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Abstract

The aim of this research project is to examine theories of identity formation within the
context of individualisation processes and the shift of social formations from modernity to
postmodernity. The form and content of identity narratives being constructed by young
women aged 16 to 21 are used as the empirical basis for addressing this research problem.
Interviews were conducted with 33 young women and 5 practitioners across five different
sites to explore what kinds of identities were under construction. The project is organised
around the relationship between theory and the empirical such that data generated through
interviews are utilised for the purposes of interrogating the ontological assumptions of
theories of reflexive modernisation, particularly the work of Anthony Giddens. Working
from within a poststructuralist framework a move is made beyond a deconstructive critique
through to the development of alternate strategies for reading the identities under
construction. It is this kind of integration between theory and the empirical that is central to
sociological analysis and the furthering of theoretical projects. It is suggested that these
young women were constructing a relation to the self where the self is defined as
independent and autonomous. A Foucauldian approach is used to theorise this relation to
the self and to critique the assumptions of reflexive modernisation. Emergent themes that
are explored in relation to this construction of the self include technologies and narratives
of the self; the organisation of identity and difference; embodiment and representational
practices; intimacy and individualisation; and the emergence of 'micro politicised'
identities.
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Chapter One: Locating the Subject

Each of us not only 'has', but lives a biography reflexively organised in
terms of flows of social and psychological information about possible ways
of life. Modernity is a post-traditional order, in which the question, 'How
shall I live?' has to be answered in day-to-day decisions about how to
behave, what to wear and what to eat — and many other things — as well as
interpreted within the temporal unfolding of self-identity (Giddens,
1991:14).

...power applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorises the
individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own
identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognise and which
others have to recognise in him. It is a form of power which makes
individuals subjects. There are two meanings of the word subject: subject to
someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a
conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power
which subjugates and makes subject to (Foucault, 1982:212).

Identity 'is constituted within a historical process of consciousness, a

process in which one's history is interpreted or reconstructed by each of us within

the horizon of meanings and knowledges available in the culture at given historical

moments...' (de Lauretis in Alcoff, 1988:425). The historically specific social and

material conditions that influence how identities are formed and maintained affect

how we make sense of social relations and practices as well as how we then live out

identities in relation to others (Woodward, 1997:12). Identity is about the

relationship between the individual and society; agency and structure; the link

between the self and the social; the bridge between private and public.

Locating particular forms of selfhood within the social and understanding

the dynamics of this relationship has been an important aspect of analysing social

conditions. This focus is evident in recent debates concerning the nature of

contemporary society notably in the work by Beck (1992, 1995); Bauman (1996b);

CasteIls (1997); Giddens (1991, 1992) and Rose (1998). Giddens argues that to

understand modernity one must look further than its institutions to the level of the

individual: 'Modernity must be understood on the institutional level; yet the

transmutations introduced by modem institutions interlace in a direct way with
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individual life and therefore with the self' (1991:1). If an integral aspect of

modernity is distinct forms of selfhood then debates regarding whether we have

entered a postmodern condition, or conversely remain within modernity, inevitably

lead to questions and contested answers about the nature of the self and the

emerging conditions within which this self is located.

The purpose of the following discussion is to establish the historical and

theoretical context of this study of the identity of young women within conditions

of postmodernity. In order to do so the emergence of the concept of individualised

identity will first be located as the outcome of historical processes that constitute a

transformation from one epoch to another. This discussion will provide a

background to current debates concerning the transformation of modernity into a

distinctly different historical era a suggestion that must be addressed through an

explicit statement of what might constitute a 'postmodern' condition'. One of the

issues arising from debates about the nature and extent of historical transformations

is the problem that the very term 'postmodern' presents. It is important to

recognise that a distinction must be drawn between postmodernity as a set of social

conditions constitutive of an historical era and postmodernism as a set of

interpretations or ways of theorising those conditions'. With regards to this study

the formation of identity will be located within a particular set of social conditions

characterised as postmodern. One of the primary aims of the analysis undertaken

here will be to interrogate ways of theorising identity in order to formulate a

response to those conditions and to develop ways of theorising the relationship

between those conditions and the identities under construction.

Therefore, following a discussion of the emergence of the individual within

modernity, a broad outline will be given of the main features of postmodemity

'Debates concerning the very meaning of modernity, modernism, postmodernity, and
postmodernism constitute a literature of considerable size and diversity. The difficulty of
reaching consensus on what these terms refer to and their significance is made apparent
within many discussions. For further consideration of how to theorise these terms please
refer to Bauman (1996), Boyne and Rattansi (1990), Harvey (1989), Hassan (1985),
Huyssen (1990), Jameson (1984), Kellner (1988), Kumar (1995), Seidman (1998), Smart
(1992).
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which, as a set of historical conditions, will be seen to provide the context within

which young women are constructing their identities. It will be argued that

theorists have developed different strategies, based on different ontological

assumptions for theorising identity within these contemporary conditions. These

two approaches - reflexive modernisation and poststructuralisrn will provide the

tools with which to address questions of identity formation by young women in

conditions of postmodernity.

Modernity and the Emergence of the Individual

The assertion that identity is inextricably linked to the social conditions

within which it is produced is itself a modern notion. Indeed, the discourse of

identity is distinctly modern, intrinsic to and partially constitutive of modernity

itself just as the importance accorded to the individual and increasing individual

autonomy are defining features of modernity (Calhoun, 1994:9). Modernity is often

characterised as constituted by a transformation in which the individual, in contrast

to the collective, becomes of increasing importance. This is because the recognition

of and increased value placed upon the individual are an inherent outcome of

processes of modernisation such that it is with the development of modern social

conditions that the imperative to 'know oneself arises. Individualisation, as a

defining characteristic of late modernity, translates into an enhanced potential of

individuals to be freed from external constraints and forces that limit the kinds of

identities possible. Individualisation is part of the process of detraditionalisation

for which Heelas provides the following working definition:

Detraditionalisation involves a shift of authority: from 'without' to 'within'.
It entails the decline of the pre-given or natural orders of things. Individual
subjects are themselves called upon to exercise authority in the face of
disorder and contingency which is thereby generated. 'Voice' is displaced
from established sources, coming to rest with the individual (1996:2)

While modernisation has been characterised by an increasing significance

accorded to the individual there are two historical moments when such processes

2 This distinction is explained effectively in Roseneil (1999).
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are understood to have intensified, producing conditions within which this

significance intensified. The first of these defining moments occurred during the

upheaval caused by the radical transformation of traditional, feudal societies to

modern industrial social forms. The second moment, characterised as similarly

momentous in terms of social upheaval, is often perceived to be taking place in the

late modern or postmodern' era establishing further the importance of individual

identity.

In traditional societies the individual was embedded in a pre-given order in

which external sources of authority controlled, to a large extent, the destiny of the

individual who exercised only a limited autonomy. Traditions, by providing an

ordering framework for existence, worked to satisfy existential and ontological

questions. For example religion, kinship systems and the local community played a

significant role in shaping the scope and direction of individual lives (Giddens,

1991). Via processes of modernisation, however, external sources of authority were

demystified and began to dissolve. Privileges of rank and religions lost their force

and ascriptive elements increasingly disappeared as sources of identity leaving the

individual with more autonomy to confront an expanding range of options about

how to live.

The modern era brought an increase in the multiplicity of identity schemes
so substantial that it amounted to a qualitative break, albeit one unevenly
distributed in time and space. In the modern era, identity is always
constructed and situated in a field and amid a flow of contending cultural
discourses (Calhoun, 1994:12).

Although the notion of self-identity is made possible by the modernisation

of tradition the processes which bring it into being also make it increasingly

3 The terms 'late' modern and 'postmodern' often refer to the same set of socio-historical
conditions. This point is made in many of the discussions cited in note 1 above. For
purposes of this study, the two terms will be used to indicate the same historical era i.e.
post world war two but where specific theorists are discussed it is their usage that will be
indicated. For example Giddens does not use the term postmodern but instead uses late
modernity or reflexive modernity although his characterisation of this historical era shares
many of the characteristics of a postmodern position. A definition of the defining features
of this historical social condition will be provided below.
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problematic to create and sustain. As Giddens states, in premodern societies

'tradition is a means of handling time and space, which inserts any particular

activity or experience within the continuity of past, present and future, these in turn

being structured by recurrent social practices' (quoted in Hall, 1992:278). In

contrast modernity is rife with discontinuities, ruptures, and rapid change — all

characteristics which enhance the development of reflexivity. Loss of external

authority, the freeing up of life courses circumscribed by ascriptive categories, and

a growing awareness by individuals of their own distinct sense of 'self contribute

to less stable identities which are constantly in a process of reconstruction.

While it is acknowledged that detraditionalising forces are at work within

the unfolding of modernity the arguments put forward by Beck and Giddens are

disputed with regard to the extent of detraditionalisation they propose (Thompson,

1996; Luke, 1996). A critique of this position maintains that modern societies

undergo processes of differentiation and pluralisation, thereby becoming more

fragmented, however, the extent to which tradition is disintegrated in the process is

held up for debate. Rather than modernity being fundamentally about the

eradication of tradition, the argument has been made that processes of

detraditionalisation co-exist with processes which lead to the rejuvenation,

reconstruction and maintenance of tradition within modern forms of life. The result

is a social condition shaped by both tradition and individualisation. To fail to take

both processes into account is to fail to accommodate the complex nature of late

modernity. Therefore, it is argued that because tradition continues to operate,

drawing a clear contrast between past and present, or tradition and modernity, is a

misrepresentation of two social processes which occur simultaneously rather than as

discrete social forms. For individuals this means that the authority of the self

exercised autonomously in constructing a biography is always held in tension with

external sources of authority which operate against that autonomy.

It through detraditionalisation the individual is able to live a more

autonomous existence and choose from a wider array of possibilities in seeking

self-fulfilment, the individual also comes to experience an effect that contradicts
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counteracts this freedom yet has its origins in the same source. 'Individuation"

makes reference to the tendency within modern society for increased surveillance

and control of individual subjects'. Processes which result in more importance

being accorded to the individual also make it 'meaningful to tell individuals apart,

to identify them, to register them and ultimately to control them; the uniqueness of

the individual is his or her subordination' (Abercrombie et. al., 1986:151). Thus

tension is created by the suggestion that modernity makes available increased

autonomy to an individual who is embedded in relations and institutions which seek

to inscribe the subject in specific ways. Throughout this study this tension between

the subject who freely chooses and the subject who is made knowable through

particular modes of subjectification will provide one of the key themes of analysis6.

Postmodernity, Postmodernism and Poststructuralism

In theorising a transition from modernity to postmodemity, identity has been

identified as a central topic of investigation because it is suggested that an emerging

set of conditions now provides the context for the creation of new forms of identity.

I Iowever, in order to engage with this suggestion the debate, and confusion, about

what the terms postmodernity, postmodernism and poststructuralism refer to

demands acknowledgement. Postmodernity within the context of this study will be

used as a designation for a specific set of historical social conditions.

Postmodernism, and in particular, poststructuralism refers to ways of theorising our

relation to those conditions. This set of conditions reflects both continuity and

discontinuity with the conditions that constituted modernity and as such

4 This idea is also expressed in Foucault's work on subjectification particularly in the
concepts of disciplinary power, normalisation, and surveillance where the individual
becomes an object of knowledge. These ideas are developed in his discussion of 'the
panoptican'. See Foucault (1977). Also see discussion in Abercrombie et. al. (1986). The
term 'individuation' is also used as a psychological concept, however, that is not how it is
being referenced here.
5 This argument is not universally supported. For a counter argument see Maffesoli (1996)
who argues that in late modernity group identification or 'tribes' increase in importance.
This argument follows in the tradition of Durkheim
6 The central premises of reflexive modernisation, particularly Giddens' theorisation of the
choosing subject, will be addressed in chapter two. An alternate approach will also be also
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postmodernity cannot be seen as a radical departure from modernity'. This is a

historical era rooted in modernity, where 'modern ideas, practices, and politics

continue, to some extent, to exist alongside postmodern ones' (Roseneil, 1999:164).

It is located at the historical moment when modernity becomes self conscious and

begins to reflect upon itself. Postmodernity does not represent a new era as much

as a new situation to the extent that we can now, for the first time, look back on

modernity, and reflect upon it from a perspective that allows particular questions

about modernity to be asked (Bauman, 1992:23-24, 187; Huyssen, 1990:267-268;

Kumar, 1995:140-142)8.

It is precisely this possibility of being able to take stock of modernity, that
is, to be able to reflect upon its central assumptions, practices, and
accomplishments or consequences, which has been identified as
symptomatic of a postmodern condition (Smart, 1997:398).

The main analytical and political assumptions of modernity - that

knowledge is progressive, cumulative, holistic, universal, and rational, have been

made deeply problematic by a postmodern radicalisation of the reflexive potential

of modernity (Smart, 1997:397). The result has been the development of what will

be referred to in this study as a postmodern perspective — a perspective that

constitutes a relationship to social conditions of modernity where certain

assumptions underlying modernity are questioned and consciously rendered

problematic. The position taken here is that postmodern society is defined by

several distinct characteristics and that questions of identity are embedded in this

set of conditions. The ones relevant to this analysis of identities are:

• A fragmentation of the social order marked by increased fluidity and
contingency whereby heterogeneity and multiplicity undermine the belief in a
unified, single reality.

• The end of grand narratives, for example that progress can be achieved through
the application of reason.

outlined a 'genealogy of subjectification' which is influenced by Foucault's work and
developed by Rose (1996a, 1996b, 1998).
7 This is a position shared by Bauman (1992), Giddens (1991), Beck et. al. (1994) and
Roseneil (1999). The historical era of interest in this study is post World War Two.
8 This position is shared by theorists of reflexive modernisation for whom expanded
reflexivity is central to their theorisation of contemporary social conditions.
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• A critique of the rational, self-constituting subject where the 'death of the
subject" means enacting a challenge to the ideology of the universal modern
subject, where that subject has been male, white, and middle-class, in order to
develop alternative notions of subjectivity.

• A shift from universals to questions of difference.

• A shift from the production of knowledge from an 'objective', universal position
to that of the local and everyday.

• The increased importance of knowledge and culture where attention is given to
language as constitutive and not merely reflective of the social order.

• Identities are not essential or unitary but constituted from multiple sources,
taking multiple forms.

Theoretical Strategies - Reflexive Modernisation and Poststructuralism

Responses to theorising identity within this set of transformed conditions

have followed two main strategies'°: The first strategy, one aligned with social

theory offers an `historicized narrative of the development of identity, which is

conceptualised as se/fidentity, the individual's conscious sense of self (Roseneil

and Seymour, 1999:3). The other strategy based within cultural theory focuses on

the problematic of identity and cultural difference, and in the theoretical

deconstruction of identity categories' (ibid.). The social theory position includes

theorists of reflexive modernisation, particularly Giddens (1991) and Beck (1992)11

who argue that identity becomes more important in late modernity because as the

social order fragments identities can no longer be built within the parameters of

ascribed categories.

Beck argues that 'just as modernisation dissolved the structure of feudal

society in the nineteenth century and produced the industrial society, modernisation

today is dissolving industrial society and another modernity is coming into being'

(1992:10). The argument is made that the reflexivity that is a key characteristic of

modernity produces a state in which the parameters of industrial society — gender

roles, family and occupation, the belief in science and progress — begin to lose their

9 The demise of the modem subject is a concept influenced by Foucault, Derrida and
Barthes. See discussion in Kumar (1995:129).
10 This idea is taken from Roseneil and Seymour (1999:2-5).
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hold. This is because industrial society is based upon a fundamental contradiction

between the universal principles of modernity — civil rights, equality, functional

differentiation, methods of argumentation and scepticism — and the structure of

institutions which allow these principles to be achieved in only a limited and partial

way (Beck, 1992:14). The result is the destabilising of industrial society through its

very establishment. Modernity, therefore, is being released from its industrial

design and the individual is now, more than ever before, left to negotiate an ever

widening expanse of choices. Identity is established and maintained through the

ongoing development of a reflexively ordered self biography and the ability to keep

a particular narrative going.

