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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the experiences of mature students in higher education within the
process of widening participation as part of the movement from an elite to a mass
system. This process is viewed as a natural experiment in identity change as people
who hitherto had no expectations of academic achievement are invited to see
themselves in a very different light. The research was conducted in a' Mixed Economy
Group College in the north of England which specialises in ‘return to study’ provision
for local students. The theoretical framework is existential phenomenological
psychology which is deployed in describing the ‘lifeworld’ of the participants,
especially in relation to selfhood. Such an approach is relatively underplayed in this
substantive area and as such augments other research in providing a different in-depth
analysis. The resultant description traces a journey from a generally disempowered
existential baseline through to an emerging self-identity which is perceived as
profoundly transformed. In a relatively short period of their life participants rapidly
encounter a legion of hitherto unknown experiences: engagement with academics and
academic discourse, division into home and college self-identities, epiphanies of self
development, and shifts in relationships. A new but inchoate self-identity is perceived
through a range of novel encounters with people and ideas. This embryonic stage of a
new self-identity is characterised by new knowledge and skills, a sense of confidence
and empowerment, hitherto unknown aspirations, successes and status. Overall there is
a perspectival shift in their view of the world and themselves within it. The journey
however is a difficult one with existential dilemmas and contradictions constantly
presenting themselves. The description employs the metaphor of ‘existential pioneer’ to
describe the mode of living that characterises the participants’ lived reality in tackling
the trials and tribulations they encounter. Commentaries on self-identity in the
contemporary world are considered apropos their relevance to the consciousness of
participants engaging with education as an ‘expert system’. The implications of the
findings for an educational praxis and philosophy in relation to mature studentship in
higher education are also considered. It is argued that for true widening participation to
be effected, the full import of the mature student experience on entering and moving
through the system should be given greater emphasis in all areas of the educational
praxis. This means to acknowledge that the process of widening participation begins

and does not end when the mature student enters higher education.
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CHAPTER 1.

EXPLORING THE CONTEXT

1. INTRODUCTION

It is widely recognised that Britain has been, and remains to a large extent, a status
stratified society (Reid 1982). Part of the process of modernisation has been to attempt
to lessen the impediment which social class presents, preventing a sizeable proportion
of the population from experiencing higher education. This has been a major transition
and constitutes something of a natural experiment in identity change. People who
hitherto have had no expectations of academic achievement, and have understood that it
was not their place to have such expectations, are suddenly invited to see themselves in
a very different light. The participation in Higher Education of the school-leaving
cohort has hugely increased, but there has also been an increased effort to encourage

people later in life to enter university (see Dearing 1997).

A major part of this transition over the last two decades has been a proliferation of
programmes which provide a pathway for post 21 year olds to enter and progress
through Higher Education (see for example DfEE 1997). Such students are referred to
by various epithets; ‘returners to study’, ‘mature students’, ‘adult learners’, ‘non-
traditional entrants’ etc., and these labels characterise the difference between students
who progress directly from school to Higher Education and those who do not. The
latter often apply for entry direct to the HE provider and are resident within the locale
of the Higher Education Institution (HEI). These emergent pathways are now fully
institutionalised within the concept of ‘lifelong learning’ and ‘the learning society’ (see
DfEE 1988, Smith and Spurling 1999), and in more recent years have become part of
the British Government’s drive toward ‘widening participation’ i.e. greater inclusion of
those social groups who were hitherto excluded from participating in HE (see for
example Wailey and Simpson 1999; Bowl 2000; Poleo 2001; McLean 2002). This was
seen as a further movement toward equality of educational opportunity. A process that
began post Second World War, when the link of traditional post compulsory education

to the class structure was highlighted through research which clearly delineated that



participation in HE was disproportionately low for the working class (see for example
Robbins 1963; Reid 1977; Halsey; Heath and Ridge 1980). The HE provision, as part
of this process, has extended beyond the universities and into local further education
colleges, previously concerned with vocational and technical education at a less
advanced level, who have developed a portfolio of HE programmes in response to the

developing market for ‘mature students’ (Parry and Thompson 2002).

The Research Context

It is within this context that this thesis is located. The HE provision which provides the
focus for the research is a relatively small degree programme (some 300 students —
including ‘access’ students i.e. those partaking in a ‘preparedness for HE’ course),
which has over some years specialised in ‘return to study’ for local people in a part
industrial, part agricultural, South Yorkshire town. Consistent with the college policy
on widening participation there is an open admissions policy whereby post 21-year-old
students can enter the programme without any prior qualifications, providing that there
are reasonably strong expectations that they can succeed. Degree awards are within the
humanities and the social sciences. The vast majority of students are full time and
complete their degree within three years (the normal length of time in most disciplines
in England and Wales). The nature of the student group varies, but those recruited are
mainly female and often have no previous qualifications (with an attendant unfulfilling
experience of compulsory schooling). The individual students in this study are typically
in a long-term relationship or have recently concluded one (often part of their reason
for entering the programme). They often have children, lack satisfaction with their
present occupation (often ‘housewife’ with additional paid work), and seek change of
some sort (usually not clearly definable, but often associated with career development).
Information about the work later taken up by students strongly suggests that the course
is implicated in the change which is sought by its clientele. Many students, who in their
pre-course life experienced dissatisfaction, have moved into occupations and life styles
that provide challenge, interest and fulfilment. The programme has been dubbed ‘the
dream machine’ by some members of the alumni, as they ‘would never had dreamed it
was possible’ to have changed their lives so radically in a relatively short period of
time. Officially this process is referred to as ‘value added’ — the value which is added

between the level of qualification, skills and knowledge etc. on entry and that on exit.



