
Lauren Britton 
School of Information Studies 
Syracuse University 
Doctoral Student 

 1 

 
 
It’s not just a “guy thing” or a “geek thing”: Investigating 

the Maker movement through discourse 
Abstract: 

From the very beginning, the practice of feminist theory has 
insisted on reimagining borders and canonical disciplines.  Feminist 
theory questions what gets to count as knowledge and who gets to 
‘know’; it intentionally disrupts epistemological ‘business as usual’ 
by identifying, locating, and situating androcentrism in all its forms. 
Through a Foucauldian discourse analysis, influenced by feminist 
theory, this paper explores the engrained culture of white masculinity 
in technical tinkering. Foucault identifies discourse as being more 
than language, it is the thing that is done—the violence that we do to 
things; as power in action (Foucault, 1971). Through identifying the 
relations of power behind the Maker movement discourse, where 
power is defined as the ability to govern the way groups or 
individuals structure the actions of others (Foucault, 1971), it is 
possible to develop a critical awareness of the social structures 
preventing the potentially transformative effects and opportunity 
Making might create for society.  
Introduction: The Rise of the Maker 

The Maker movement evolved out of Punk and DIY culture and 
has grown at a rapid pace over the past six years, spurred by the 
creation of Make Magazine and the Maker Faire.  A manifesto has 
been published (Hatch, 2014) and ‘how-to’ guides on making and 
building makerspaces abound (Makerspace.com, 2012; Bagley, 
2014; Kemp, 2013; Lang, 2013). Touted as havens for techies, 
artists, and entrepreneurs, makerspaces are being developed at an 
astounding rate, both domestically and internationally.  Makerspaces 
are community-operated facilities that provide access to the tools of 
production, usually wood shops, metal shops, and digital fabrication 
technology.  While frequently described as community centers, most 

makerspaces are membership based. In 2013, 33.6% of makerspaces 
required membership and 33.3% required membership or a daily 
usage fee (Dougherty, Makers of Spaces, Makers of Makers, 2013).  
Costs of membership at maker spaces can range anywhere from $30-
$200 per month, and the more expensive memberships usually come 
with increased levels of access, for example, a building key for 24/7 
access to the space. They are perceived as powerful learning 
environments, supporting project-based learning, design learning, 
and experiential learning. 

Makerspaces are operating as independent entities, in 
schools, as well as folded into legacy institutions, such as libraries 
and museums.  Major funding agencies, including the Institute for 
Museum and Library Services (IMLS), National Science Foundation 
(NSF), and Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) 
are funding grants to support and develop maker initiatives (IMLS, 
2014; National Science Foundation, 2014; Dougherty, 2012).  In 
addition to mass media and politicians, academics have started 
studying Making from a number of disciplines and perspectives, 
including the social sciences, education, and STEM fields (ex: 
Honey & Kantor, 2013; Ratto & Boler, 2014; Norris, 2014).  

The extensive discourse regarding Making and the Maker 
movement is primarily centered on the opportunities that Making 
creates for society, particularly for manufacturing, entrepreneurship, 
and science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) education. 
It has been said that the maker movement is ushering in the new 
industrial revolution (Anderson, Makers, 2012).  

In 2013, the Huffington Post published an article titled “What is 
the Maker Movement and Why Should You Care?” which concluded 
by stating,  

Makers will continue to be found in fields ranging from food 
to crafts to technology. And together, they will push each 
other forward to invent and build new and innovative things. 
Many technologies that will drive this growing population 
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are not even built yet. In effect, the maker movement has 
only just begun. (Morin, 2013) 

While the Maker movement has just begun, it has acquired serious 
political implications. Politics are inherently power-structured 
relationships (Millet, 2000), relationships that are made visible 
through discourse analysis. In an article published in Slate, an online 
current affairs magazine, the Deputy Director for Policy for the 
White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, Tom Kalil, 
wrote,  

The Maker Movement is important for a variety of reasons. 
First, it promotes values that are ends in themselves, such as 
creativity, problem-solving, collaboration, and self-
expression. Second, it has the potential to get more boys and 
girls excited about STEM, in the same way that chemistry 
sets inspired previous generations of scientists and 
engineers. Third, many manufacturing companies complain 
that they have many job openings they can’t fill, and they 
need more welders and machine tool operators. (Kalil, 
Extreme marshmellow canons, 2012)  
Making has been embraced by the Obama administration 

and in June 2014, the first White House Maker Faire hosted 
“students, entrepreneurs, and everyday citizens who are using new 
tools and techniques to launch businesses, learn vital skills in 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM), and lead a 
grassroots renaissance in American manufacturing” (Office of the 
Press Secretary, 2014). Kalil and Miller also stated that,  

The rise of the Maker Movement represents a huge 
opportunity for the United States. Nationwide, new tools for 
democratized production are boosting innovation and 
entrepreneurship in manufacturing, in the same way that the 
Internet and cloud computing have lowered the barriers to 
entry for digital startups, creating the foundation for new 
products and processes that can help to revitalize American 

manufacturing. (Kalil & Miller, Announcing the First White 
House Maker Faire, 2014) 

The language used here connects Making to deeply embedded 
national narratives: American Values, the perceived STEM crisis, 
and the revival of American manufacturing. The political Maker 
discourse identifies Making as an expansion of, and solution to, these 
politically motivated narratives, the veracity of which scholars 
regularly question (Hira, 2010; Anft, 2013 ; Salzman, Kuehn, & 
Lowell, 2013; Yi, 2014).  