From a perspective influenced by cultural theory, most notably

poststructuralism, theories of identity share with reflexive modernisation theory the

premise that identities are not fixed but multiple and shifting. However there is a

more explicit focus on the inherent instability of identity categories, the processual

nature of identity formation and the heterogeneity of the self — assumptions which

challenge the humanist conception of the unified and essential subject (Butler,

1990, 1992, 1993; Rose, 1998; Weedon, 1997). Poststructuralism launches an

attack on the assumptions underlying the modernist subject - namely that the

subject is the origin of meaning and the essential ground of knowledge 12 . Rather in

poststructuralist theory the subject is conceived as a construct of linguistic practices

(Kumar, 1995:131). Although many of the theorists labelled as poststructuralist

differ in many ways one 'common theme is that the self-contained, authentic

subject conceived by humanism to be discoverable below a veneer of cultural and

ideological overlay is in reality a construct of that very humanist discourse' (Alcoff,

1988:415). An analysis of the operation of power is also explicit in this approach

where 'truth' is seen as the product of the operation of power. As Butler and Scott

(1992:xiv) argue, `poststructuralism is not, strictly speaking, a position, but rather a

critical interrogation of the exclusionary operations by which "positions" are

11 Although theorists who fall under this rubric differ in certain aspects their position is
similar to the extent that it is appropriate to group them together in this way.
12 The main assumptions regarding the poststructuralist theorisation of the subject are
explained in Barrett (1992:202-204).
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established'. Attention is given to the cultural context of the production of the

subject as opposed to the 'ontologically intact reflexivity' of the subject emphasised

by theorists of reflexive modernisation (Butler, 1992:12). Poststructuralism is

useful for theorising subjectivity within postmodernity because it shares an

emphasis on pluralisation and fragmentation; the refusal of positing totalities; and

an incredulity towards grand narratives (Kumar, 1995).

1 hese two strategies for theorising identity rely upon different ontological

assumptions. Understanding how they differ necessitates a consideration of the

specific types of selfhood they focus upon. The modern intellectual history of

selfhood revolves around three dimensions upon which the self is constructed: the

material/bodily; the relational/social; and the reflexive/self-positing°. As Seigel

(1999:285) points out 'how each is conceived, which one is emphasised, and what

relations are posited between them are the central questions determining what a

given view of the self will be like'. Proponents of reflexive modernisation tend to

emphasise the self-positing self while postructuralists focus upon relational aspects

of identity where meanings of subjectivity are organised discursively through

operations of difference.

These issues provide the backdrop to questions that will be explored in this

study. The aim is to examine in detail the tensions and contradictions inherent in

theorising identity and to interrogate assumptions underlying theoretical

explanations of how the relation of self and other is being constructed and lived in

late post modern social conditions. This endeavour necessitates a critical

engagement with those theorists who are located within the framework of reflexive

modernisation— Beck and Giddens — and those who argue from a position defined

by poststructuralist critiques (Butler, 1990; Foucault, 1988; Grosz, 1994; Rose,

1998, Weedon, 1997). The ontological assumptions from which this research

begins is that social reality is produced and reproduced by social actors. It is not an

13 These categories are not wholly discrete from each other but form sufficiently different
aspects such that a distinction if helpful. As Seigel points out (1999:284) at different
moments any one of these dimensions may provide nurture or limits for the others allowing
for the self to expand or keeping it contained.
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object that exists outside of discourses, representations, interpretations, social

constructions and the practices which these organise. It is not singular in form but a

multiplicity of realities where sets of meanings and relations provide the basis for

processes through which the individual assembles a representation of the self in the

form of identity.

As we acquire language, we learn to give voice — meaning — to our
experience and to understand it according to particular ways of thinking,
particular discourses, which pre-date our entry into language. These ways
of thinking constitute our consciousness and the positions with which we
identify structure our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity (Weedon,
1997:32).

The representations which give meaning to who we are do not emerge from

within the self constituting individual but through a continuous process, an ongoing

renewal based in an interaction with the outside world — that is a subjective

engagement with practices, discourses, and institutions that lend significance

(value, meaning, affect) to the self and daily events (de Lauretis in Alcoff, 1988).

These experiences produce the individual.

If the study of identities is not about the study of an object that exists

independently of social interaction but about the charting of a constant process then

identity cannot be known as a stationary or motionless object that exists as a

complete and non-contradictory totality. As such how can it be known? What

epistemological assumptions must be made explicit in order to claim that some

theories are more adequate than others in assessing the ways individuals are

creating their identities and the implications this might have for the structuring of

social relations? One of the ways in which identities become manifest as an object

for inquiry is through the stories that people tell about themselves and the narratives

they construct about their lives. It is only through the accounts rendered that the

nature and content of the self can be made apparent albeit as a temporary fixing of

meaning. Interviews, through the exchange and interaction of interviewee and

interviewer, produce stories based upon the meanings, interpretations and

discourses available to both participants. The researcher is necessarily involved in
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the production of the stories told and the identities that emerge within the site of

inquiry'''.

We cannot simultaneously claim (1) that the mind, self, and knowledge are
socially constituted and that what we know depends upon our social
practices and contexts and (2) that feminist theory can uncover the truth of
the whole once and for all. Such an absolute truth.. would require the
existence of an Archimedes point outside the whole and our embeddedness
in it (Flax, 1990: 48).

Analysis of the content and structure of the stories individuals assemble

yields an understanding of the discourses, ideas, and meanings that organise the

identity under construction. As such these narratives allow a point of entry into the

space between subjectivity and the social the space of identity.

The Study: Young Women and Self Identity

This inquiry into theorising identity will proceed within the context of a

study of young women, aged 16 to 21 years'. This group is of particular interest in

relation to debates surrounding identity because since the mid 1970s a number of

significant social transformations have impacted greatly on the life choices and

trajectories young women have available to them. Transformations to the social

have resulted in a set of conditions where more options and possibilities for

defining the self exist than for any previous generation of women. Contributing

factors to these historical transformations include post industrialisation, economic

recession, the restructuring of the economy, revisions to state welfare provision, the

expansion of post-compulsory education, and the impact of feminism and new

14 This positions reflects a poststructuralist deconstruction of the subject-object dichotomy
as the knowing subject, usually placed outside the context of knowledge production, is
brought back into the situation as an active participant, who in direct interaction with the
known object, is implicated in the kinds of knowledges produced. In such an approach the
distinction between the knower and the known is problematised.
15 The methods and strategies employed in this study are discussed in appendix one.
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social movements'''. McRobbie (1994) suggests that young women have been

'unhinged' from their traditional gender position and that the impact of feminism

...has made issues around sexual inequality part of the political agenda in
both the private sphere of the home and in domestic relations, and in the
more public world of work. Likewise, institutions themselves (particularly
in education) have been alerted to the question of women and young women
as economic agents, participating in the economy for the greater part of their
lives. Altogether this kind of heightened activity around questions of gender
has radically undermined what might be described as the old domestic
settlement which tied women (and young women's futures) primarily to the
family and to low-paid or part-time work. There is, as a result, a greater
degree of uncertainty in society as a whole about what it is to be a women,
and this filters down to how young women exist within this new habitus of
gender relations (McRobbie, 1994:157).

One of the most important outcomes of these changes to the social order is

that the route from school into the workplace, the traditional notion of 'transition'

from youth to adulthood, has become destandardised and individualised. For

example Furlong and Cartmel (1997:1) argue that over the last two decades the

experiences of young people in industrialised society have altered dramatically with

consequences for relationships with family and friends, experiences in education

and the labour market, leisure pursuits and lifestyles options, and their ability to

become established as independent adults. As a result young people today,

regardless of social background or gender, must confront a set of choices which for

the most part were unknown to their parents. The lessening influence of ascribed

identities leads to a more individualised experience of the transition to adulthood

and the routes to follow out of secondary schooling become less predictable.

Opportunities have expanded, a greater degree of choice is possible and the

materials from which to build an identity have multiplied.

16 One illustration of the fragmentation of routes comes from the realm of education where
new types of qualifications have been introduced broadening the range of post compulsory
educational choices available to young women. The GNVQ for instance may serve as
either a direct route into the labour market or, in contrast can provide an alternative to A-
levels and, subsequently, another route into higher education. For a more detailed
discussion of the impact of transformations to the socio-historical context of young
women's lives please see appendix two.
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In this study key aspects of theorising identity, specifically approaches

informed by reflexive modernisation and approaches informed by poststructuralism,

were used as a basis for the construction of questions which were designed to yield

a self narrative by the young women who participated in the interviews. The

questions focused on several topics including educational plans, career goals, and

intentions regarding marriage and child rearing — all of which contributed to the

construction of a life narrative. Within these narratives it was also possible to

discern attitudes towards the nature of choices and opportunities available as well as

their limits; the relationship between self and body; and perceptions of social

change and relations of inequality. An initial analysis of the data revealed a

remarkable degree of uniformity in the narratives produced in terms of the form of

the narrative, the attitudes expressed, and the ways in which decisions and choices

were being negotiated. The similarity in the self that was being constructed can be

characterised as a self that is free to choose; that is in control of one's destiny; and

is individually responsible for the outcome of one's choices. This autonomous self

formed the basis for further inquiry and analysis particularly with regards to

questions about how to account for this specific kind of self; about what effects this

construction has for the narratives young women can produce; about implications

for how young women are able to live their lives; and how to theorise the relations

which work to constitute the identities under construction. These concerns became

central to the subsequent analysis. Therefore, the following chapters do not

constitute a study of the lives of the young women interviewed in which the goal is

to deliver a detailed account of their lives per se but rather to engage with the

particular form of selfhood they were constructing within a specific site and within

a specific context of making choices about their lives".

These narrative accounts will be analysed in a recursive fashion where a

series of interrogations of theory are conducted via readings of the data in order to

find gaps that leave processes of identity formation undertheorised and to locate the

points in the data where excesses evade the confines of theory. Consideration will

17 For ethnographic accounts of young women's lives see Griffin (1985); Hey (1997);
Lees (1986; 1993); McRobbie (1991); and Sharpe (1976; 1994).
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be given to theories of reflexive modernisation but with a critical interrogation of

the underlying ontological assumptions which limit ways of theorising identity.

The objective is to then move beyond a negative critique or a deconstruction of

reflexive modernisation to engage in a positive project which seeks to develop

alternative strategies for reading the narratives. This alternative is informed by a

poststructuralist decentring of the subject but not via a whole scale adoption of

poststructuralist principles which taken to their most extreme conclusion result in a

relativism that is highly problematic for the social sciences. The goal here is to

follow through a process of theorising identities by moving between theory and the

empirical and back again in order to suggest ways of theorising that render the

identities constructed in this study discernible. This process will also lend insight

into the identities that young women are producing within a particular historical

moment, as well as, indicate what some of the implications are for the type of self

being constructed.

The strategy employed is decidedly 'postmodern' in its orientation to the

generation of knowledge. This is difficult terrain to navigate because as Helcman

(1991:96) states, 'The desire for an objective knowledge of the social world rooted

in the knowing rational subject is the basis for the epistemology of the social

sciences'. However, Lather (1991:xvi) argues that rather than characterise the fall

of positivism as a 'crisis', 'such questioning of basic assumptions might be seen as

an effort to break out of the limitations of increasingly inadequate category systems

and toward theory capable of grasping the complexities of people and cultures they

create — theories outside of binary logics of certainty, non-contradictions, totality

and linearity'. The uncertainty of making knowledge claims in a postmodern

climate poses a major challenge to feminist theorising. Richardson (1994:518)

describes the core of postmodemism as,

The doubt that any method or theory, discourse or genre, tradition or
novelty, has a universal and general claim as the 'right' or the privileged
form or authoritative knowledge... But postmodernism does not
automatically reject conventional methods of knowing and telling as false or
archaic. Rather, it opens those standard methods to inquiry and introduces
new methods, which are also, then, subject to critique.
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The problems surrounding epistemology currently confronting feminists are

complicated by the emergence of divergent positions within feminist theory. As

feminist theory has developed and evolved, it has become increasingly problematic

to assume a unitary feminist position. In its development, the nature of feminist

theorising has become increasingly more complex, and differentiated furthering the

challenges of grounding feminist claims to knowledge. This is especially evident in

the debates that have occurred around the relationship of postmodernism to

feminism. 1 he tensions within this debate are far from being resolved, however, as

Lather (1990) argues above, these debates produce the conditions for generating an

understanding of the complexities of the social world18.

Interrogations

Questions of difference, the embeddedness of subjects in systems of

knowledge and meaning, the heterogeneity of practices that constitute the local and

the everyday, and the fluidity of the social world will appear as recurring themes

throughout the series of interrogations undertaken here. These conditions

necessitate a questioning of the possibilities for the formation of identities and ways

in which these identities can be interpreted theoretically. The contention that within

late modernity the individual is increasingly freed from the constraints of ascribed

identities organised through relations of class, race, and gender is addressed in the

following chapters. Of particular interest is the suggestion that the individual must

construct their own internally referential identity within conditions of pluralisation

and choice.

18 Disagreement and debate on what constitutes a postmodern feminism, or whether such a
thing can even exist, remains a productive debate and does not preclude the use of
postmodernist/poststructuralist concepts. See debates in Nicholson (1990) and Barrett and
Phillips (1992). The assumptions in use here will contrast to principles of modern
epistemology. The first point of departure is in the assertion of a post humanist subject
versus the Cartesian subject of liberal humanism. This exploration of the relationship
between the empirical and the theoretical will seek to avoid universalising assumptions,
singular models or meanings, relations of direct causation, teleology, fixity, binary logic
and claims to representation of an independent reality. Instead these assumptions will be
assessed as limits in order to arrive at alternatives that are posed not as some ultimate
reality but as partial truths or interpretations emerging at the local level of meaning
production.



17

In chapter two the assumptions of reflexive modernisation will be explored

primarily through a detailed explication of the work of Anthony Giddens and his

interpretation of how identity is a process of constructing a reflexively ordered

biography within conditions that demand the navigation of pluralising life choices.

This perspective, having attracted much attention, and become the object of debate,

will be critiqued - especially his emphasis on a reflexive, autonomous, self

constituting subject. A modified view, one more clearly influenced by

poststructuralism will then be examined providing the basis for understanding the

subject as embedded in local practices, relations and institutions that constitute a

'regime of subjectification' which produces a particular relation to the self.

In chapter three this alternative strategy for understanding narratives of the

self will be pursued. An approach informed by the concept of technologies of the

self is used to analyse the narratives of the self under construction. The choices that

the young women in this study were confronting and which provided the basis for a

construction of a narrative of the self are discussed. Utilising a Foucauldian

influenced framework it is suggested that the content of these narratives and their

function must be situated within specific sites, relations, institutions, knowledges,

and practices that enjoin, inscribe and incite a certain relation to the self- that is the

autonomous self. In this argument the notion of how choices about identities are

constructed and the idea of 'choosing a self' are discussed. It will be argued that

one's choices about who one wants to be are influenced by the specific type of self

that is under construction — in this instance the autonomous self who is free to

choose and makes choices in such a way that this particular relation to the self is

preserved.