Most students enter with no qualifications and from low status jobs. Many leave with

aspirations (generally realised) to enter professional work.

Personal Background and the Research Imagination

The genesis of the research began with my experiences as a mature student myself.
Having completed the first part of a B Ed degree and progressing into the school
teaching profession I decided at the age of 26 to take my academic interests further and
entered a BSc course in Applied Educational Studies. Here I could take my interests
within the social psychology of education much further than the largely superficial
treatment I had experienced in my earlier studies. The theoretical level was a far greater
challenge than I had previously encountered and I particularly became aware that the
level of analysis was having a profound effect upon my worldview and my whole sense
of self. In short I was seeing everything in a new light and this impacted upon my very
engagement with the world at large and the way I perceived myself within it. The
heightened consciousness of a whole range of issues had led to a sense of agency that
hitherto had been completely unknown to me, and this transformation of self had a
series of ramifications for my life generally. Metaphorically there had been a
reconstruction of Graham Stevens. He now could engage with complex ideas and could
argue his case in all new environments, bolstered by his increased awareness of the
nature of many things too numerous to mention. This reconstruction in
phenomenological terms led to an enhancement of ‘spatial expansion’. For example I
entered and succeeded in postgraduate study and new positions in the job market
become potentially accessible. My aspirations for the future took on a completely

different form with imaginings of work in higher education myself.

Many years later, with a series of life’s vicissitudes behind me, I now do indeed work
in higher education with students on the course described above as an academic tutor in
social psychology, and as a tutor/counsellor responsible for student support. Sensitised
to the changes I had experienced I began to notice similar processes at work with my
students. In my informal engagement with them on a non-theoretical and theoretical
level I teased out the kind of notions which related to the contours of self-
transformation I had in mind. My suspicions were partially confirmed that they were
aware of radical change in themselves and how, for the most part, this had been a

wondrous turn around in their existence.
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At the same time as I superficially and tentatively explored this notion of change I was
involved in a whole range of curriculum developments within social psychology for
which I had prime responsibility. These related to the need to inject recent work on
postmodernism within the social sciences and commentaries on identity were a
significant part of this. This seemed a good starting point to concretise my interests on
the idea of self-transformation and to adopt a theoretical framework to take things
further. Having adopted a multi-perspective approach to the social psychology
curriculum, which embraced numerous approaches to the knowledge creation process
(experimental, sociobiological, psychodynamic, social constructionist etc.), I homed in
on experiential approaches and phenomenology in particular. Existential
phenomenology presented itself as an ideal epistemological position to adopt given that
I was interested in the conceptualisation of identity and notions of postmodernity and
how these related to this business of change experienced by mature students. This was
the broad framework that provided the basis for my journey. I begin with a summation
of the related literature and then assess the position of this thesis in relation to the

present state of knowledge of mature studentship.

2. MATURE STUDENTSHIP IN THE LITERATURE AND HOW IT RELATES TO
THIS THESIS.

Phasing of the Review

This review was conducted in two distinct phases, before and after the research process,
commensurate with the adopted epistemological position and the research praxis in
general. This was to ensure that the infiltration of presupposition was minimised as far
as possible by reducing the potential influence of previous work (see chapter 4). The
‘before’ phase of the review located the position of the substantive area and provided a
baseline on which to build this research. The ‘after’ phase then completed the review
and located the position of this research within the substantive area of knowledge. In
relation to the latter then there are illustrations within the following review where this
thesis and its findings integrate within the research corpus as a whole. The contribution

to knowledge is taken up in more detail in chapters 5 and 6.
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It should also be noted that the contribution this thesis makes to the substantive area is
with particular regard to the underpinning methodology and epistemology (see chapter
4) which in many ways contrasts with the position adopted by the majority of the
research literature to date. The brevity of the coverage of some of the literature then is
due to the elliptical relationship it has to this study. The purpose is to set the scene in
which this particular approach makes an augmented contribution to the majority of
approaches in the literature as it stands at present. To this end, in appropriate places, 1
have introduced a phenomenological orientation to the reporting of the literature. These

points are detailed in the conclusion to this chapter.

‘Widening Participation’

With regard to the process of widening participation in higher education (and the
concept of lifelong learning), which has initiated an increased emphasis on mature
studentship (i.e. generally students over 25), there is an ever-increasing literature into
its success or otherwise. There is a thorough research corpus on the effects of social
background on both entry and success in higher education for mature students as a
response to the continued under-representation of women, ethnic minority groups and

the working class.