The public discourse emanating from practicing Makers 
places less emphasis on the economic opportunity of Making and 
instead focuses on the universal appeal and egalitarian nature of 
Making; the definition of ‘Maker’ is not limited to those engaged 
with tools of digital fabrication. In Chris Anderson’s book Makers, 
he writes, 

We are all Makers.  We are born Makers (just watch a 
child’s fascination with drawing, blocks, Lego, or crafts), 
and many of us retain that love in our hobbies and passions.  
It’s not just about workshops, garages, and man caves.  If 
you love to cook, you’re a kitchen Maker and your stove is 
your workbench (homemade food is best, right?).  If you 
love to plan you’re a garden Maker.  Knitting and sewing, 
scrapbooking, beading, and cross-stitching—all Making 
(Anderson, 2012 p.13) 

The idea that ‘we are all Makers’ is repeated constantly in the media 
and popular press. Yet participation in Making is heavily dominated 
by affluent white men.  This disconnect between discourse and 
reality can be seen in the demographic information from Maker 
Faire, the most popular and visible annual gathering of self-identified 
Makers in the country:  

MAKER FAIRE: ATTENDEES 
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• Maker Faire Bay Area 2012: 110,000 Attendees, 900 Makers 
• World Maker Faire, New York 2012: 55,000 attendees, 650 

Makers 
• 66% Male, 34% Female 
• Median Age 46.5 
• Median Household Income $117,000 
• 98% Attended/Graduated from College 
• 87% Graduated College + post-grad work 
• 43% with Post-Graduate Degrees 
• 67% Married 
• 45% have children under 18 living at home 
 (Make Media, 2012) 

If technical tinkering, STEM, and digital fabrication are the 
economic forces that will empower Makers, and women and people 
of color are not participating in these activities in a visible way, that 
power will remain unequally distributed. When gender is discussed 
in relation to the maker movement, the conversation starts with the 
notion that Making creates a unique opportunity for inclusive 
participation, and is quickly followed by the question ‘how can we 
get more women to participate?’  Generally, the responses focus on 
transforming women, on areas that need to be corrected, such as 
raising confidence, creating more woman/girl friendly learning 
environments, increasing ability in math and science, and so on.  The 
women themselves cause the problem; they lack confidence, they are 
unable to learn in the ‘normal’ STEM environment, they do not 
embrace their full capability in math and science. It is the women 
who are deficient.  

In a blog post from 2013, Dougherty said,  
I’d like to see makerspaces reach new audiences — it’s not 
just a “guy thing” or a “geek thing”. We need more women 
and people of diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds to 
participate.  We should not just be open and welcoming to 
new people but we should also export what goes on in a 
makerspace into other locations in the community such as 

libraries, schools and museums. We are all makers of spaces, 
and these spaces are makers of makers. (Dougherty, Makers 
of Spaces, Makers of Makers, 2013) 

This positions Making firmly in the realm of white masculinity 
drawing on a philosophy identified in critiques of second wave 
feminism as ‘add color and stir’ (Schilt, 2005), sustaining	  
assumptions that masculine use of technology is normative and 
women need an invitation and an incentive or special ‘female’ reason 
to engage in this masculine space. 

Discourse positions the maker movement as a solution to our 
country’s education, STEM, and economic challenges; a 
democratizing force that will create egalitarian access to a range of 
opportunity. However, what gets to count as making is indicative of 
the engrained cultural of white masculinity and economic privilege: 
hard technologies and processes, like robots and drones, made by 
hobbyists with the time and financial resources to tinker with 
technology. Where women do participate in any reportable number 
in the maker community is with soft technology, like electronics 
textiles; projects and activities that certainly would not fall under the 
discourse of democratizing the means of production or changing the 
world. 

As it stands now, the Maker identity and technical DIY 
activities are not for everyone.  The rhetoric of universalism and 
economic opportunity disguises the differences in power, access, and 
status that exist among different groups (Dunbar-Hester, 2014).  
What is done through Maker discourse, in a Foucauldian sense, is to 
reinforce an engrained culture of white masculinity in the design and 
deployment of technology, while rhetorically claiming universality 
and equal opportunity.  

Throughout this paper I have addressed what is said in the 
discourse as well as the assumptions behind the language, the 
Foucauldian ‘will to truth’ (1971), in order to make the social 
structures and practices that support this ‘truth’ visible. Foucault 
identifies discourse as being more than language, it is the thing that 
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is done; as power in action (Foucault, 1971). While the discourse 
states that everyone is a Maker, it also makes the falseness of this 
claim visible; the inherent contradiction of a practice that exists in a 
normative, hegemonically masculine space being described as not 
‘just a guy thing’, where women’s participation is ghettoized in 
traditional spheres of women’s work. Making is cited in political 
contexts as being important, as spurring innovation and economic 
opportunity—a democratizing force in society.  This force of 
economic opportunity is described quite explicitly as digital 
fabrication technologies that are linked to manufacturing and STEM, 
areas dominated by consistent, persistent, and culturally inscribed 
white male privilege.   
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