The relationship between the body and identity is examined in chapter four by

addressing processes through which the body acquires meaning. The ways in which

these young women talked about their feelings towards embodiment and the

pressures they experienced regarding their own bodies are examined. It is argued

that theories of reflexive modernisation in their emphasis on choice and reflexivity
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construct a mind/body dualism where the body is reduced to a surface awaiting the

inscription of meaning. However, this assumption reduces the body to an effect of

representation and limits an understanding of how the body and self are lived

processes. In response to this position it will be argued that the body is not an

object but an event whereby the meaning of the self/body relation emerges through

its immersion in local practices which effect the connections it makes in acts of

becoming. This suggestion has implications for understanding women's bodily

practices, their agency, and their resistance. These arguments are set within the

context of their importance for feminist critiques of representation.

In chapter five the undertheorisation by reflexive modernisation of the

organisation of identity through relations of difference is addressed by examining

how young women and those practitioners that work with them engage with the

suggestion that choices and opportunities for young women are limited. The

positioning of the self and the positioning of the Other within social relations of

ethnicity, gender and social class are analysed as interpretative devices which

people use to explain one's access to choices. It will be argued that difference, as a

concept that incorporates a range of dimensions, can be utilised in theorising how

identifications are made across multiple positionings and how the self/other relation

is organised within a context where identities are always multiple and never

reducible to one axis. It will be argued that to understand how the subject navigates

their sameness, as well as, their difference to others experiences which produce the

individual must be taken into account.

In chapters six and seven, the focus of analysis will shift towards a discussion

of the implications of the kinds of identities being produced by young women

where they have a greater degree of flexibility in defining how they want to live

their lives. In chapter six the incorporation of intimacy into individualised

narratives is analysed looking at the models of intimate relations being constructed

by young women. It will be suggested that these models, to varying degrees,

incorporate aspects of the elements that Giddens argues constitute a transformation

of intimacy. These models function as strategies for negotiating what the young
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women perceived as a major challenge - the conflict between connection and

autonomy. These strategies will be interpreted as an expression of the right to

difference - a right to make individual choices which preserves respect for different

ways of living one's life.

In chapter seven this theme of a right to make individual choices and the

implications of an individualised self are discussed within the context of the project

of feminism. An evaluation of `postfeminism' is made in view of the ways in

which both individualism and feminism inform the kinds of narratives constructed

by the young women. It is argued that an emergence of 'micro politicised'

identities is apparent and that this constitutes a resistant practice emerging out of

the overlap of modern and postmodern political orientations. This analysis

highlights the importance of recognising processes which occur at the level of the

everyday.

Throughout the following chapters many of the themes addressed will

reappear namely that the self under construction is one that is characterised by

autonomy. Theoretical engagement with this construction, as well, as the

implications of this particular construction for the lives of young women will be

examined. Before proceeding to the core analysis, however, the setting of the

study, the rationale for the questions asked, and a description of the interview sites

are detailed in appendix one. This discussion provides the context from where the

question of what it means to be a young woman in postmodernity can proceed.
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Chapter Two: Giddens' Modernity

Throughout a significant number of theoretical works produced over many

years Anthony Giddens has sought to identify, analyse and elucidate the distinctive

characteristics which together are constitutive of the condition of modernity. In so

doing he has been particularly interested in the 'crucial contradictions of modern

existence: the enabling and constraining impact of social embeddedness, dialectics

of power and freedom, trust and risk, autonomy and dependence in identity

formation' (Bauman, 1993:363). Recently he has turned his attention to issues of

modern identity and how it is that a distinct form of identity is associated with late

modern social conditions. While reaction to this body of theory is mixed it is

generally acknowledged that the issues he addresses are of central importance to

contemporary social theory. Indeed theorising identity has become a principal

problem within social theory - a problem whose significance has been increasing

particularly as a key element in debates about whether or not a postmodern

condition describes the contemporary social world. This chapter will explore the

key components of Giddens' theorisation of modernity in order to establish a

critique of his ontological assumptions. Many of the points made in this critique

will provide the basis for a further interrogation of theories of reflexive

modernisation via a reading of the empirical data which were gathered through

interviews with young women. Following an explanation of the shortcomings of

Giddens' theory an alternate approach to self identity is developed at the end of the

chapter. Rather than accept the self constituting subject of Giddens' modernity it is

proposed that a 'genealogy of subjectification', in which the subject is decentred

from the origin of meaning, constitutes a more adequate framework for theorising

the identities of young women in postmodernity.

Giddens takes as his starting point in this debate an 'interpretation of the

current era which challenges the usual views of the emergence of post-modernity'

(Giddens, 1990:149). Central to the challenge he presents to those who advance

theories of postmodernity is the concept of 'radicalised' or 'reflexive' modernity.

This current stage of modernity into which, he asserts, we are now entering is

distinct from the previous stage of modernity because it is the result of an
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intensification of processes immanent in modernity. He argues that it does not

constitute a radical break with modernity but a further stage brought into being by

its own logic because it is the consequences of modernity itself that are becoming

more and more radicalised and universalised.

At the core of modernity is this principle of reflexivity which in the

Weberian tradition locates the growth of rationalisation and rationality in the

orientation of actors as a key to understanding modern social forms. For Giddens

reflexivity is a key structuring property of modernity that accounts for its dynamic

character. Reflexivity is also the key to the notion of duality central to Giddens'

theoretical ontology. In his theory of structuration the social world is produced and

reproduced through the actions and interactions of skilled and knowledgeable

actors. Structural properties of social systems, therefore, are both the medium and

outcome of the practices they recursively organise. Modernity is constituted by

reflexivity at both the individual and institutional level. At the individual level

reflexivity refers to the monitoring of activity in everyday life which is central to

processes of structuration but on a more significant level reflexivity also accounts

for the dynamic processes by which knowledge about social life is used in ways

that work to organise or transform social life.

The reflexivity of modernity has to be distinguished from the reflexive
monitoring of action intrinsic to all human activity. Modernity's reflexivity
refers to the susceptibility of most aspects of social activity, and material
relations with nature, to chronic revision in the light of new information or
knowledge. Such information or knowledge is not incidental to modern
institutions but constitutive of them (Giddens 1991:20).

This formulation of the relationship between actors and social structures

overcomes the problems of posing these two elements as a dualism whereby one

term assumes dominance. Structures, therefore, do not exist externally to the

actions, knowledge and routines which constitute them. They are a 'virtual order'

because 'social systems, as reproduced social practices, 'do not have "structures"

but rather exhibit "structural properties" and that structure exists, as time-space

presence, only in its instantiations in such practices and as memory traces orienting

the conduct of knowledgeable human agents' (Giddens, 1984:17).
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While reflexivity is characteristic of all human activity Giddens' theory of

modernity rests upon the assertion that modernity is distinct from pre-modern

society in that the quantity and quality of reflexivity in modern societies is unique.

Modernity becomes a thoroughly reflexive social order which is inherently

transformational because change is built into its social systems. It is a social order

in a constant process of renewal and reproduction in which the potential for change

is immanent to any and every interaction (O'Brien, 1999:23). The state of constant

flux characteristic of modernity is often interpreted as a desire for novelty but to

Giddens what is characteristic of modernity is not 'embracing of the new for its

own sake, but the presumption of wholesale reflexivity' (Giddens, 1990:39).

In the modern world accepted habits, norms and conduct are continuously

subject to revision in light of new information, knowledge or resources generating a

mutable order (O'Brien, 1999:25). This contrasts with traditional societies in which

reflexivity is in operation but within more rigid parameters. For example, social

reproduction in traditional societies is circumscribed by 'place'. Existence is bound

to the local both in terms of spatial territory and in terms of access to distant events

or persons. Institutions, therefore, are grounded in local customs and habits.

Within these settings tradition operates as a structuring principle because it is a

means of integrating present experience with the past. Reflexivity in this process is

largely limited to the reinterpretation and clarification of tradition so that the 'past'

retains a significant influence on the present and future (Giddens, 1990:37).

Authority in the form of tradition operates as a framework of external rule and there

is minimal reflexive examination or questioning of established rules of conduct,

beliefs, practices or institutions.

The key premise of Giddens' theory is that as society is transformed from

traditional to modern forms and then, again, into late modern forms, social

conditions necessitate a greater degree of reflexivity not possible in traditional

contexts. The dynamic nature of modernity resides in three main elements: the

separation of time and space, disembedding mechanisms and institutional

reflexivity. All of these interact to both radicalise and globalise the traits of

modernity thereby transforming the content and nature of daily life. In traditional

society time was bound to space as both were experienced within the context of
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place - the location of day to day life. Experience for the majority of the

population, therefore, was always within a space of time linked to a specific place.

Modern social organisation, however, is characterised by a separation of time and

space, or an 'emptying' through the development of mechanisms for marking time

such as calendars and clocks which removed time from place. This emptying

coincided with the advent of modernity as well as the separation of space from

place. Modernity,

increasingly tears space away from place by fostering relations between
'absent' others, locationally distant form any given situation of face-to-face
interaction...place becomes increasingly phantasmagoric: that is to say,
locales are thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social
influences quite distant from them (Giddens, 1990:18-19).

The significance of these separations is that the local context is increasingly

structured not only by that which is present but by that which is not visible. These

separations also allow for the co-ordination of social organisation across time and

space as social activity is no longer constrained by the framework of local habits

and practices.

Disembedding mechanisms are integrally linked to the emptying of time and

space. These processes make reference to the 'lifting out' of social relations from

local contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time

and space (Giddens, 1990:21). Two types of such mechanism are symbolic tokens

and expert systems. An example of the former is money and of the latter, systems

of professional expertise i.e. law, medicine. Both types of abstract systems function

to bracket time and space. For instance money operates as a media of exchange

with a standard value across multiple contexts. Expert systems bracket time and

space by assembling various forms of technical knowledge which has validity

regardless of the individuals who make use of them (Giddens, 1991:18). In short,

disembedding mechanisms remove social relations from the immediacies of local

context and necessarily imply an attitude of trust.

The third element identified by Giddens relates to reflexivity at the institutional

level.
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Modernity is essentially a post-traditional order. The transformation of time
and space, coupled with the disembedding mechanisms, propel social life
away from the hold of pre-established precepts or practices. This is the
context of the thoroughgoing reflexivity which is the third major influence
on the dynamism of modern institutions.. .the susceptibility of most aspects
of social activity, and material relations with nature, to chronic revision in
the light of new information or knowledge (Giddens, 1991:20, emphasis
added).

Although new information and knowledge provides the basis for the

reconstitution and renewal of social institutions, the employment of reason, in this

configuration, does not guarantee certainty. Indeed, detraditionalisation proceeds

by knowledge constantly being held up for scrutiny and being made open to

revision. Therefore, doubt alongside trust becomes a feature of modernity. In this

regard post-traditional societies are characterised by a lack of external authority

vested in a uniformly accepted set of core values and norms which are able to

provide direction for individual decisions, actions and conduct. Traditional sources

of authority, in the form of values or standards, passed down to further generations,

become questioned via reflexive engagement (Bagguley, 1999:68-69). Social

systems become internally referential — autonomous systems determined by their

own constitutive effects.

A vital consequence of all these processes is that "for the first time in

human history, 'self' and 'society' are interrelated in a global milieu" (Giddens,

1991:32). Traditions, which once clearly staked out the parameters of identity, lose

hold and the individual's immediate context becomes one defined by an expanding

array of social contexts or lifeworlds'. Daily life becomes a combination of the

local and the global where experience is increasingly mediated such that events,

regardless of their location, have an immediacy within local contexts. Giddens'

stresses the point that reflexive awareness which is characteristic of all human

action in late modernity becomes constitutive of the self. The reflexivity inherent

in the constitution of modern institutions extends fully to the individual so that the

self becomes a 'reflexive project' which must continually be remade in light of

information about the many possible ways of life made available. Engaging with a

self reflexive biography is governed by the moral imperative of authenticity for it is
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up to the individual to gain self knowledge to ensure that one is 'being true' to

oneself and it is one's obligation to pursue this self actualisation.

The self is reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or his own

biography and the awareness of this biography having a coherence and continuity

across time and space (Giddens, 1991:53). So although a multitude of choices and

opportunities for self definition may be available the individual achieves coherence

through the capacity to keep certain narratives consistent. The project of the self

involves the continuous integration of events occurring in the external world into

this ongoing story of the self (1991:54). Through continuous self-observation a

coherent and rewarding identity is constructed and reconstructed in light of both

past events and an anticipation of the future. This 'trajectory of the self assumes a

narrative form - a form of interpretative self history. Whereas in pre-modern

society the life span was governed by preordained or institutionalised 'rites of

passage' which the individual passively encountered, in late modernity, the life

course loses this external structuring. The development of self is no longer tied to

external constraint but is increasingly internally referential as the points of

reference to which the narrative of the self is oriented in order to establish

coherence are set within that narrative according to how the individual constructs

her life history. For instance many life transitions are now initiated by the

individual whom they affect rather than being standardised points of reference

along the life course. While individuals are freer to construct a biography of the

self it must be done within conditions of increased risk and uncertainty so that self-

actualisation becomes a balance of opportunities against risk.

Negotiating a significant transition in life, leaving home, getting a new job,
facing up to unemployment, forming a new relationship, moving between
different areas or routines, confronting illness, beginning therapy — all mean
running consciously entertained risks in order to grasp the new opportunities
which personal crises open up.. .such transitions are drawn into, and
surmounted by means of, the reflexively mobilised trajectory of self-
actualisation (Giddens, 1991:79).

Central to the construction of the self in late modernity is the notion of

choice. For Giddens choice is a fundamental element of day to day life. He states,

'modernity confronts the individual with a complex diversity of choices and,
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because it is non-foundational, at the same time offers little help as to which options

should be selected' (1991:80). As a consequence one's daily routines and practices

become oriented to questions such as 'who am I', or 'who do I want to be'? From

among the options available an 'integrated and routinised' set of practices are

chosen as an expression of ones' self narrative. Such clusters constitute a particular

'life style' which arc then subject to further revision in light of new experiences or

information. Lifestyles are composed of choices made in the areas of styles of

dress, diets, modes of conduct, social settings, types of people one socialises with

and so on. Lifestyles connect and integrate these elements so that the choices made

exhibit some unity and consistency in regards to one's reflexively organised

biography. Part of adopting a particular lifestyle involves projections of oneself

into the future and this planning for the future is just as integral as reflecting on the

past in constructing a self narrative. Notions of 'choice' will be of central interest

in this study and provide the starting point for a questioning of the suggestion that

the self, in postmodernity, can be chosen, as well as, an interrogation of what the

very notion of 'choice' means.

The Body, Pure Relationships, and Life Politics

The implications for increasingly reflexive identities are drawn out by

Giddens in relation to a number of issues. He argues specifically that the

'wholesale' reflexivity of modernity extends to the body, intimate relationships and

the realm of politics, producing specific effects unique to conditions of late

modernity.

The Body

According to Giddens, in conditions of late modernity the body becomes

less and less a 'given' functioning outside of internally referential systems and is

increasingly subject to reflexive processes. On a basic level the self is embodied in

the sense that throughout daily activity and interaction the individual must be aware

of the movements and appearance of the body. Routinised control of the body in

this regard is a crucial aspect of agency. Within late modernity, however,

reflexivity goes beyond the basic awareness and monitoring that is necessary for
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individuals to operate as competent social actors for the body is more than a passive

object. It is, Giddens argues, 'an action-system, a mode of praxis, and its practical

immersion in the interactions of day-to-day life is an essential part of the sustaining

of a coherent sense of self-identity' (Giddens, 1991:99).