Although there is some overlap in the literature with regard to the analysis of traditional
and non-traditional entrants into HE, especially with regard to social class, the focus of
the following review is with regard to mature students. Also, although entry and
success are dealt with separately, it must be understood that there is an experiential
overlap between the two. Access does not end abruptly with gaining a place in HE and
physically presenting one’s bodily self at the course induction session. From a social
psychological perspective access also refers to the point at which there is experiential
engagement with the course and all its features, and whether the mature student can

successfully move past this particular stage in the process of HE study.
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2 (a) REGARDING ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION

Differential Access to Higher Education Provision

Despite the expansion of higher education, Halsey (1991) has argued that the outcome
has been for disadvantaged groups to gain greater access relatively not necessarily
absolutely in comparison with advantaged groups, because ascriptive forces such as
class, continue to determine patterns of access to education among under-represented
groups. With regard to differential experiences of HE along social class lines students
entering the old ‘elite’ universities were twice as likely to come from middle or upper
class families as those entering the ‘new’ universities i.e. post 1992 sector (HESA

1999). As Reay argues,

The advent of mass HE has created spaces within academia for working
class students, but it has also led to the creation of new stigmatised
universities and new stigmatised identities. This elitist, hierarchical and
highly class-differentiated field presents working class students with a
difficult conundrum. Entwined with desires for self-advancement for
working class students are difficult impulses which raise the spectre of
both denial and pathology: a pathology that implicates both self and others
like oneself.

Reay 2003:58

Forsyth and Furlong (2000) for example report on the ‘subtle, hidden disadvantage’
suffered by students from disadvantaged backgrounds, who were denied access to more
desirable courses. As Parry and Thompson (2002) point out it is the new universities
and further education colleges (such as the context of this thesis) that are primarily the
providers of provision to widen participation. This trend of differentiation for
disadvantaged groups accessing the less prestigious provision is highlighted by Egerton
(2001) who noted that although numbers of working class mature students were
approaching those of middle class mature students they were more likely to attend less
prestigious provision. Reay (1998) also concluded that mature students in their choice
and subsequent entry into higher education were engaged in a highly differentiated,
unequal process along the lines of social background. Hutchings and Archer (2001) in a

qualitative, focus group study found that this pattern was also the perception of their

13



participants, with less desirable (and less prestigious) provision failing to facilitate
successful career progression. Reay et al (2001) refer to ‘institutional habitus’ (as
related to and developed from Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of ‘habitus’) as influencing
the HE provision which students perceive as befitting their academic aspiration, i.e.
what they see as their possible route through HE study, and what they see as
inappropriate and inaccessible routes for themselves. Bufton (2003) also demonstrates
how working class background influences prospective and active mature students’ ideas
on routes into and through educational experiences. In this thesis such a perspective
refers to the mature student’s reference to their ‘roots’ and the influence of the socio-
cultural milieu on the individual’s biographical trajectory and levels of academic

aspiration.

The influence of the social environment and attempts at intervention points up the
subtle processes affecting entry into HE, echoing Reay’s comments above. Currently
there are a number of initiatives that attempt to address the complex problem of entry
into higher education for those groups hitherto excluded. These include a series of
consortia across the UK that bring together several agencies with the aim of increasing
participation in Higher Education for all regardless of race, ethnicity, gender and social
class. They combine initiatives such as ‘Pathways for Progression’ and ‘Aimhigher’
(both government funded with the brief to make access to higher education easier for
all) with Regional Development Agencies, Sector Skills Councils, employers, and HE
providers (universities, colleges). Whether these organisations commit to widening
participation in a ‘pure’ form ~ that is to embrace all of HE (including ‘Russell Group’'
Universities) or whether they are to follow the trend described above (i.e. more access
but differentiated) is currently open for debate. With their emphasis on employability
and the inclusion of large employers, and SMEs (Small to Medium Enterprises)
representatives in their membership, they are clearly oriented towards the more
vocational rather than academic. Whether this constitutes differentiation is currently a
vigorously debated issue, as the relevance and prestige of some forms of HE have been
questioned, with the assertion that vocational courses should be valued as least as

highly as traditional academic courses (see Floud 2002: Hughes 2002; Lucas 2002;).

! A self-selected group of 19 research-led universities who are perceived as an elite within higher
education provision and with their research intense positioning attempt to attract the best staff and
students.
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One such consortium has however highlighted in their commissioned research a
number of factors that militate against the aim to widen participation. Such research has
augmented the funding councils’ findings on factors such as, economic status, age
gender, disability and geographic location that prevent access to HE (e.g. HEFCE
1999). The factors within the consortium research tend to be more specified and refer
mainly to such things as low attainment (and/or unfulfilling experience) at school, lack
of close friends or family to act as role models of HE achievements, low aspirations,
finance, time, availability of resources and services, fear of failure, and concern about
future rewards (Booth 2004). These micro findings are clearly reflected in both
qualitative and large-scale quantitative research (Webb et al 1994; Benn and Burton
1995).

