but is often contextual, social and powerful on its own terms, even in a 

highly capitalistic society.  

As oftentimes brought up with feminist thinkers, women have been seen in the more private, 

sectors of society and connected with nature (Goddard and Pine 2022, Stivens 2012, Ortner 

1972). My interlocutors taught me how one can blur the lines between public and private, 

showing they are not strict binaries. Specifically, the Makers were telling me how they often 

worked at home with their businesses but brought their work into the ‘public’ through selling 

at Markets, promoting one’s work online or bringing their items to the QVWC SHOP to be 

sold. With more time or further research, one could focus on various aspects of materialism 

with the commodities or the process behind creating them, the role of activism with feminist 

commodities, online networks or more stories of feminist commodities. One could analyse 

and compare different feminist commodity networks in other societies and how these systems 

vary. 

Ultimately, I’d like to finish with a quote from Tanya when talking about her products and 

about feminism more in general that mirrors the understanding of many conversations I had 

with the interlocutors:   

 

Patriarchy is hard on women; it presses us down and traps us. I want to challenge the norms. 

Regarding my products, I hope I can help people to not strive for perfection and forever beauty, 

which other cosmetics often do. Cosmetics are often made for the male gaze and visual 

perfection, but I want to help people find their freedom through wellbeing and to be their true 

selves. That’s what feminist commodities mean to me. And I express what I want more in the 

world through my work. 

 

While the macro perspectives on markets, such as the work of Harvey (2005) and Sassen 

(2014), are important, the narrative of the people involved with the systems are in danger of 
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being forgotten or diminished. An emic perspective helps us see the agency of people and 

their desires in relation to each other and the commodities. It helps us understand the social 

aspects that are so strongly entangled with the commodities, and how these create social 

groups. Nevertheless, an emic perspective cannot be seen in isolation. Combining the 

grassroot level with the broader market systems show us the realities of the dynamic 

relationship between individuals, economic and societal processes (Carrier 2012, Carrier and 

Wilk 2012). 

This thesis has strived to unpack feminist commodity networks through an emic perspective 

connected with the larger market structures. I have built the arguments with my ethnographic 

case study done in Melbourne through the Queen Victoria women’s Centre and more 

specifically their feminist shop called QVWC SHOP. The examples, interviews and 

observations from the field have been interpreted with the help of different anthropological 

and feminist theories and tools. The focus has been on economic anthropology and feminist 

ideas, which helps us rethink economic networks. Furthermore, this thesis has shown 

alternative forms of consumption, selling and producing through feminist commodity 

networks with the context of QVWC SHOP in Melbourne. The arguments brought up in this 

work do not aim to give the reader ideas of consumption and production in the contemporary 

world as an all-harmonic system. I have rather argued that the concerning network can be 

taken as an example of how contemporary economic trade can be embedded with social 

interactions, feminist values and ethics of care. 
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