Four aspects in particular bear significance for the relationship between self

and the body: appearance, demeanour, sensuality and regimes. Appearance refers

to the outer surface of the body which is visible to the self and others. Demeanour

concerns the ways in which appearance is used within daily settings. Sensuality

refers to `dispositional handling of pleasure and pain'. Regimes are the practices to

which the body is made subject. As the individual encounters a plurality of

different social settings and engages in a wide variety of social relations both

appearance and demeanour have to be adjusted. This does not, however, result in

fragmentation and the loss of an inner core of self but through reflexive monitoring

the individual is able to maintain the coherence of self-identity. Bodily practices

and routines are carried out in ways which are consistent with the biographical

narrative of the actor. In this way the self and the body are integrated and lived as a

unity. It will be argued in chapter four that Giddens' formulation of the self and the

body implicitly retains a separation of the subject and object or mind/body relation

and a privileging of the mind over the body in such a way that prevents an

understanding of the mutually constituting and irreducible nature of the relation.

As the body in late modernity becomes immersed in the ever increasing

reflexive organisation of social life, like other aspects of life, the body also becomes

subject to the notion of 'choice'. Like the self, the body becomes a project

constructed and cultivated reflexively in view of options made available through a

multitude of lifestyle options. These options are made manifest in areas such as

clothing styles, self help health guides, diets and exercise regimes through which

the individual can assume responsibility for the design of his or her body. It is less

and less something that the individual accepts as given and more a part of the self

which is can be created in accordance with the narrative of the self. In this regard

'body planning' is part of the internally referential system of the self. These

assumptions will be problematised in chapter four by asking where the meaning of

the body comes from and what it means to 'choose' a body. In Giddens'
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formulation it is seemingly chosen but it will be argued that the body and the self

are embedded in local practices and relations whereby the body its meaning and its

relation to the self emerge as an event.

Intimacy and the 'Pure Relationship'

Giddens argues that there is a 'direct (although dialectical) connection

between the globalising tendencies of modernity' and what he terms 'the

transformation of intimacy' within daily life (1990:114). Personal life is not

separate from the social and indeed the two realms are situated in a recursive

relationship so that transformations in the nature of one area impact upon the other.

Intimacy, in late modernity also becomes subject to reflexive processes and the

dynamics of the internally referential project of the self. Specifically these

conditions give rise to the 'pure relationship'.

The pure relationship is 'a social relation which is internally referential, that

is, depends fundamentally on satisfactions or rewards generic to that relation itself'

(Giddens, 1991:244). The basis for intimate relationships within this context

becomes that which it can deliver to each of the parties involved. Proximity and

external criteria become less influential in the development and sustenance of close

interpersonal ties. Kinship, social duty, and traditional obligations dissolve as

anchors for interrelationships and intimate ties instead become subject to voluntary

selection. Because this form of relationship is no longer tied to external references

it must be reflexively organised, made and remade against a backdrop of continuous

social changes and transformations. Reflexive engagement and interrogation is

oriented specifically to what the relationship is delivering or, for that matter, not

delivering. This involves both a reflection on the self (what do I want?) and on the

relationship (what is this relationship about?).

Within this reflexive form there is constant balance between autonomy and

the kind of self disclosure which is necessary to building and sustaining trust. Trust

cannot be taken for granted and like other aspects of the pure relationship it has to

be worked at for at its very core the pure relationship is chosen and entered into

voluntarily which ultimately means it can be exited on the very same grounds. Self
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reflexivity is integral to building trust as being 'true' to oneself depends upon such

activity and it is only this implied authenticity that can provide the basis for mutual

trust. Therefore the discovery of self undertaken by each partner, shared through

processes of mutual self disclosure, form the basis for the ongoing cultivation of

trust.

This transformation of intimacy in Giddens' formulation would seem to

make intimacy increasingly difficult to find let alone foster and sustain but he

argues that the loss of external influences and a recognition of the tensions inherent

in relationships based on choice by individuals is offset by commitment. This

notion is linked to choice as to commit to someone or to a relationship implies that

it is an option. Commitment means that despite the problems inherent in modern

relationships the individual is willing to take a chance, 'to work at it' but only

insofar as the relationship remains rewarding according to internal references.

Reflexivity therefore creates an inherent tension through the ordering of self

biographies and the pure relationships into which the self may enter. For Giddens

'self identity is negotiated through the linked processes of self-exploration and the

development of intimacy with others where individuals commit to creating and

sustaining a meaningful connection, a 'quality of relationship" (1991:97).

I lowever, as in other aspects of his analysis he suggests that pure relationships,

while providing opportunities, also imply risks.

In further consideration of the ways in which intimate relationships have

been transformed by the expansion of reflexivity Giddens addresses the issues of

love and sexuality. In particular he ties the 'sexual revolution' of the past thirty or

forty years to a revolution in female sexual autonomy and to the flourishing of

homosexuality (1992:28). Freed from prior constraints `decentred' sexuality

becomes 'plastic'. The development of new reproductive technologies and birth

control techniques sever the connection between reproduction and sex allowing sex

to become truly autonomous — wholly a quality of individuals and their interactions.

In this regard it also becomes part of the project of the self.

A related notion is that of 'confluent love' developing not completely in

opposition to romantic love but definitely in tension with it. The ideals of romantic



30

love such as 'forever' and 'one-and-only' fragment under the pressure of female

sexual emancipation such that love becomes more active and contingent in nature.

This form of love presumes equality in emotional give and take. Love, like

intimacy, develops only in so far as each partner is willing to engage in self

disclosure thus making oneself vulnerable. The significance of this reciprocity for

Giddens is that to a certain extent romantic love does not require this of men.

Confluent love, however, is rooted in the assumption of gender equality. Confluent

love develops as an ideal in a society where almost everyone has the chance to

become sexually accomplished; and it presumes the disappearance of the schism

between 'respectable' women and those who in some way lie outside the pale of

orthodox social life. Unlike romantic love, confluent love is not necessarily

monogamous, in the sense of sexual exclusiveness but is held together through the

acceptance on the part of each partner, 'until further notice', that each gains

sufficient benefit from the relation to make its continuance worthwhile (Giddens,

1992:63).

In his analysis of intimate relationships Giddens draws out the implication

that the possibility of intimacy means the promise of democracy' as confluent love

and the pure relationship are based upon autonomy. The principles that have

transformed the personal realm, autonomy being one of these, are consistent with

the realisation of democratic principles in the wider social context. Giddens argues

that autonomy 'means the successful realisation of the reflexive project of the self —

the condition of relating to others in an egalitarian way' (1992:189). The

establishment of these sorts of relations in the private sphere can translate into a

transformation of relations within the public sphere where the creation of a

democratic order depends upon the recognition that others are not a threat. The

incorporation of intimate relationships into the narratives of young women will be

explored in detail in chapter six where the issues of equality, authenticity,

autonomy and choice are discussed in relation to the strategies that young women

employed in constructing models of intimacy.

Life Politics

In Giddens' view the processes which underlie the dynamics of modernity
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ultimately point toward the possibility of a distinctly reformed social order.

Throughout his treatment of self-identity in late modernity Giddens argues that the

expansion of institutional reflexivity, the disembedding of social relations by

abstract systems, and the consequent interpenetration of the local and the global

underlie crucial transitions in the modern social order. It is these transitions which

contribute to a new form of political engagement concerned with human self

actualisation at both the individual and collective level by forcing

acknowledgement of existential issues which the institutions of modernity have

excluded. The contours of late modern 'life politics' are best discerned against the

contrast provided by the nature of politics associated with modernity.

Emancipatory politics are defined by Giddens as 'a generic outlook

concerned above all with liberating individuals and groups from constraints which

adversely affect their life chances' (Giddens, 1991:210). The principles central to

this outlook are the same ones which have been fundamental to the development of

modern institutions, primarily the ideal of freeing individuals and social life from

the constraints of tradition through the subjection of the social and natural to human

control. The orientation to freedom and liberty expressed in emancipatory politics

involves casting off the constraints of the past to allow the creation of a better

future and, more specifically, the aim of overcoming the domination of some

individuals or groups by others (Giddens, 1991:211). Power is conceived as

hierarchical expressed through its exertion of one individual or group over others.

As such the main concerns of emancipatory politics have been to reduce or abolish

exploitation, inequality and oppression. This vision is guided by the imperatives of

justice, equality, and participation and the mobilising principle of autonomy which

privileges the right of the individual to exercise freedom and independent action.

Giddens does not suggest that this form of politics ceases in late modernity but co-

exists alongside life politics.

Life politics 'concerns political issues which flow from processes of self-

actualisation in post-traditional contexts, where globalising influences intrude

deeply into the reflexive project of the self, and conversely where processes of self-

realisation influence global strategies' (Giddens, 1991:214). The emergence of

such a form of politics presumes that a certain level of emancipation from the
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constraints of tradition and conditions of hierarchical domination has been

achieved. ithin this context political concerns begin to be refocused around

issues of lifestyle choices and self actualisation. The emphasis shifts from power as

hierarchical to the generative and transformative capacity of power. Political issues

arise from reflexiv ely ordered biographies as people search for answers to questions

such as 'how hould we liv e?'. Life politics therefore are explicitly oriented

towards the future anticipating the de% elopment of forms of social order on 'the

other side of modernity' (Giddens, 1991:214). Emancipatory politics are derived

from the belief characteristic of modernity that humans can seize control of the

natural and the social in order to improl, e the quality of life for all humans In

c ntrast, life politics begins to question the effects that those N ery efforts have

pr duced. This is clearly illustrated by the environmental movement

The reflexive project of the self requires indiNiduals to constantly shape and

re-arran ge self identity within the context of social conditions which shift and

chan ge at both the local and gl bal le‘els. The goal becomes finding ways to create

m rally ustifiable way s of life that will promote self-actualisation within a global

contcxt f interdependence (Giddens, 1991:215). The types of concerns that are

addressed by life politics are very much at the individual level but because of the

balising pr cesses of modernity decisions made at this level have consequences

on a much greater scale.

Giddens sug gests that feminism is a form of life politics that also has

elements f emancipatory politics at its core. These elements concern the

challenges made to traditions which goerned women's roles and the struggle to

ercome the illegitimate domination of men over women. These concerns have to

a large degree translated into social transformations but Giddens argues that other

concerns begin to emerge once a certain level of emancipation has occurred and

these concerns relate much more closely to the concerns of the reflexive subject

because "the more we reflexively 'make ourselves' as persons, the more the very

category of what a 'person' or 'human being' is comes to the fore" (Giddens,

1991-217). For feminism this issue is manifest in the very questioning of what

constitutes a gendered identity within conditions that allow so much choice. It also

extends to the body which is no longer taken to be a fixed physiolo gical entity but
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open to choice and modification. Feminism also fits Giddens' definition of life

politics because of its potential transformative impact on the future. He suggests

that the more women gain equality and influence traditionally male dominated

domains the more those domains are significantly reorganised and reshaped.

In chapter seven these themes will be taken up in a discussion of how the

identities being constructed by the young women in this study are characterised by

a form of politicised agency at the local level of everyday life. The practising of

these identities will be assessed as a intermingling of both forms of politics

proposed by Giddens. Elements of both of these forms of politics will be discussed

within the larger context of the tension between postfeminism and second wave

feminism.

Critical Engagement With Giddens

Giddens' rendering of the social world in late modernity has been the

subject of much scrutiny and while his work continues to provoke debate there

clearly are areas which prove problematic. His commitment to the modernist ideal

of rationality in particular leads to a series of shortcomings that warrant attention.

The problematic nature of Giddens' ontological assumptions of the subject will

form a major focus of this study because it results in a series of limitations in

understanding how identity is formed within specific, local and historical contexts.

In the following critique these issues are reviewed providing a point of departure

for the further examination of some of these problems in relation to the identities

that were constructed by the young women interviewed.

In a highly critical treatment of Giddens' work, Mestrovic argues that

Giddens' message is distinctly modernist and, therefore, implicitly inadequate for

theorising the condition of the contemporary social order. This is apparent in his

tendency to develop a single theory to encompass all other attempts at social theory

and in his dependence on the 'rational Enlightenment-based trajectory of cognition

and rationality as the unifying element' (1998:31). Indeed Giddens' reliance on

reflexivity and the purposes he has for the notion present a series of problems. At

the very core of his theory of structuration is the idea that 'the human agent is
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skilled and knowledgeable and uses structure in an enabling fashion' (Mestrovic,

1998:32). The appropriation and recursive use of knowledge and information

applies to both individuals and institutions. For Giddens reflexivity, therefore, is a

structuring principle of modernity which accounts for its dynamic character, its

constant movement and its displacement of tradition. In the transition from

traditional to modern society, and the transformation from modernity to late

modernity, individualisation provides the motor for social change (Lash, 1994:112).

It is also the basis for his normative agenda because it provides the rational basis for

freedom, providing an orientation towards personal and social development (Penna

et. al., 1999:8). One consequence of relying on the notion of reflexivity to such a

significant extent is an over reliance on the rational, instrumental, individualistic

agent.

Self-identity for Giddens relies upon the active production of self by the

individual in which the self becomes the object of reflexivity (Bagguley, 1999:70).

The self is 'routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the

individual' (Giddens, 1991:52). Self-identity, therefore, is the continuity produced

by the reflexive ordering of one's biography. Despite the growth in choices and

pluralisation of life worlds made available to the individual in late modernity,

coherent and unified selves are achieved through reflexivity. Giddens' social agent

is not dissimilar to the self-authoring, calculating, goal-oriented subject of the

liberal tradition associated with western thought throughout modernity. The subject

is 'unambiguously sovereign in conception and exercises powerful interpretative

skills as an author of conditions, qualities and events' (May and Copper, 1995:78).

The intentionality which is implicit in his theorisation of the subject omits moments

where unintentional events or actions produce a more significant effect with the

implication being that self-identity emerges out of a much more haphazard process.

Bagguley takes up this argument in relation to transformations of self identity

occurring within the context of social movements where it is more likely that

transformations follow an unintentional path rather than as the product of the

individual's realised intentions (1999:82). The privileging of rational intent limits

an understanding of the dynamics of social processes that are due in some part to

irrational or unexpected phenomenon, as well as, the impact of external processes.
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This point, taken up by Mouzelis (1999), leads to a questioning of Giddens'

formulation of reflexivity, and more specifically to thinking about reflexivity in

terms that do not rely upon a construction of the agent as essentially rational and

goal oriented. The starting point for Giddens is the distinction between the

reflexivity characteristic of traditional contexts and that which operates in late

modern contexts. In traditional contexts reflexivity is limited by the fact that

tradition to a large extent defines the parameters of an individual's social existence.

Within late modern contexts, Giddens states that reflexivity is significantly less

constrained by extrinsic factors, therefore, requiring the individual to negotiate the

options on offer. The qualitative difference between these two modes of reflexivity

has been challenged by some of Giddens' critics, however, Mouzelis makes the

important point that attention would be better placed in examining the qualitative

distinctions that can be drawn between different forms of reflexivity which coexist

vs :thin modernity. The formulation of reflexivity offered by Giddens is a one sided

treatment of a complex process. What remains to be considered is whether there

might be other ways of reflexively reacting to the conditions created by

detraditionalisation - one that is not so thoroughly activistic (Mouzelis, 1999, 85).

F ollowing the Protestant-ethic tradition, the reflexive individuals' relation to
their inner and outer worlds is conceptualised in ultra-activistic,
instrumental terms: subjects are portrayed as constantly involved in means-
ends situations, constantly trying reflexively and rationally to choose their
broad goals as well as the means of their realisation (Mouzelis, 1999: 85).