The practical issues such as finance and resources and ways to address them are

relatively transparent to understand although not to solve. The student loan scheme has
had the predictable result of increasing student debt and forcing more students to work
during term time (although for many mature students this may have often been the case
notwithstanding). Proposals for a graduate tax or student higher education contribution
offer more progressive models, although they still leave unresolved the deterrent effect
on prospective students from disadvantaged backgrounds and hence an impediment for

‘widening participation’ (Commission on Social Justice, 1994).

The problem of changing perceptions such as ‘low aspiration’ is more complex and
may be related to the culturally derived attitude that education is for other people (see
McGivney 1990). Such an analysis also takes away attention from the role of the
institution in creating and perpetuating inequalities and tends to ‘blame the victim’ (see
Archer 2003). (This issue is taken up further with regard to student support and the role
of the institution below.) The measures currently being taken to address this perception
are not appearing to have the desired affect. In fact as Slack and Thomas (2002) report
it may have exacerbated the gap in participation rates between different socio-economic
groups, as those individuals that possess greater cultural capital gain more benefits
from the same aspiration-raising activities. It could be argued then that one way
forward is to make interventions later in individual biographies, following the adage
that if you educate a parent, you educate a family (see Edwards 1993). Hence the

emphasis within this thesis on higher education and late studentship.
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Risk and Disadvantage.

Other empirical work which highlights reasons for the lack of working class take up of
HE opportunities refer to the notion of risk. That unlike their middle class counterparts,
working class mature students are caught up in a far greater amount of risk should they
venture into HE. Archer and Hutchins for example argue that ‘the risks and benefits
associated with participation are unequally distributed across social class and as such
access to HE remains a more difficult and costly ‘choice’ for working class students’
(2000:555). Participants in this study were well aware of this issue of risk, especially
with regard to the social-psychological consequences of failure given their position
within their local community and the feelings of opprobrium which accompany the
taking of steps (entry into HE) that are perceived to be a rejection of their sub-culture.
As Reay and Ball conclude, ‘working class apathy and fatalism can be redefined as a
refusal to engage in a game where the stakes are often too high for working class

players’ (1997:96).

This reported negative perspective held by the working class on Higher Education and
education in general terms has long been the focus of the sociology of education. In
recent times the issue of the culture of non-participation has again received attention.
For example McGivney (1996), Green and Webb (1997) and Tett (1999) report that
amongst mature students there are subcultural beliefs that HE is not within reach of the
working class and that employment is the only option. Furthermore there is an
extensive literature on resistance to education amongst the working class, exemplified
by analyses of the conflict between the culture of the student and that of the educational
institution (see for example Bowles and Gintis 1976; Willis 1977; Reid 1978; Corrigan
1979) and it is beyond the parameters of this thesis to examine this in detail. However
Warmington (2002:17), drawing on resistance theory, proposes several scenarios to
account for the educational disaffection of mature students. These include feelings of
‘been failed’ at school through lack of support, and withdrawal as a response to an
alienating curriculum. Participants in this study did reflect this literature and also to
some extent exemplified recent work on attitudes toward knowledge and education.
Examples of this in the literature include the work of Gorman (1998:22) who notes how
working class respondents saw ‘common-sense knowledge’ just as important as a

degree and Lutrell (1989) who reports on how, for working class participants,
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‘common-sense’ is ‘real intelligence’, as it grows out of lived experience, and thus
meets the main criterion of being able to inform action. Hence a rejection of higher
education and the need for academic study. The friction between the ‘pre-course’ (life
at home within their sedimented belief system) and the ‘on course’ (life as a HE
student), referred to in terms of orbits and orbital differentiation, is a recurrent theme in
this study where students experience ‘identity confusion’ in trying to reconcile the

‘common-sense’ and the ‘academic’.

Class and the Mature Student Experience

Although the major foci of this study refers to the in-depth experience of the mature
student, and not specifically to the wider context (especially the relationship between
social class and education) as much of the work into mature studentship has done, the
latter is important in that it relates to the microcosmic dimensions of a mature student’s
life. A particular significant aspect of this relationship is the mature student’s position
within the social structure and their previous experience of education, commensurate
with such a position, whether this has been one of disadvantage or otherwise, and how
it impacts upon their experience on returning to study. This structural perspective then
remains an important consideration, and it thereby features in the concluding comments

in this chapter as it relates to the contextualisation of the research.

2 (b) REGARDING SUCCESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Briefly work within this area is mainly characterised by the problems encountered by
mature students during their studies and the various obstacles to success. Early work
tended to focus on practical issues, which then developed into more socio-
psychological issues, particularly as the concept of the ‘mature learner’ itself
developed. It is these latter issues that constituted the initial foci of the research and

also were largely sustained throughout the research journey.

The ‘Mature Learner’

The defining of ‘mature learner’ (or ‘mature student’) in social psychological terms is

also problematic. For the purposes of this research initially the position taken by
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Wakeford (1994) was adopted. She refers to the 25-55 age group as ‘mature learners’.
Usually this is the stage in the life cycle where personal identity has been, to some
extent, established beyond the ‘identity versus role confusion’ of adolescence (Erikson
1980). Nationally students within this bracket typically have life styles distinct from
traditional entry students, e.g. relatively long-term partners, children, domestic
commitments etc. Characteristically they are students who are returning to education,
following a period of employment (paid or unpaid), rather than participating directly
after leaving school (see Redpath and Nikki 1989). They may wish to recreate ‘balance’
in their lives (Dawson and Boulton 2000), which is to achieve a sense of personal
stability following actual, perceived or anticipated change or transition in their lives
and personal identities (e.g. to re-establish a sense of security, fulfilment etc., possibly
brought about by such things as shifts in occupational status or change in domestic

arrangements).

Osborne, Marks and Turner (2004:291) have described various typifications of mature
students who contemplate entry into HE. These are; ‘delayed traditional students; ‘late
starters’ (these two categories are classed by Woodley and Wilson (2002:344) as
‘young mature’ in their twenties); ‘single parents’; ‘careerists’, who are currently in
employment who seek to make progress in their existing careers; ‘escapees’, who are
currently in employment and who want a qualification as a way out of unfulfilling
and/or unrewarding jobs; ‘personal growers’, who pursue education for its own sake.
According to Williams (1997) the process of deciding to become a student is a complex
and extended business and specific factors assume salience at different times. Osborne
et al agree with this conclusion, arguing that reasons for becoming a student may cut
across their categories and may well interact. To describe the process in more detail

they identify various phases.

Beginning as a ‘non-participant’, potential mature students move through an
‘aspirant’ phase when they start to explore the idea of HE. Next they pass
through the decision making stage when they weigh the issues and become a
‘decider’. Before becoming an ‘applicant’, however, they may need to

upgrade qualifications as well as organise their financial and domestic
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affairs. By the time they actually apply to an HEI several years may have

elapsed since they first entered the ‘aspirant’ stage.

Osborne et al 2004:293.

It seems then that any attempted description of mature students must be made with the
caveat that they are far from a homogenous group (see for example Baxter and Hatt
1999). Employing a social constructionist approach Wilson (1997) identifies the
following affective and affective-related characteristics of mature studentship; they are
marginal (i.e. in the minority amongst traditional entry students and treated as such
with the attendant feelings of isolation), have made bigger leaps into the unknown
(unclear biographical trajectory and/or entry into ‘strangerhood’ — see chapter 6.),
suffer from the age gap, lack self confidence, burdened by family responsibilities, more
likely than traditional entry/younger students to suffer financial hardship. However she
emphasises that although these are useful pointers on the meaning of mature
studentship, not one single participant in her study, or even half the total group, were
likely to experience all of these negative feelings. Her most notable overall observation
was that mature students in her study were to be seen as ‘self constructing’ (see
discussion below on ‘the self as a reflexive project’ and for example Candy 1989). This
is to say that although the aforementioned features are useful as a typification,
individuals create their unique response to such experiences and their own individuality
(see Waller 2004). Notwithstanding this caveat these kinds of experiences are salient in

the literature and feature in the following discussion.

Non-Academic Problems

In comparison with traditional entry students, mature students are less likely to
complete their programmes of study. The reasons for this are often attributed to
external factors (Ozga and Sukhnandan 1998). These non-academic reasons for early
withdrawal amongst mature learners are well documented in the literature (e.g.
Woodley 1984; Smithers and Griffin 1986; Mills and Molloy 1989; Bryant 1995). They
generally focus on domestic commitments and practical issues (e.g. study facilities,
time structuring, financial constraints), and propose a gender dichotomy in the
experiences of mature students. In the Australian context for example there has been

particular concern on attrition rates amongst married women mature students with
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children and the relationship, within this group, between discontinuity and social class

(see Scott et al 1996)

Relationships

Other research has focussed on social psychological problems (although not always
framed and described as such) associated with long term relationships. For example
early work highlighted the negative effect of full time study on close relationships and
the additional strain imposed upon domestic life (Gilbert 1982; Suitor 1987; Lodge
1992). Similarly, the increase in skills and knowledge of one’s domestic partner as a
result of HE study is perceived as a threat to relationship harmony (Johnston and Bailey
1984). Tynes (1990) notes how the woman’s participation in HE may affect marital
harmony, because she is exposed to a world of experiences which challenges traditional
roles. (The literature currently refers to heterosexual relationships and this study was
limited to these.) More radical influences of being a mature student with regard to
expectations within relationships can lead to total breakdown (Roderick 1982; Pascal
and Cox 1993; Brown 1996). Edwards (1993) highlights the pressure that female
mature students with family commitments are under to ensure they do not neglect their
domestic duties due to their studies and academic successes. Similarly Gerson (1985)
found that there was greater role strain on housewives who had become mature students
in comparison to their housewife neighbours. The whole business of studying as a
mature student then for either partner can lead to domestic strife and eventual

separation and divorce (Johnston and Bailey 1984, Maynard and Pearsall 1994).