It is likely that setting goals and devising means of achieving them are

governed by reflexive processes organised along less rational and instrumental

lines. Thrill, drawing on de Certeau's account of everyday life, argues for that a

`make-it up-as-you-go-along' world of pliable, opaque, and stubborn spaces

undermines the known and determinate appearance of daily, routinised life (Thrift,

1993:114). For Giddens, though the only other alternative to reflexive conduct is

the pathological engagement in compulsive behaviours. This begs the possibility of

a 'reflexive attitude that does not seek (via rational choices) actively to construct

life orientations, but rather allows in an indirect, passive manner life orientations

and other broad goals to emerge' (ibid.). This analysis opens up the possibility that

individuals make their way through the post traditional field of choices in front of
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them in a more arbitrary manner than Giddcns allows for.

Exploring this issue further Mouzelis endeavours to show that individual

goals and life plans can be emergent in nature and not necessarily the product of

rational construction. He makes this point by exploring how non-secular mystical

traditions have emphasised the impossibility of relating to the divine via rational or

cognitive methods. In these traditions reason can only be useful for developing

awareness of the inner obstacles that impede the soul from opening up to divine

grace. Ibis form of reflexivity has its secular parallel in forms of psychoanalysis

and therapies in which the goal is the development of awareness of defence

mechanisms that prevent non-pathological patterns to emerge. In this form of

reflexivity life-goals 'appear' or 'emerge' rather than having to be actively

constructed' (Mouzelis, 1999:87).

Giddens' means-ends reflexivity may, therefore, be incompatible with many

areas of social life in which individuals develop identity. To some degree it is

incompatible with Giddens' own approach to the 'pure relationship'. He maintains

that pure relationships depend upon a form of intimacy freed from external

obligations, grounded instead in ongoing dialogue, mutual disclosure and trust but

reflexivity, in Giddens' usage, involves a instrumental relationship to the self in

which the self is an objectified project'. In contrast the pure relationship, Mouzelis

argues, is based upon an inter-human relation in which the self and other are treated

non-instrumentally.

The pure relationship depends upon mutual trust between partners, which in
turn is closely related to the achievement of intimacy...Such trust presumes
the opening out of the individual to the other, because knowledge that the
other is committed, and harbours no basic antagonisms towards oneself, is
the only framework for trust when external supports are largely absent
(Giddens, 1991:96).

Indeed, if pure relationships are entered into by individuals who actively

I By this Mouzelis means that the self becomes to the subject an object of strate gies. This
is apparent for example in attempts undertaken to maximise self actualisation via self help
manuals or therapy where these ideas are applied to the self as an object of knowledge. It
is a relation, therefore, governed by instrumentality. Operating from this position of
instrumentality would prevent open, mutual disclosure and trust (1999:92).
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construct reflexive biographies in the way argued by Giddens, then it is more likely

that the pure relationships they enter into are based on 'mutual distrust and the

mutual manipulation of each Other's weaknesses and insecurities' (Mouzelis,

1999:92). In summary, all these arguments support the value of recognising the

limits of Giddens' use of reflexivity and the need to consider ways in which

reflexivity may best be understood as a less unitary and instrumental relation to the

self.2 . This theme will recur throughout the analysis in relation to how subjects

come to understand the self and the choices available in constructing a self within

conditions of embeddedness that is within multiple, contradictory local practices

and relations.

1 he limits of Giddens instrumental reflexivity also becomes apparent when

considering the relationship between the self and group identifications. It is within

these settings shaped by collective processes and sentiments that identities often

find expression. Giddens' ideal type, however, is a singular subject. Hetherington

locates this ideal type within the Weberian tradition of the autonomous, bourgeois,

male subject who occupies a privileged position that presumes objectivity. Despite

postmodern approaches to the subject that undermine these assumptions, Giddens

retains a commitment to theoretical humanism. This commitment leads to an

underestimation of the affective dimension of identity that finds expression in

gatherings based on shared emotion.

...revolutionary action, solidarity and comradeship, the symbolism of revolt,
and so on all call upon the feelings of people and seek to ground a sense of
moral right and wrong in that realm of feeling and expression rather than in
reason alone. To have an identity is to find ways of expressing oneself
through identifying with others, and that identification is based in the
expressive world of feeling and emotion and forms of collective sentiment
(Hetherington, 1998:51).

Giddens follows the dominant trend in sociology of overlooking the

emotional experience of modernity in favour of privileging rationality which means

that this approach fails to adequately analyse the basis of collective movements

2 The notion of reflexivity as formulated by Giddens or Mouzelis, as well as, the different
forms of pure relationships discussed in their work are ideal types. Therefore it is
important to acknowledge that these types more likely occur in combinations.
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characteristic of late modernity and their implications for identity 3 (Hetherington,

1998; Maffesoli, 1996; Bagguley, 1999). While Giddens ventures into the

implications of increased reflexivity for the political realm, the form of 'life

politics' he offers up is still to a large extent designed according to highly

individualised terms whereas Hetherington, among others, points out that

deindividualising processes arise alongside detraditionalisation and are just as

significant in their effects as individualising ones. As identifications based on

ascriptive categories like class break down, new sorts of social groupings emerge

and provide the basis for identifications and lifestyles. Detraditionalisation might

dilute and dissolve communal ties but elective communities arise in the space

provided. At the same time as the individual becomes the central social actor there

is a return of the 'repressed we' (Lash, 1994:111). This is true in the sense of the

emergence of social movements but also in regards to ethnic cleansing, neo-Nazi

movements and surges of nationalist sentiment.

Furthermore, reflexivity as formulated by Giddens, fundamentally

undermines his own theory of structuration. If, as he argues, structures are a

'virtual' system made up of rules and resources instantiated as agents draw upon

and use them then structures are not external to the agent - something 'out there'

confronted by the subject but are both the means and the outcomes of interaction.

This understanding is at the core of his subversion of the problem of agency-

structure dualism. However, this notion of duality versus dualism is difficult to

retain once the subject is said to reflect upon the plurality of life worlds and choices

as this implies a distancing between the subject (knowledgeable agent) and the

object (external social conditions). Reflexivity depends upon awareness and once

reached the subject is able to observe, analyse, manage and make choices but this

awareness is contingent upon a dualism of subject and object. It seems more likely

therefore that only under conditions of routine would the subject/agent and

object/structure duality remain in place because in these mundane, taken for granted

conditions the carrying through of actions involve less reflexive engagement. As

soon as the subject engages reflexively, the dual relation between agent and

3 Furthermore this construction ignores the relational aspects of reflexivity. For a useful
discussion of an alternative to the privileging of this individualised, unitary, rational self
see Mason (2000).
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structure comes into being. Therefore Giddens notion of a reflexively constructed

self creates a contradiction within this overall theoretical project (Bagguley, 1999;

Mouzelis, 1999).

Questions about human agency follow from the critique of Giddens'

reflexive project of the self. In a world which is increasingly complex and

fragmented due to the very processes that Giddens claims bring about late modern

social conditions his confidence in the free, knowledgeable and skilled agent seems

somewhat exaggerated. Mestrovic (1998:34) proposes that due to the massive

proliferation of information to which individuals are subject creates a complex

world in which most people function on 'auto pilot' most of the time because they

simply cannot engage knowledgeably with these conditions. A similar challenge is

made to the inherent knowledgeability and skill of Giddens' social agent by

considering the many agents who do not fall into this category: children, mentally

ill persons, and the mentally disabled for example all fall outside of his

'emancipatory vision' (ibid., 23). Clearly for many people the suggestion of

reflexively engaging with and thereby transforming one's social conditions implies

the operation of freedom and therefore power.

One area where this critique has relevant application is Giddens' notion of

the pure relationship in which each partner invests in the relationship as long as it

serves their individual interest. Partners can hold such an attitude because

individuals in late modernity enjoy a level of autonomy made possible by the

separation of sex from reproduction. But, as Bauman effectively points out if sex

has been freed from reproduction 'it is also true that so far reproduction has not

been separated from sex and pair relationships in general' (1993:366). Therefore,

there is another of category of persons, 'third persons' who have a stake in the

preservation of the relationship but not the autonomy that Giddens emphasises4.

These people are affected but without choice as they lack the resources they would

need to shield themselves against the impact of the outcome of the pure

relationship. Such an example is only one which brings forth the complex nature of

'freedom' that Giddens overlooks.

4 For a useful development of a critique of this in relation to the changing dynamics of
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As with all freedom, this one deepens the dependence of those acted upon
and mortgages the future of the actors. As with all freedom, X's choice is
Y's fate. In this game as in others, the most consequential decisions are
made by those with the biggest hand, not by those with the biggest stakes
(Bauman, 1993:367).

Giddens' failure to deal adequately with issues of power, domination and

social inequality leaves a consequential gap in his theorising. If late modernity is

about 'openness', the pluralisation of lifeworlds, the diversity of authorities, and

the expansion of life style choices as the basis for the constitution of self-identity is

this a uniform phenomenon? Disembedding of social relations, the increase of

mediated experience, the pluralisation of life worlds, and the contingency of

knowledge might create conditions in which individuals have wider parameters

within which to create self identities but he seems to conflate the possibility of

doing so with the actuality. Acknowledgement is made that 'class divisions and

other fundamental lines of inequality, such as those connected with gender or

ethnicity, can be partly defined in terms of differential access to forms of self-

actualisation and empowerment' but he argues it would be a major error to suppose

that this phenomenon is restricted to those in more privileged material

circumstances (1991:6). It is the existence of widely divergent material

circumstances characteristic of late modernity that he has been criticised for

glossing over. Critics maintain that material conditions and access to economic

resources underpin to a large extent any construction of self identity or the

realisation of a 'life project'. It seems that his analysis is operating primarily

outside of the material realm. May and Cooper suggest that

The activity and sovereignty attributed to these subjects — unhindered as
they are by the absence of structural and infrastructural resources — might
lead us to suppose that what Giddens is outlining here is a theory of self-
maximisation for the middle classes, or 'free floating' individuals (1995:82).

External constraints are part of the every day life that Giddens is concerned

with. His undertheorisation of this concern may be due in some part to his explicit

interest in arguing that human beings are active agents who never passively accept

family life refer to Smart and Neale (1999).
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external conditions and that social systems do not form an uncontrollable context

for social action. Indeed his central notion of institutional reflexivity depends upon

the social actors incorporating new knowledge into environments of action that are

thereby reconstituted or reorganised (Giddens, 1991:243). Movement within

structuration theory is categorically recursive. In contrast Foucault (1988) and

Rose (1996a, 1996b, 1998) offer analyses of aspects of modernity that lead to new

forms of subjectification. For instance a key characteristic of modernity that

advances in late modernity as a result of new technologies is the implementation of

individualised systems of surveillance and knowledges. There are points of

similarity between the notion of the discursive constitution of the subject and

Giddens' notion that structures are rules and resources that enable and constrain

social actors but Giddens rejects these arguments because he sees them as flowing

in one direction only with the individual stripped of agency. Giddens' commitment

to arguing for the recursive relationship between individuals and their environment

is a useful way of subverting structural determinism but at times he may privilege

self constituted agency at the expense of examining social conditions that continue

to produce social divisions. In chapters two, three and four the subject will be

located within particular practices and sites — positions from which a relation to the

self is formed thereby problematising Giddens"free floating' social agent. A

framework for understanding how individuals develop a particular relation to the

self is outlined at the end of this chapter.

Part of the problem of using Giddens' theory of self identity for

understanding social divisions returns to his theory of the subject. A subject which

is unitary is difficult to locate within the multiple, intersecting dimensions that

constitute relations of power and domination. Anthias in her critique of Giddens

starts with the argument that,

...it could be argued that the self in high modernity is constituted in the
different existential or ontological places of class location, sexual difference
and collective or ethnic belongingness at the global as well as national
levels. These do not take any necessary social forms but are intertwined in
complex new ways that produce contradictory social locations, arising from
the differential positionings of persons within the hierarchical orders of each
existential location. The self is thus constructed in terms of multiplicity and
contexuality rather than as a unitary process (1999:157).
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When Giddens theorises the 'self' of late modernity he constructs a

collective agent and proceeds to explain processes of identity formation as though

these are universal. Differentiation fragments modernity producing, in Giddens

estimation more choices and options but he fails to come to terms with the other

implications of differentiation - namely that it is characterised by and reproduces

hierarchies and inequalities within social relations. In this regard, identities are

about the outcomes of differential positioning across a range of locales. A

recognition of the importance of difference and divisions in understanding the

dynamic of modernity has increased particularly under the influence of postmodern

analyses in which the social world is said to be fundamentally about difference. To

understand the implications of difference for identities and social relations it is

necessary to move beyond thinking through these issues within the confines of

binaries such as structure/agency, modernity/tradition, and subject/object (Anthias,

1999:159). Such binaries restrict understanding because the multiplicity and

contradictions that are at play cannot be adequately captured in mutually exclusive

categories.

While postmodernism in many ways has influenced a celebration of

difference it is crucial to remember that difference is not politically neutral.

Evaluation and assigning value are intrinsic to the processes of classifying thereby

producing categories which then form the basis of social stratification. Anthias

points out 'once individuals are placed into categories.. .across different

dimensions, the relational terms of otherness and sameness are constructed. In the

process notions of self and other, identity, identification and division come into

play' (1999:163). Thus social divisions are at the 'very heart of the social order and

of culture. They are central in terms of the constructions of identity and otherness

and in terms of producing differentiated and complex social outcomes for

individuals and groups' (Anthias, 1999:162). The set of issues raised by social

inequality and hierarchically arranged social relations is taken up in chapter five

where the notion of 'difference' and its various relations to identity are explored.

These arguments become particularly salient in relation to Giddens'

conception of life politics. This new form of politics assumes that a certain level of

emancipation has been won via versions of 'old style' political movements
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concerned with overcoming divisions produced by oppression, inequality and

exploitation. The focus then shifts towards a politics based on self actualisation via

lifestyle choices. Giddens seems to imply this shift is universal failing to take into

account that emancipation is often a question of degree and uneven distribution.

For instance he treats feminism as a unified movement concerned with a universal

female subject bringing about the same effect for all women. More sensitivity of

the distinction between the situation of the educated middle class and their fellow

citizens and between the affluent West and the rest of the global society is required

(Smith, 1992:765). The issue of identity politics and the kinds of resistances being

practised by the young women interviewed in this study are explored in chapter

seven. It will be suggested that in western, industrialised nations young women

have available to them a form of micropolitics derived from both emancipatory and

life politics that in many respects makes these two forms of political engagement

inseparable.

This combination of a reflexive, self authoring subject; social conditions

marked by an easing of external constraints on the individual; an undertheorisation

of power relations; and the favouring of universalism over difference and social

divisions make Giddens' theorisation of late modern a highly optimistic account.

The expansion of disembedding processes leads to a condition of empowerment,

that is, the 'power of human beings to alter the material world and transform the

conditions of their own actions' thereby providing 'generic opportunities not

available in prior historical eras' (Giddens, 1991:139). Modernity for Giddens is

driven by processes which allow individuals to exercise more control over their

lives. Giddens' confidence in social transformation is evident when he proposes

that the democratising effects of intimacy will transform the public sphere. May

and Cooper (1995:81) argue that this is one of many examples of how Giddens

relies upon an exaggerated model of human agency and 'neglects the ways in which

collective, rather than individual action is the primary source of political change'.