The negotiation of relationships is also of prime importance in the mature student’s
success. Male mature students may for example see their studies as continuing their
traditional role as the main wage earner enhancing job market potential, and that more
family involvement by the male mature learner may have a positive effect on domestic
coping as there may be a more symmetrical power balance between partners (Maynard
and Pearsall 1994). On the other hand female mature students experience greater
difficulty as they feel that they should continue their traditional role within the family
and not allow their studies to impact upon this role (Maynard and Pearsall 1994).
Furthermore their project is impaired by feelings of guilt when conflict arises between
student life and home life (Edwards 1993). In sum Edwards (1993) reported on how her

interviewees felt constrained by family responsibilities, and that 25% felt that their
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relationships had suffered as a result of full time study. Similarly with regard to partner
support, Green and Percy (1991) reported that women on access courses had to contend
with considerable resistance from their partners, and those partners, who were initially
supportive, became less so when the women’s studying interfered with some aspect of
their own lives. Conversely Johnson (1990), Marks and Elsdon (1991), Merriem and
Cafferella (1991) all report on how informal support from family and friends helped to
sustain participation (along with institutional factors). Radhika and Prakash (1987)
argued that role overload and role interference, following the renegotiation of
traditional gender roles in dual career families (as when one partner moves into HE),
may lead to reduced marital satisfaction. This initial work into relationships then shows
that they come under some considerable strain, particularly when the female partner
becomes a mature student, and problems for studying arise in connection with ideas of

traditional gender roles and responsibilities (Oakley 1974).

These earlier lines of enquiry into relationships have been followed up by a range of
more recent studies. Norton, Thomas, Morgan and Tilley (1998), having reviewed work
into mature studentship and domesticity, and then conducted their own follow up study,
confirmed earlier work by Green and Percy (1991) and a range of other studies,

concluding that,

Women are still expected in many British Families to put domestic and
caring responsibilities first. Stress must inevitable arise when, as in all full
time degree courses, the demands of studying must at times take
precedence: it is then likely that role strain and work overload will ensue,
particularly for women students who do not have supportive partners. For
some, the pressure is too great and they terminate their studies.

Norton, Thomas, Morgan and Tilley. 1998:86

Adams (1996) reports on female mature students challenging the asymmetrical power
within their relationships with partners and the tension and resentment which can build
up when they are expected to continue their traditional roles in the home. Wilson
(1997) has expressed the threat and feelings of exclusion that male pén'tners experience
when their female partners enter HE. These reported issues within the negotiation and

renegotiation of relationships, together with the influence of the mature student project
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in HE, are echoed within this research and thoroughly explored with regard to the

participants’ lives.

Relationships and Self-Identity

The exploration of relationships and (potential) relationship strain then became an
emergent focus of this research (although the specific issues reported in the literature
were ‘bracketed’ — see chapter 4). A correlate of this exploration was the issue of
identity change of the mature student in HE, which emerged as a central focus. The
tentative precursory presumptions, in keeping with the methodological framework,
were oriented toward relationship problems, or even breakdown, and how this may be
symptomatic of identity change experienced by one partner who is a mature student
(both male and female). Also, that identity change may place strain on social
relationships, such that the meaning of these relationships will change in varying
degrees. Wakeford (1994) has referred to the ‘social risk’ to relationships of becoming
a mature student, thereby cléarly associating identity change with shifts in
relationships. She also relates how mature students™ presentation of self changes over
time with the efforts to ‘fit in” with different groups, student and non-student. In effect
there are two distinct identities played out: the off course identity in the presence of
‘old’ friends and the on course identity with student friends. More importantly such
strategies are related to student accomplishments. How well they do on the course is
related to how well they cope with the potential dangers to social relationships.
Similarly, Lynch and O’Riordan (1998) note how the mature student gradually
becomes conscious of the shifting common ground of social relationships and how this

movement has to be negotiated in order to succeed.

This research also (as a possible concomitant of relationship change) explored the
nature of identity change as part of becoming a mature student. Pascal and Cox (1993)
have shown how becoming a mature student causes adults to highlight worries about
identity, and more importantly Maynard and Pearsall (1994) have noted that significant
changes in identity are frequently seen to be the result of undertaking HE. This may
lead to a sense of ‘ontological insecurity’, as described by Laing (1965) and developed
by Giddens (1999). The mature student for example may experience a lack of
consistent feeling of biographical continuity. The sense of self in this way becomes

‘fractured or ‘disabled’ in that the individual finds engagement with the world a
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difficult task as the past does not entirely inform the present. Karach has described how
academic knowledge can lead students to experience a partial loss in their sense of self;
a loss of their former knowledge and various identities — ‘a social and psychological
separation of self” (1992:316). In relation to Giddens’ commentary and the conclusions
of Karach, findings reveal a significant impediment in the process of widening
participation. These refer to identity change as experienced along social class lines.
This is often expressed in terms of betrayal of one’s working class roots (a recurrent
theme in this study) by those who achieve academic success, and acute feelings of
‘spatial incongruence’ (see chapter E and Mahoney and Zmroczeck 1997; Charlesworth

2000). This incongruence is exemplified by Reay;