Finally, Giddens does not grant enough significance to the chaos and

irrationality that is at play within modernity. He attempts to construct a social

theory on solely cognitive grounds which leaves out people's histories, habits,

customs, feelings, and other aspects of non-agency all of which are essential to
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understanding social processes and human behaviour (Mestrovic, 1998:25). Some

commentators suggest that his optimism rings unrealistic in the face of continued

inequality and divisions both at the local and global level.

Giddens and many other mainstream sociologists have been singing a merry
tune of global democratisation even as genocide raged in Bosnia, Russians
expressed a nostalgia for Communism, the European Community began
unravelling almost as soon as it was formed, and 'ethnic cleansing' became
a metaphor for our times (Mestrovic, 1998:5).

1 he critique developed here will continue to unfold as these debates will be

pursued in detail through a reading of the interviews with the young women in this

study. The narratives produced by these young women will provide a lens through

which to interrogate ways of theorising identity in postmodernity. Theories of

reflexive modernisation are central to this exercise but before proceeding the

assumptions underlying another approach will be examined. This approach

constituted as a 'genealogy of the subject' provides a useful counterpoint to

reflexive modernisation and will serve as a site from which to engage with Giddens.

Technologies of the Self vs. Biographies

Rather than accept that individuals are the reflexive, goal oriented agents of

late modernity that Giddcns suggests could it be that this construction of the subject

as autonomous, sovereign, and freely chosen is instead a regulative illusion?

Rather, that this way of understanding the self represents a particular way of

thinking about the self — a 'certain way of understanding and relating to ourselves

and others, to the making of human beings intelligible and practicable under a

certain description' (Rose, 1998:2).

We have been freed from the arbitrary prescriptions of religious and
political authorities, thus allowing a range of different answers to the
questions of how we should live. But we have been bound into
relationships with new authorities, which are more profoundly subjectifying
because they appear to emanate from our individual desires to fulfil
ourselves in our everyday lives, to craft our personalities, to discover who
we really are. Through these transformations we have 'invented ourselves'
with all the ambiguous costs and benefits that this invention has entailed
(Rose, 1998: 17).
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From this perspective individualised responses to a detraditionalised world

are the specific product of a historically contingent regime of the self which has

produced modern notions of what it means to be a human being. In this

conceptualisation the notion of the freely choosing, autonomous individual is

actually a mode of subjectification which provides a way of governing the self

because it is a way of relating to and understanding the self. It is a way of

recognising oneself as a particular type of person — the subject of free will. What

Rose challenges is the suggestion that a singular form of subjectivity inhabits a

singular cultural configuration but that a heterogeneity of forms of personhood are

assumed in different practices and that there are diverse possibilities for codes of

conduct that orient any one human being in different fields of thought and action

(Rose, 1996a:303). If this is taken as the starting point for theorising identity then

questions arise as to why particular forms of identity emerge in specific locales at

particular moments.

...our present ways of understanding ourselves are not the culmination of a
unified narrative of real time — a singular linear chronicity which, despite
advances and lags, moves from fixity to uncertainty, from habit to
reflexivity across all domains of existence and experience. We must
imagine time in ways that are more multiple than are dreamt in the
temporalities of tradition and detraditionalisation (Rose, 1996a:303-304).

Rose (1998) proposes a 'genealogy of subjectification' as a means of

accounting for the heterogeneous processes and practices by which individuals in

modem western societies comprehend the person as 'a natural locus of beliefs and

desires, with inherent capacities, as the self-evident origin of actions and decisions,

as a stable phenomenon exhibiting consistency across different contexts and times'

(1998:22). This genealogy is concerned with the relations that human beings have

established with themselves — relations in which they come to understand and see

themselves as selves. Subjectivity has its owns history and a genealogy of

subjectification aims to focus directly upon the practices within which (in both

historical and contemporary contexts) human beings have been made subjects.

Such a project would 'address itself to those heterogeneous authorities that have, at

different times and places, problematised human conduct and developed more or

less rationalised programmes and techniques for its shaping and re-shaping' and

study 'the connections between the truths by which human beings are rendered
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thinkable the values attached to images, vocabularies, explanations, and so forth —

and the techniques, instruments and apparatuses which presuppose human beings to

be certain sorts of creatures, and act upon them in that light' (Rose, 1996a:296).

This project relies upon a fundamentally different starting point from

analyses such as Giddens because it does not conceptualise changing forms of

identity as the consequences of wider social and cultural transformations. Shifts in

the ways in which human beings relate to themselves cannot be derived from

transformations to other cultural or social forms because this argument presupposes

the continuity of human beings as the subjects of history, essentially equipped with

the capacity for endowing meaning. But the ways in which humans give meaning

to experience has its own history. Techniques of constructing meaning produce

experience because they provide the meanings and discourses which are available

to the individual to employ in constructing the self and the social world (Dean

1994, Joyce 1994 in Rose, 1998:25). It is possible to write a history of ideas about

the self or the cultural meanings attached to personhood or identity but it is

problematic to assume that such a history can reveal how the 'mundane everyday

practices that try to shape the conduct of human beings in particular sites' are

organised and enacted (Rose, 1996a:298). Hence the need to examine the specific

practices, techniques, knowledges and programmes that seek to govern human

beings 'through inciting them to reflect upon their conduct in a certain manner'

across a multiplicity of heterogeneous sites. Here Rose is advocating that our

relation to our selves is not a question of ideas but of technologies which shape and

guide our ways of 'being human'. The notion of the detraditionalised self is

rejected by Rose because it does not engage with the ways in which different

localised practices presuppose, represent and act upon human beings as if they were

certain sorts of subjects. For example, he considers that the contemporary

problematics of risk have not emerged out of novel existential features of the

current moment but as a novel way of reflecting upon that experience (Rose,

1996a:320).

An account of the self defined by autonomy, rationality and authenticity

demonstrates a relation to the self which Rose argues is constituted through a

variety of 'rationalised schemes' which seek to influence the form self
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understanding takes and the enactment of this particular understanding in the name

of certain objectives. Such objectives include manliness, femininity, honour,

modesty, propriety, civility, discipline, distinction, efficiency, harmony, fulfilment,

virtue, and pleasure (1998:24). The ways in which individuals come to understand

themselves as certain types of subjects are inscribed in the practices which act upon

the 'conduct of conduct'. These practices are organised within specific locations

such as the school, the family, the prison, the church and so on all of which work

upon persons as particular types. Self understanding becomes a way of governing

the self in relation to the achievement of the objectives set within each of these

sites. These 'technologies of the self' work as self steering devices because they

inform the ways in which individuals experience, perceive, evaluate and conduct

themselves thus bringing particular types of human beings into being (Foucault,

1988). These technologies are spatialized — that is human beings are rendered

knowable across a range of different sites each with a localised repertoire of habits,

routines and images of self understanding and self cultivation.

In a whole variety of different locales — not just in sexuality, diet or the

promotion of goods for consumption, but also in labour and in the construction of

political subjects — the person is presumed to be an active agent, wishing to exercise

informed, autonomous and secular responsibility in relation to his or her own

destiny. The language of autonomy, identity, self-realisation and the search for

fulfilment acts as a grid of regulatory ideals, not in an amorphous cultural space,

but in the doctor's consulting room, on the factory floor and in the personal

manager's office, in the training of unemployed youth and the construction of

political programmes (Rose, 1996a:320).

Various techniques of the self operate to organise conduct in the context of

everyday life and to orient this conduct towards a consideration of the kind of

person one should aspire to be and the kind of life one should aim to lead (Rose

1996a:296-297). These techniques, therefore, bear an inescapable normative

function and this normativity is dependent upon the problematization of conduct5.

5 In relation to young women the dominant discourse of femininity for example works to
define what conduct is appropriate and problematise conduct that falls outside this
definition. An example would be guidance counsellors advising against the pursuit of a
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The ideals of self responsibility and self control are established and enacted in

relation to those who fall outside of or are marginalised in such a way as to impede

the possibility of taking up such a position. These individuals continue to be

problematised and made subject to a range of experts and sources of authority who

seek to re-educate or 'empower' them through skills training, group relations, and

various psychological techniques so that they can enact this type of relation to the

self.

Central to Rose's conceptualisation of subjectification is that the way in

which one understands one's self and others involves a specific relation to

authority. Authority is not a centralised power but is spread across heterogeneous

locations. The steering of one's conduct is always done under a real or imagined

authority of a particular system of truth (Rose, 1996b:135). The aim of genealogy

is to differentiate the 'diverse persons, things, devices, associations, mode of

thought, types of judgement that seek, claim, acquire, or are accorded authority'

(Rose, 1998:27). How is it though that external authorities come to produce certain

types of persons? What Rose seeks to avoid is an answer to this question which

would posit human beings having an essential basis to subjectivity.

The human being, here, is not an entity with a history, but the target of a
multiplicity of types of work, more like a latitude and longitude at which
different vectors of different speeds intersect. The 'interiority' which so
many feel compelled to diagnose is not that of a psychological system, but
of a discontinuous surface, a kind of enfolding of exteriority (Rose, 1996b:
142).

Drawing on Deleuze's notion of the fold or pleat, Rose argues that this

metaphor allows us to think of human beings in certain ways without postulating an

essential interiority. The 'inside' is merely a folding in of that which is exterior

thereby incorporating without totalizing, intemalising without unifying, collecting

together discontinuously in the forms of pleats making surfaces, space, flows and

relations (Rose, 1996b: 143). In such an analysis of subjectification that which is

enfolded is anything that can acquire authority. Examples include injunctions,

advice, techniques, habits of thought and emotion, an array of routines and norms

of being human — in short, all the practices and relations through which being

career in auto mechanics — a domain traditionally defined as masculine.
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constitutes itself (ibid.). The contemporary regime of the self, Rose argues, is to be

located within the proliferation of authorities on human conduct over the past one

hundred years. Examples include economists, managers, accountants, lawyers,

counsellors, therapists, medics, anthropologists, political scientists, and social

policy makers. But underlying all these kinds of expertise regarding human

conduct lays the `psy' disciplines which presume an interiority of the subject.

Arising in the nineteenth century, psychology invented the 'normal' individual.

Within contemporary society it is a discipline which forms the basis for the

elaboration of a complex of emotional, interpersonal, and organisational techniques

by which the practices of everyday life can be arranged according to an ethic of

authentic, autonomous selfhood (Rose, 1998:17). Conduct becomes oriented to this

inner self with the goal of maximising self realisation.

The influence of the `psy' disciplines derives from their 'generosity' — that

is, the multiple ways in which they lend themselves to practices within which

individuals come to develop a relation to the self. Rose points out that 'contrary to

conventional views of the exclusivity of professional knowledge, psy has been

happy, indeed eager, to 'give itself away' —to lend its vocabularies, explanations

and types of judgement to other professional groups and to implant them within its

clients' (Rose, 1996b:139). This knowledge forms the 'psychology of everyday

life' and is found in the practices developed by authorities such as school teachers,

social workers, and nurses, as well as being inscribed in magazine advice columns,

television talk shows, and self help books. These technologies of the self work as a

form of governance. Rose draws on Foucault to suggest that government pertains

to a 'certain perspective from which on might make intelligible a diversity of

attempts by authorities of different sorts to act upon the actions of others in relation

to objectives' which include the objectives of national prosperity, harmony, virtue,

productivity, social order, discipline, emancipation, self-realisation to name a few'

(Rose, 1996b:135). Technologies of the self then are about the ways in which

individuals come to regulate themselves and the conduct of others in relation to

certain 'truths'.

Authority, particularly those based in the knowledge and practices of the

`psy' disciplines, have historically become linked to the regulatory aims and
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organisation of political power. Rose argues that the development of disciplinary

knowledge is linked to the wider social context of liberal democratic traditions

whose legitimacy depends upon 'free individuals'. All such programs of

government have been defined by the problem of 'how free individuals can be

governed such that they enact their freedom appropriately' (Rose, 1998:29). The

government of others in liberal and democratic systems has always been, in some

form, linked to specific strategies for inducing 'free individuals' to govern

themselves as 'subjects simultaneously of liberty and responsibility — prudence,

sobriety, steadfastness, adjustment, self-fulfilment, and the like' (Rose, 1998:12).

At the close of the twentieth century the regime of the self in the context of

`postwelfare' nations depends upon instrumentalizing the capacities and properties

of the 'subjects of government'. In contemporary advanced liberal programmes of

government freedom is presumed as the desire of each individual to conduct his or

her existence as a project for the maximisation of quality of life and as such

responsibility for such quality of life becomes individualised (Rose, 1996b:146).

This regime is expressed across a range of locales in which it is presumed that

subjects are active agents who wish to exercise 'informed, autonomous, and secular

responsibility in relation to his own destiny' (ibid.: 145). It is somewhat ironic then

that language associated with 'freedom' such as self-realisation, autonomy and self-

identity actually form a integral part of contemporary modes of subjectification.

Regimes of subjectification, however, should not be interpreted as

deterministic. Resistance to a form of personhood to which one is enjoined to take

up is made possible because across a range of locations and practices persons are

addressed as different sorts of human being. Demands on the individual are always

heterogeneous, competing and conflicting.

The 'question of agency' as it has come to be termed, poses a false problem.
To account for the capacity to act one needs no theory of the subject prior to
and resistant to that which would capture it — such capacities for action
emerge out of the specific regimes and technologies that machinate humans
in diverse ways... agency itself is an effect, a distributed outcome of
particular technologies of subjectification that invoke human beings as
subjects of a certain type of freedom and supply the norms and techniques
by which that freedom is to be recognised, assembled, and played out in
specific domains (Rose, 1998:186-187).



51

In summary, Rose stresses that the self in late modernity should not be

approached as a question about the distinctiveness of this historical moment as

defined by features such as reflexivity, self scrutiny and individualisation. Instead

what should be questioned is whether or not 'there has been a transformation in the

ontology through which we think ourselves, in the techniques through which we

conduct ourselves, in the relations of authority by means of which we divide

ourselves and identify ourselves as certain kinds of person, exercise certain kinds of

concern in relation to ourselves, are governed and govern ourselves as human

beings of a particular sort' (Rose, 1996a:319-320). If new modes of

subjectification have appeared today, in what practices, in relation to what problems

and problematizations, within what locales, according to which codes of truth,

under the aegis of what authorities, through what techniques, in what new divisions,

and in relation to what general strategies of government?' (ibid.).

Conclusion

While Giddens has explored important issues regarding the relationship

between the late modern self and transformed social conditions the kinds of

questions that can be asked and/or answered within the context of his theories are

limited. Instead to think about the 'self' as a particular historical and spatial

relation begins to open out the field in which an understanding of current forms of

self identity can emerge. The origin of what it means to be a 'self' is not the

rational, sovereign subject of liberal humanism. Indeed this interiority of the self is

a historical fiction. The subject cannot be presumed as the unitary, self author of

social conditions but, rather, as intersecting lines of latitude and longitude, a

discontinuous surface into which authorities become enfolded. The meanings

attached to being are embedded in specific practices through which individuals

come to 'know' themselves as particular sorts of human being. One advantage of

this approach is that it explicitly entails relations of power between authorities

having the legitimacy to say what constitutes `personhood' and those whom seek to

understand themselves in that way. These ways of inventing the self are both

disciplinary and empowering. The effects of subjectification are not unitary,

therefore, taking into account the operation of differential and simultaneous
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positionings of individuals is essential. This allows us to understand how

individuals are both the site of discipline and a source of discipline. A further

advantage is that this approach allows one to ask what the consequences are of

thinking about the self in particular ways. In short, where Giddens' theoretical

account falls short a genealogical approach to subjectification can be used as a way

into an investigation of the intricate relationship between self and the social.

In relation to the identities being constructed by young women this approach

provides a framework within which to ask about the ways in which young women

construct a self that is embedded in every day practices and techniques. How are

the selves of young women produced and organised across a range of sites? In

what ways does this relationship to the self operate as a form of governance? What

are the sources of authority that are enfolded into the self to effect this relation? In

what ways are young women and their lives problematised and therefore the object

of normalisation? What resistances are made in response to processes which seek

to govern their lives? This set of questions and the assumptions underlying them

will be used as a broad framework for theorising the relations between a decentred

subject and the construction of identity.

In the following chapters identity construction will be located within a

context where, due to pluralisation, young women have more choices and options

available to them. The aim will be to take into account the criticisms outlined here

and suggest ways in which some of these shortcomings may be addressed. The

main emphases that will flow through this analysis will be an engagement with

Giddens' self-constituting, reflexive subject; his reliance upon binary thinking; his

neglect of the relation of difference and identity; and his undertheorisation of the

multiple embeddedness of the subject in the social — an issue that is apparent in the

extent to which he constructs processes as internally referential. These points will

have implications for how we understand the ways young women are engaging with

the choices available to them; how they position themselves within sets of relations;

and how they enact a particular relation to the self6 . Turning to chapter three the

narratives that the young women produced in the interviews will be introduced in

6 For example this relation to the self has implications for agency. This will be apparent in
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order to establish the kinds of issues which were of central importance to the young

women at the time they were interviewed. This discussion will locate these young

women within particular contexts, practices, and relations. The narratives will be

interpreted in terms of the kind of self that is being produced and provide some

insight into the lives of the young women at the time of the interviews, specifically

the ways in which they engaged with having to make choices about their futures.

Through a close reading of the narratives it will be argued that a particular relation

to the self is under construction a self that is autonomous and self constituting

with an authentic interiority. 1his is not a free-floating self, however, but a self that

is historically and culturally located within specific practices, lcnowledges,

relations, and institutions all of which contribute to the ways in which the self is

constituted. The assumptions of reflexive modernisation will be employed in a

reading of the narratives but the reflexive, self constituting subject will be

problematised in order to locate individualised narratives as indicative of a

particular regime of subjectification.

discussion of intimacy and politics in chapters six and seven.
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Chapter Three: The Self as Narrative

In order to have a sense of who we are, we have to have a notion of how we
have become, and of where we are going (Taylor, 1989:47).

1 he expression of self identity is often formulated according to the

representational convention of narrative (Jervis, 1998; Sarup, 1996; Taylor, 1992).

Constructing a narrative as a form of self representation takes into account the past

in order to understand the present while also offering an anticipated outline of the

form the self will take in the future. As Taylor explains, "I understand my present

action in the form of an 'and then': there was A (what I am), and then I do B (what

1 project to become)" (1989:47). Telling stories about the self is one way in which

social actors organise their lives and experiences and in so doing make sense of

them (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996:68). The formation of an identity is not a process

of expressing or discovering a self that is already there but a process in which the

self is created through language. Through the acquisition of language we learn to

'give voice meaning to our experience and to understand it according to

particular ways of thinking, particular discourses' such that the positions which we

identify with constitute our consciousness and structure our sense of ourselves and

our subjectivity (Weedon, 1997:32).

To construct a narrative of the self is to locate oneself along a trajectory that

gives a coherent structure to past, present and future. This trajectory is the product

of a process in which the past is mined for experiences and events that can explain

the present. Once chosen, these pieces are selectively drawn together into a

narrative account. One's identity, therefore, can take many forms depending on

which particular pieces are used and which are discarded. The construction that is

yielded by this process highlights what is significant or meaningful to that

individual at the particular point in time when they articulate a narrative of the self,

therefore, the narrative can vary across both time and space. Events or experiences,

interpreted retroactively, can mean different things at different moments so the

degree of emphasis and interest given to any event or experience is always subject
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to revision. As Giddens emphasises interpretation or reflexive understandings

provide the basis for identity.

Self identity is not a distinctive trait, or even a collection of traits, possessed
by the individual. It is the self as reflexively understood by the person in
terms of her or his own biography. Identity here still presumes continuity
across time and space: but self identity is such continuity as interpreted
reflexively by the agent (emphasis in original, 1991:53).

Despite the degree of variability and impermanence inherent in any specific

construction of the self coherence and continuity are achieved through the narrative

form because it works to smooth out the various events or experiences chosen for

inclusion in the narrative, to join and align, to avoid contradictions, ultimately

assuming a forward flow as it is a representational convention governed by

principles of linearity. The criteria for either adding or omitting events and

experiences from one's narrative of the self are not only dependent upon the degree

of perceived significance but the extent to which they contribute to this overall

sense of continuity. The narrative emphasis on continuity and development over

time lends itself to the unity of self as a project based on a world presented as

relatively stable and knowable (Jervis, 1998: 165). Yet, despite the 'completeness'

of the story being told the narrative is never a totality because its present form relies

upon what is absent.

Identities are actively constructed by the individual at the same time as they

tell their story, and although the individual actively engages in constructing a self

through telling their story, the telling of the story is done in tension with forces

outside the individual that influence, and to a certain extent, circumscribe the

structure the narrative can take. When considering someone's identity there is

necessarily a process of selection, emphasis, and consideration of the effect of

social dynamics such as class, nation, "race", ethnicity, gender and religion. These

dynamics are linked together and organised into a narrative but are not necessarily

explicitly mentioned in the story. Rather, the working-out of these dynamics and

their interrelationships are often not mentioned directly because they are taken for

granted. When telling our stories we focus on what happened and what we did
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rather than the possible 'theoretical causes'. Nevertheless these issues are implied

in the story (Sarup, 1996:15). Dynamics of relations organised around

understandings of "race", class, and gender often provide the basis for ascribed

statuses and the kinds of narratives that can be constructed. Giddens argues,

however, that in late modernity the influence of these dynamics is weakening.

Young Women's Narratives

Understanding identity as a narrative - as telling stories about the self - is a

useful strategy for opening up the concept of identity to investigation. One of the

objectives of the interviews conducted in this study was to have the young women

interviewed position themselves within a narrative. This was achieved by initially

having them locate themselves along a trajectory defined by the most important

decisions that currently faced them. This exercise required them to consider not

only their current situation but what their future direction might look like.

Furthermore, this part of the interview raised issues concerning choice which,

according to the assumptions of reflexive modernisation, is a central part of the

process of engaging in identity formation in late modernity. It is Giddens' position

that these self narratives are increasingly shaped by processes of individualisation

that require a search for self identity within the context of widening lifestyle options

so that self-identity is not about what we are but what we make ourselves (Giddens,

1991:75). Similarly Beck asserts that having to engage with a wide range of

choices is not a choice in itself (1992:135). These assumptions exist, however, in a

state of tension with the assertion that ascribed characteristics like gender or class

not only impact upon the kinds of choices one has available but also how one is

able to negotiate them. Trajectories may be chosen but they are also ascribed.

Narrative accounts of the self can be analysed according to their constituent

parts: content, form, and function'. The content of the narrative reveals the social

actor's interpretation of key events and experiences in her life which account for

1 This analysis method is influenced by the discussion of narrative analysis in Coffey and
Atkinson, (1996:54-82).
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how and why it is that she has arrived at the present moment and gives insight into

the direction she projects her life to take. Narratives can also be examined for their

underlying form. The form is relevant because key features and defining

characteristics of the form narratives take are due in part to the mediating influence

of values, social relations, knowledges, and institutional settings located within

particular cultural and political contexts. This embeddedness is about the external

influences which effect the kind of story that can be told 2 . Thirdly, narratives are

not simply transparent representations of identities that exist independently of the

telling. By looking closely at the narratives produced one can ask questions about

how the kind of narrative constructed operates to perform specific functions

because constructing the self in a specific way has certain effects. Analysing

narratives from this perspective requires a consideration of the purposes served by

constructing a particular story about the self'?

This chapter will draw upon these ideas in order to understand the kinds of

narratives produced by the young women in this study. The aim of the analysis will

be to first establish the point the young women interviewed were at in planning

their lives and to indicate what kinds of issues were important to them4. An

analysis of their narratives and the choices they were having to make will produce

insight into the kind of self that was being produced by them. Using Giddens'

theory of reflexive modernisation the narratives will be examined as trajectories in

which a consistent relation to the self is constructed — a self that is defined by the

features of autonomy and authenticity. However, this reading will be also be

analysed as the production of a particular relation to the self or, as outlined in

chapter two, as the product of a specific regime of subjectification5.

2 To think of narratives as embedded in social relations relates to the positioning of the
individual within ascribed statuses.
3 For instance narratives can be cautionary tales which perform moral functions. See
Coffey and Atkinson (1996: 63).
4 For a description of the research sites where the interviews took place please refer to
appendix one.
5 Rose (1996a, 1996b,1998,) describes regimes of subjectification as being concerned with
the relations that human beings have established with themselves — relations in which they
come to understand and see themselves as selves of a particular type.
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Life Planning - Past, Present, Future

Giddens states that life plans are 'something of an inevitable concomitant of

post-traditional social forms' (1991:85). These life plans provide the substance of

the reflexively organised trajectory in which the self is located through the ordering

of a narrative. Ile argues that the life span is less constrained by external factors

such as place, social relations, kinship, and traditional rites with the result that the

continuity and coherent flow of the narrative becomes internally referential as

external supports and guides can no longer be taken for granted to determine the

form taken by life trajectories. However, the same processes which release the

individual from constraints of tradition also intensify the experience of uncertainty,

therefore, choices about lifestyle options exist within the structure of life plans

reflexively negotiated under conditions of increased doubt.

1 he interviews began by having the young women engage with the notion of

choice in relation to the life plans they were constructing. Asking the young

women in this study about their choices provided an effective point of entry into the

ways in which they interpreted their lives and which experiences they identified as

significant to their self definition6. The discussion of life plans started by asking

them to talk about the most important decision they'd had to make in the past 12

months. As all of the research sites were places related to the organisation of young

women's lives and the choices regarding their future it is not surprising that all of

the young women were preoccupied at the time of the interview with their plans for

careers, training and education. The narratives produced were embedded in

relations with parents, teachers, careers guidance counsellors and friends all of

which worked to shape the context within which they had to think about their lives

in relation to the future. Despite their varied location in terms of ascribed

6 Experience is important because as Scott (1992) argues it is through experience that the
individual is constituted in specific ways. The production of the subject through
experience is discussed further in chapter five with regards to how experience works to
effect the relation between self and other.
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trajectories' they all broadly shared the position of having to confront qualitatively

similar decisions about which direction they wanted to pursue with regards to

education, training and careers.

In the 12 month period prior to being interviewed all of the young women

said that they had to engage with decisions about what they wanted to do next in

their lives. These decisions were clearly guided by an orientation to the future so

that the trajectories they constructed followed a coherent line of progress from past,

present, to future. however, the form of the trajectories and nature of the narratives

varied. For some of the young women the narrative told was relatively

straightforward. 1 here was little conflict for them because the past, present and

future fit together in a highly consistent manner. One effect of this consistency was

that the notion of choice constituted only a minimal aspect of their experience and

wasn't as central to the narrative as it was in other cases. Emilia, a 17 year old who

had just completed her first year of sixth form was planning to continue her studies

at university. In her story choice is less relevant than inevitability.

Shelley: Did you feel any pressure trying to decide which a-levels to take?
Emilia: No, not really because I really didn't have that much choice
because I've only ever been good at the arts so sciences weren't really an
option anyway. I always knew which path I was going on. (Emilia, 17 years
old, lower sixth form at Ripley School).

Michelle who was sixteen and had left school was interviewed at a careers guidance

centre. Her goal was to find a job working as a beauty therapist and then one day

set up her own business. Like Emilia her narrative is structured by consistency

because her decision to leave school wasn't constructed as a choice but as an

inevitability. One effect of a consistent narrative is that it produces and retains a

particular relation to the self. For Emilia and Michelle they explain their decisions

7 Ascribed trajectories and statuses will be used in this analysis to refer to the positioning
of the individual within patterns of social relations. Such relations are organised for
instance by gender, "race", age, social class and ethnicity. As these relations exist as
somewhat stable patterns they pre-exist the individual who comes to be positioned within
them. As such they are not chosen. Bradley (1996:212) makes the useful point that we
may be active agents in the construction of our identities but some aspects of our selves
cannot be chosen i.e. we do not choose to be white, or working class, or women etc.
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within the context of understanding themselves as certain kinds of people: people

who go on to university or people who aim to leave school at age sixteen.

Shelley: What was the most important decision you had to make in the past
twelve months?
Michelle: What to do after leaving school.
Shelley: At what point did you decide to leave school?
Michelle: All my life. (Michelle, 16 years old, Careers Guidance).

The linearity that the narrative form tends to assume must be achieved by

the actor in the act of construction. Life events and experiences do not

automatically fall into a consistent line as in the cases of Emilia or Michelle,

therefore, many of the narratives told by these young women involved a negotiation

of inconsistencies, interruptions, and conflicts in order for linearity be accomplished

thus preserving a particular relation to the self — a self which guides how choices

are made. Being aware of the existence of different trajectories meant that for some

young women creating self narratives involved locating themselves in relation to

those other available options. However, it wasn't simply the case of

indiscriminately making a choice amongst different options because some options

were understood as being less consistent with the self they were creating.

Constructing a self is about managing these contradictions. For example in some

cases the inconsistencies were related to an understanding of their own life chances

and being able to choose a course that subverted what could be expected to happen.

The idea of 'what is meant to happen to someone life me' refers to the impact of

ascribed trajectories. Frequently, these kinds of expectations were tied to the

influence of tradition or the past, for example family background, ethnicity or

gender.

For Georgia, an eighteen year old who was completing a GNVQ in Health

and Social Care, her goal of going to university is consistent with the way in which

she views her past and the present but it contradicts what her family anticipated. It

seems that going to university was perceived as a choice that she would not have

available to her because nobody else in her family had pursued higher education.

Her decision in the past 12 months to go to university is not seen by her as a choice
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but as something she has to do because it is so inconsistent with what was expected

to be possible.

Shelley: Did you feel any pressure trying to decide which university to go
to?
Georgia: No. Not really. It was never really a choice of whether to go to
university or get a job. I've always wanted to go university. It hasn't been
my Mum or Dad pressuring me. They would have stood by whatever I
wanted to do but I'm the first person in the family to have got this far ever.
So they're all really proud of me saying, 'You're going to go aren't you?'.
I've always wanted to go but even if I didn't I think I might have gone just
because they'd be so proud of me and I'd really be letting them down.
(Georgia, 18 years old, completing a GNVQ at Pearson College).

Negotiating inconsistency was also an integral part of Joanne's narrative.

She was nineteen years old and had a two year old son. At the time of the interview

she was employed as a receptionist in a photography studio. She accounted for

what she perceived as her current level of success as due in part to the confidence

she developed during her participation in a youth outreach life skills program. In

her narrative she revealed that she is violating the trajectory that as a single mother

she is 'meant to be on'. This inconsistency between an ascribed narrative and one

in v..hich she can make choices is an important part of the self she is constructing.

Shelley: Why did you end up getting involved with Youthworks? What
was there about it that you thought was good for you?
Joanne: When I fell pregnant with Jason a lot of people said, 'She's not
going to do nothing with her life. Now she's ruined her life'. But it was
like I wanted to get more grades so I've got more things to aim for so I
thought I might as well do this. I'm not doing anything else and I should try
my hardest at it and it did work out because I got a job through it. (Joanne,
19 years old, Youthworks programme).