I suggest the female academic from a working-class background is
unlikely ever to feel at home in academia. For many, socialisation, at least
within the family, was into collective and community-based
understandings of the social world, not the competitive individualism we
now face in which social networks are about instrumentalism, not

connection,

Reay, 1997: 21

However the work of Britton and Baxter (1999) is a particular influential development
in the literature. Like others they reject assumptions in earlier work on the homogeneity
of mature students, usually expressed in the literature in terms of differences from
traditional entry students. They suggest that an approach that draws on the idea of the
self as a reflexive project offers valuable insights into the processes of becoming a
mature student. Employing a narrative analysis they make reference to ‘self-
transformation’ (1999:188) as a catalyst for returning to €ducation resulting from a life
crisis (see ‘fateful moments’ below). Their participants saw self-transformation as a
conceptualisation of self as a ‘new’ self which is the outcome of an active process of
self-reflection. ‘This is the reflexive self which approximates the ideal type of self
assumed to be characteristic of modern life’ (1999:189 their italics). Self-
transformation expresses strongly the idea of agency: the actor as acting and not as
acted upon. They conclude by stating that, ‘further research based on longitudinal data
could usefully explore changes in self-identity, arising from the actual experience of

being in HE and beyond’ (1999:192). This research takes a similar approach (albeit
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within a shorter timescale), and is fully described in chapters 4 and 5. The central focus
emerged as: an experiential study of being a mature learner in HE, with particular
reference to the self and changes in identity: the ramifications of such change on

relationships, both personal and social.

Academia and Identity.

There is then recognition within the ‘widening participation’ agenda (and reflected in
the literature) that the business of greater inclusion in HE begins and does not end when
the mature learner enters HE (Tett 2004:8). For example, Stephenson and Percy (1989)
have argued that to successfully negotiate the mature student identity, there is a need to
become an ‘insider to the educational enterprise’. That is to internalise an approach and
attitude critical of both one’s own and other people’s opinions. They argue that without
this, mature students are likely to be unable to cope with working in an academic
fashion (often alienating themselves from the course culture and individuals within it)
and ultimately withdraw. Participants in a study by Bamber, Tett, Hosie, and Ducklin
(1997:22) saw this as ‘becoming more critical, analytical and questioning in relation to
their work’. When this is encountered, in the early stages of HE, identity may be under
particular threat. Weil (1989) has referred to this as ‘disjunction’. This is a sense of
dislocation in the educational environment where the mature student may feel alienated

and their sense of self-efficacy and worth is acutely undermined.

Arrival in higher education confronts [mature students] with a sense of
powerlessness. Initially this takes the form of uncertainty about the goals
and appropriate behaviour. Later it crystallises into concerns about the
relationship with teaching and tutors and the kind of knowledge that the
curriculum offers. The students [struggle] to find a link between their past
and this educational experience.

MacDonald and Stratta 1998:9

This move into higher education however may not be confined to mature students with
a hitherto impoverished experience of education (whether this be along the lines of
social class or otherwise). It may well be an experience that all entrants to HE need to

come to terms with to some extent.
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Most students entering the new world of the academy are in an equivalent
position to those crossing the borders of a new country - they have to deal
with the bureaucracy of checkpoints, or matriculation, they may have
limited knowledge of the local language and customs, and are alone.
Furthermore, the student’s position is akin to the colonised or the migrant
from the colonised land, where the experience of alienation arises from
being in a place where those in power have the potential to impose their
particular ways of perceiving and understanding the world - in other
words, a kind of colonising process.

Mann, 2001: 11

However, George et al (2004:120) take this further by arguing that for the working
class mature student the experience of higher education can be ‘an alienating, not
merely an alien world’. The experience of alienation described within ‘strangerhood’ is
picked out particularly by participants in this study, although there are certain

qualifications for such an experience as delineated in the analysis (chapter 6).

Giddens relates this kind of phenomenon as symptomatic of self-identity in late
modernity (more specifically here we are referring to the individual’s encounter with

‘expert systems’ i.e. higher education), and argues that the result might be,

..to compromise a whole set of trust relations which has been built up.
Basic trust is established...as part of the experiencing of a world that has
coherence, continuity and dependability. Where such expectations are
violated the result can be that trust is lost, not only in other persons, but in
the coherence of the object world.

Giddens 1999:66

It is such loses which may initiate threat, and thereby may have wide implications for a
mature student’s early experience of HE and identity. In relation to this process there is
evidence that the loss of control, which is experienced by mature students as they move
into HE and forego their earlier power of self-determination in paid employment,
occasions feelings of threat and biographical discontinuity (Macdonald and Stratta

1998). Men can employ techniques to resist the adoption of the student role thus
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maintaining the sense of the control that pertained within their prior occupational status
(Adams 1996). However the obverse of this was reported by Richardson (1994), who
identified that mature students, rather than having negative experiences such as a sense
of threat, did in fact develop positive approaches to their studies when compared to
traditional entry students. Nevertheless there is evidence to support the case that
dilemmas of identity are experienced by both men and women mature students on their

entry into HE (Wakeford 1994).

Domesticity and Identity

For women identity problems arise due to the contradictory selves which are called into
being aé they cope with the different contexts of education and domesticity. This is
aligned with a re-evaluation of self and a more resilient sense of identity can emerge
(Adams 1996). HE presents an opportunity to institute change in identity beyond the
level of personal efficacy accorded to them within their position at home. This however
can present dilemmas as some women, whilst wanting to institute personal change, also
wish to retain their existing sense of self (Pascall and Cox 1993). Changes in identity
can again be linked to relationships and feelings of guilt and selfishness for absconding
from the domestic scene (Maynard and Pearsall 1994). Contrastingly there is evidence
to suggest that such feelings are counterpoised by women mature students seeing

themselves as positive role models and attaining better parenting skills (Adams 1996).