Joanne acknowledges that she has escaped a trajectory that, due to her being a

young, single mother, was expected. For her escaping this fate was a matter of

choosing to get involved in the life skills program. Her awareness of the

inconsistency in her narrative is also apparent when she compares herself to her

cousins who don't have any children and work in a packing factory which she says

is what she should be doing instead of the relatively higher status of working in a
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photography studio. Her awareness of the structure of the 'single mother' narrative

that is expected of her is derived from the way in which other people position her

for example through media representations. This draws attention to other narratives

that pre-exist the individual who comes to be positioned within that narrative. The

structuring of these narratives influence the positioning of the self within one's own

narrative.

Joanne: I'm on family credit now because I'm working which is a big relief.
I used to hate queuing up for income support and you go home and It's
always on TV about that young women get pregnant to get money and to get
houses where I've done none of that because I've got a job so I'm not on
income support and I haven't got my own house. I'm living with my
parents so I haven't done none of what they're saying young women are
doing.

For Joanne, the violation of an anticipated trajectory produced a positive

outcome, however, for Louise, also a single mother, the altering of her anticipated

trajectory was experienced as a loss of her sense of self. Louise was 21 years old

and had a 4 year old daughter whom she had lost custody of due to her addiction to

heroin. At the time of the interview she was living in hostel having recently

decided to leave an extremely abusive relationship. The decision to leave this man,

who introduced her to heroin, and to overcome her addiction were the most

important decisions she had made in the past 12 months. Louise began the

interview by locating herself in relation to what was once expected for 'someone

like her' by saying that she was from a good background and wasn't a 'snob or

anything' but wasn't 'hostel material'. Reflecting on the past when she had

'everything going for her' she constructed a story about having her life 'perfectly

sorted'. Through her introduction to heroin and the treatment of an abusive

boyfriend, however, she told a story about 'losing everything' — her good job, a flat

furnished with nice belongings, money, her health and, most importantly, her

daughter.

Louise: I still can't believe that I'm living here and everything. It's a total
shock. Let's put it this way, if someone would have said to me when I was
18 that when you're 21 you're going to be a heroin addict and have your
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daughter taken away and be a victim of domestic violence and be
completely mentally tortured for a year I would never had believed them.
Shelley: If you look ahead what do you see yourself doing in a year from
now?
Louise: I'll have a job, a nice home. I'll be with my daughter. (Louise, 21
years old, Youthworks programme).

In her story Louise reorients herself to a future that is much happier than the

recent past but more significantly it is a future that is more consistent with where

she has come from (i.e. 'not hostel material'). For her this is a return to where she

feels she should have been if she hadn't met her ex-boyfriend. It is a return to

where she is really meant to be because in her view, her current trajectory was

never something she would have chosen for herself. If it weren't for meeting him

she says she would now be in her first year of university, still have her job at a pub,

have a nice boyfriend and still have her daughter who would be starting Catholic

school. Louise has left a trajectory that would have been characterised by choice

and entered one in which choice enters only marginally into her narrative because

of addiction. The inconsistency between these two different trajectories and the

implications for her relation to choice are readily apparent.

Louise: The next year is most important because a lot of it is going to
depend on getting off drugs. You can't do anything when you're an addict.
You know you can't do anything because you are a drug addict. Especially
with heroin addiction because you wake up one day and you've not got it
and you want it. You wake up one day and need it because you are sick.
It's like a disease in a way almost. If you've not got it you can't even get up
and do anything.

In summary the form of these narratives has been analysed in terms of their

relationship to consistency. IIow one negotiates consistency or inconsistency in life

events is significant because this negotiation works to establish and maintain a

particular relation to the self. Choices are engaged with via an understanding of the

self as being a particular sort of person. This understanding is influenced by but not

determined by ascribed statuses. Narratives, therefore, work to construct and

preserve a relation to the self and this relation then influences how choices are

interpreted.
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The most important decisions these young women identified as having to

make also involved preserving an identity particularly in regard to the self they had

yet to become. When constructing their narratives many of the young women

spoke of having to reject options that would put them on alternate trajectories.

Again this indicated that they were aware that their lives could follow a range of

different paths. The criteria for accepting or rejecting these options depended on

whether they were consistent with the kind of self under production. Katy, an 18

year old who was just completing her first year of sixth form said that she decided

to stay on at school and do a-levels so that she could go to university, a goal that is

consistent with her desire to have a career. Her choice to do this was informed by

the other option she perceived as available - an option that is inconsistent with the

way in which sees herself.

Shelley: Why did you decide to stay on at school?
Katy: I think partly because I've seen other people like my Aunties who
don't have jobs and they're not educated and I don't want to go the same
route and be unhappy and be a housewife and bring up kids. I want a career.
(Katy, 18 years old, completing lower sixth form at Ripley School).

Sasha, a 17 year old who was also finishing her first year of sixth form said

that the most important decision she had to make in the past 12 months was the

decision to refuse to consent to an arranged marriage. This decision was heavily

influenced by the limits it would put on her life - primarily that it would prevent her

from pursuing and achieving the future she was constructing for herself. To accept

the conditions of an arranged marriage, which would be consistent with an ascribed

trajectory, would be highly inconsistent with the trajectory she is choosing for

herself.

Shelley: What were the main factors that you found were influencing you?
Sasha: I didn't really like his father. Well.. .they're quite a strict family.
They're quite strict about what they let women do. They don't really want
you to work. Not to study. You know, be home based and stuff and I'm not
really like that at all. I want a career and stuff...It wasn't like they were
going to get me married straight away. It's just a case of 'yes in the near
future' but I thought no. It's just that what I want to do in the near future
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would clash with that. (Sasha, 17 years old completing lower sixth form at
Ripley School).

Sasha talked at length about marriage and the conflict the expectations coming from

her Asian community caused for her. This conflict and the way it affected her

choices formed an important part of her narrative which to some extent was about

forging an identity that was made possible by having choices available —

specifically being able to say no to the marriage even though it was expected.

Other young women faced equally difficult choices. Lauren, a 19 year old

who was looking for employment said that the most important decision she'd had to

make in the past year was to have an abortion. Lauren reflected upon her

experience and constructed her choice to have the abortion as a difficult one but one

that was made in order to carry on with her goals and aspirations. Her anticipation

of the future was used as the basis for making this decision.

Shelley: What factors did you take into account when you were trying to
decide?
Lauren: I would be restricted in terms of the jobs I could go for because of
the hours. I would feel bad leaving my baby with my Mum all the time and
sorting out the money. I'd have to go for a job which would cover
everything. My Mum is on benefits so obviously a lot of money would be
going on the baby and I couldn't really give that baby the home I'd wanted
to or the life I want so I considered that. I never wanted a child young. My
Mum did. She had me when she was twenty but she had an abortion at
sixteen as well which her parents forced her into. She knew what kind of
stress I was under but in the end it all worked out for the best. Otherwise I
wouldn't have been able to travel or anything like that as much as I wanted
to. I'm not knocking single mothers, which I would have been, but it's just
not for me yet. It was a very hard decision. (Lauren, 19 years old, Careers
Guidance Centre).

Lauren uses her Mum as a point of reference and acknowledges that, unlike her

Mum, she has choices available to her but her decision to have the abortion is

formulated through a particular relation to her self — a self that will be able to

exercise autonomy.
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Orientations to the Future

Once the young women had located themselves within a narrative based

upon the decisions they had faced recently they were asked to look ahead to the

near future and talk about what they saw themselves doing in one year's time. For

nearly all of them this projection was defined by education or career goals. In

general they created a future oriented to goals which they had already begun to

work towards. The decisions they had already made; to leave school, to do a-levels,

or to enrol in a training scheme for instance, had begun to lead them down different

routes. 1 he choices available to them and kinds of decisions they faced reflected

this. In order to understand the choices described in their narratives the young

women were asked to talk about their goals. This discussion begins to reveal what

kinds of things they wanted from life and, quite significantly, what things they

thought they could get, again drawing attention to the notion of how choice enters

into the narratives.

Twenty of the thirty three young women were anticipating that they would

be going to university. All of the young women from the private school and the

comprehensive school said they were heading for university. With the exception of

one young woman who was going to take a year out and work before deciding on

whether to go to university, all of the young women who were completing a GNVQ

planned to go to university. Of the young women who were interviewed at the

careers advice centre three expected to be on a training scheme in a year's time, five

expected to be working in jobs that met with their interests while one young woman

hoped to be working but taking some evening courses to improve her qualifications.

The young women who were involved in the youth outreach program had less

certainty about what lay ahead for them. For Louise, the goal of getting her own

home and a job were paramount as achieving this would contribute to regaining

custody of her daughter but she said it all hinged on overcoming heroin addiction.

AJ who was just starting to develop self confidence and gain some practical skills in

office work still felt too unsure of what was to happen next in her life to speculate
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while Joanne hoped that she could continue to work part-time at the photography

studio.

1 he narratives told reflected consistency with the present but they weren't

unproblematic. Constructions of the future were expressed with a degree of

uncertainty and a considerable amount of tension surrounded their deliberations.

They were aware of having choices available to them and the importance of

navigating these choices, however, in some cases uncertainty about the future was

not due to a lack of choices but was instead exacerbated by external pressure to

make a choice. Having to choose and the pressures associated with this fact were

true of young women regardless of the trajectory they were on.

Shelley: What do you think is the most important decision you will have to
make next year?
Anna: I suppose university courses. There's so many to choose from. I
don't know quite which way I want to go.
Shelley: Are you experiencing any pressure right now about figuring what
to do next?
Anna: I suppose so. The school doesn't exert pressure but they make it
clear to you that you're going to have to fill in application forms and it gets
quite confusing. I suppose I do have the summer to think about it but it is a
worry always in the back of your mind - that you're going to have to make
that decision. I might go and see the careers advisor or someone who is
neutral and can give me their opinion of where would be best to go.
Shelley: Are you concerned right now about making the wrong decision?
Anna: Yeah because it just makes you realise that it's not a game anymore.
It's not just like GCSEs. You're older and it's going to affect you for a long
time. It's quite frightening. (Anna, 18 years old, completing lower sixth
Prm at Ripley School).

Shelley: What is the most important decision you'll have to make in the
next year?
Morgan: The problem of a job. You know like do I go back onto training?
Do I go for a proper job? And it's like...because if you go on training,
you're working toward something aren't you? But my Mom will be giving
me grief, saying, 'But it's only a low wage', so do I go against her wishes
and go back on training or do I go for a proper job and make her happy?
And make me unhappy really because it's going to be a no hope job isn't it?
It's going to go nowhere. (Morgan, 18 years old, Careers Guidance centre).
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The final point on their life trajectories that the young women were asked to

describe was where they saw themselves in five years time. This projection was

harder for them to produce because it was less concrete - the activities they were

involved with now did relate to that point in the future but not as clearly as they did

to only one year's time. Nonetheless the future was constructed in a coherent

relation to the things they had planned for the next year and was primarily defined

in relation to their career goals. These discussions revealed where the young

women hoped to be although not necessarily where they would be. For the young

women who were planning to continue their education they saw the successful

completion of their qualifications and the beginning of their careers having

transpired in five years. This was also true for the young women who were on

training programmes or aiming to get onto a training programme. Career

progression defined their goals and this was true whether the trajectory followed a

path through university into a profession or through leaving school at sixteen years

old to enter the workplace as soon as possible. In the following excerpts the young

women discuss their goal to progress in their chosen educational and career paths.

These narratives function as stories about achievement and success thereby

supporting a particular relation to the self.

Shelley: What do you see yourself doing in five years from now?
Laura: Oh God! Hopefully, fingers crossed, I'll have my law degree and be
working as a solicitor in somebody's office and making lots of money! But
It's not important. Just making a living and doing well. (Laura, 17 years
old, completing lower sixth form, Greenwood School).

Lianne: Hopefully a manager of a shop or just a little shop of my own. I'd
like to do something in cars or motorbikes. Retail manager or something
like that just so that I could have some control over someone else and not be
doing what everyone else is telling me to do for the rest of my life. (Lianne,
16 years old, inquiring about training programmes at the careers guidance
centre).

Georgia: I'll be twenty three.. .If I do well in my psychology degree I
would love to carry on and do another course to become a psychologist.
(Georgia, 18 years old, completing a GNVQ at Pearson College).
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When these young women spoke about their pursuit of education and career

goals they revealed that achievement and independence were of central importance

to their self-definitions. I hese values were apparent in the majority of accounts

regardless of whether the route to the goal was via university, vocational training

programmes or work experience. Central themes in their accounts were about the

importance of job satisfaction and progression informed by the underlying value of

independence.

Victoria: I'd rather do office work because I want to do something with
good prospects that can get you far. Yeah you have to be able to move up in
it. I wouldn't like to be a receptionist because in way I see you as being a
slave doing something for other people and you just stay there all the time
and you never move up. (Victoria, 17 years old, inquiring about training
programmes at the careers guidance centre).

Sarah C.: If! failed all my exams and didn't have anything else I could do
then maybe I would consider working for my Dad. I mean I don't think like
that but my best friend is just so laid back that she'd just go work for her
Dad. But I want to get more. (Sara C. 16 years old, completing lower sixth
form at Greenwood School).

In the discussions about where they saw themselves in five years education,

training, achieving qualifications and planning for careers continued to form the

main part of the narrative but marriage, having children and thoughts about 'settling

down' also began to emerge. Considerations of the impact of marriage on the

narratives they were creating revealed that generally getting married and having

children were regarded as possible choices but as ones they would not make at that

point in their lives. It was perceived that this would prevent them from advancing

in their trajectory again highlighting the centrality of independence and autonomy

to their construction of the self.

Shelley: Where do you see yourself in five years?
Shayne: Oh hopefully I'll have a degree by then! Hopefully. I'd really like
to get a degree - do my A-levels and get a degree. Not settle down but
pursue my career then possibly settle down after that. (Shayne, 17 years old,
completing lower sixth form at Ripley School).
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Lucy: I'll be twenty two. I have no idea. No idea. Hopefully...well it
depends on going to university and getting a job or something. I won't be
married then hopefully. (Lucy, 17 years old, completing lower sixth form at
Greenwood School).

Claire: I don't want to get settled down. Not in five years. I want to have
my life to do what I want to do then say mid-twenties settle down and get a
house. I want my career and to enjoy my life. (Claire, 16 years old, looking
for a job at Careers Guidance).

There were exceptions to this sceptical evaluation of the prospect of 'settling

down' in five years time though. Joanne a nineteen year old single mother with a

two year old son was working part-time as a photo studio receptionist. Her goal

was to continue working her way up into a higher position and be working full time

once her son was in school. Marriage entered into her narrative because it is the

only way she could perceive getting her own home, something which was a very

important component of her goal of achieving independence. The desire for

independence constituted a central part of most of the young women's narratives

but whereas many of the young women interpreted marriage and having children as

a restriction to their independence, Joanne saw her independence as contingent

upon finding a partner who she could depend upon for financial support.

Joanne: I'd like to have my own house I think. It might be expensive and I
wouldn't be able to give Jason as much as he does want but I don't want to
live on a council estate on my own. I want my house and the only way I can
do that is to meet someone who loves us both and can support us. So I think
I'm going to be at home for a few more years yet which I don't mind but it
would be nice to have a bit more independence of my own. (Joanne, 19
years old, Youthworlcs programme).

If marriage was discussed by most of the young women with ambivalence

because of the impact it might have on independence and building a career then this

was particularly true of the young Asian women interviewed. They all spoke of the

pressure they were under to marry at an early age and they were all resisting it.

Prea who was nineteen years old said she wouldn't mind settling down but for her

settling down meant living with a boyfriend before deciding to marry. She admits

that this 'won't happen because my parents would just go mental if I said I was