Problems Related to Academic Study and the Higher Education Provider.
To view the position of the mature student holistically, commensurate with the research
praxis herein, we need to attempt to view the complex network of the mature student’s

experience. As Bryant has expressed it,

For many mature students the return to ....higher education represents an
obstacle course of Grand National proportions. Self-confidence has to be
developed, writing skills polished up or acquired, academic language
demystified and personal and family relations re-ordered.

Bryant 1995:270
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The latter of this network of concerns has been discussed above; the rest refer to the
experience of the mature within the academic milieu. These will be dealt with
employing an atomistic (tending toward a focus on isolated variables, a constellation of
variables or pre-identified issues) approach, as much of the preceding discussion has
done. (With some incongruence regarding the holistic approach of this thesis.)
However the complex intertwining of issues needs to be emphasised as it is this which
can best represent the overall experience of being a mature student. As one such student

has described things,

Learning and retaining knowledge requires a high degree of concentration.
Keeping one step in front of the bailiff requires time and skill. Whilst in an
educational environment, the mix of the two has resulted in stunted
academic attainment. Why does being a mature student have to be so
painful?

Mature Ruskin College Student, quoted in Bryant 1995:270

Confidence, Anxiety and Mature Student Performance.

The literature presents a central concern with the issue of confidence, which appears to
be correlated with the whole business of coping with academic work (and perhaps the
‘pain’ referred to above). Daines, Daines and Graham (1993) noted how adult learners
are more likely than traditional learners in higher education to lack confidence and to
underestimate their own abilities. Early problems, for example, arise through the lack
of study skills in the broadest sense (techniques of handling theoretical material,
writing skills, basic research skills etc. - see for example Lodge, Parry-Langdon and
Fielder, 1992). Examinations also loom large as a fearsome hurdle to overcome for
many mature students (Langridge 1993). Confidence, whilst not given any in-depth
analysis of what such a phenomenon actually is, has featured strongly in the analysis of
student anxiety and withdrawal. There is evidence to suggest that the struggle with
academic knowledge as it contradicts the common-sense understanding of the world
causes the mature student some anxiety (Edwards 1993). This is related again to
biographical discontinuity, as there is a fissure in the temporal experience of the
individual. Stephenson and Percy (1989) argue that for mature students confidence, as a

capacity to express oneself in such a way as it co-exists with a fixed and unexploratory
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outlook (e.g. not embracing the relativity and fragility of knowledge and its
development), seems to herald failure. Confidence in this way is seen as a resolute
defence of self-identity (and a successful rebuttal of potential threat). The authors argue
that, whilst mature students wrestle to embrace the academic way of knowing, they
should be supported throughout the process by the fostering of a positive self image,
thereby being confident about themselves as they move into the world of academic
ideas. This should be done through acquiring a series of personal successes however
minor, and working toward an understanding that ‘knowledge is not something out
there, to be learned; it is to be created and debated’ (ibid:40). They also warn against
the tendency for mature students to adopt ‘surface learning’ approaches (learning for
the garnering of marks without any thorough understanding) due to their perception of

the finiteness of time and their position in the life cycle.

Adults returning to study often perceive themselves as in a hurry; they
have, in their perception, wasted too much time; the danger may be the
temptation to rush through the externals of the process of learning without
internalising the meanings and uncertainties.

Stephenson and Percy 1989:40.

Conversely when comparing traditional entry students with their mature student
counterparts the latter are more likely to adopt a meaning orientation and deep
approach to their work and less likely to adopt a reproducing orientation or
surface approach. The explanations for this are that mature students are more
motivated by intrinsic goals, that their prior life experience promotes a deep
approach and that they have not been influenced by the surface approaches of
recent secondary school experience as traditional entry students have
(Richardson 1995). Findings also suggest that such approaches amongst mature
learners may pay dividends. Hartley (1994) for example concluded that mature
students usually perform as well as or sometimes better than traditional entry

ones, particularly in the arts and social sciences.

Worries about personal attainment when such concern is unfounded is a prime example
of ‘confidencelessness’ (see chapter 6). Such things as tutors’ comments on feedback

and grades feature highly in the levels of anxiety experienced (see for example James
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1995; Young 2000). Weil (1986) suggests that such anxieties could be related to
feelings of inadequacy, attributed to the harmful experiences of past school life. In
similar vein Crossan, Field, Gallagher and Merril (2003) have related negative
childhood experiences (including compulsory schooling) to hostility toward

educational institutions later in life. It may be that the damage done at school influences
the mature student’s response to feedback such that guidance may be interpreted as

trenchant and hurtful criticism.

Related to much of the preceding discussion, and certainly a prominent feature within
this thesis, 1s the manner in which the experience of confidence, or lack of it, is related
to the social sphere, such as interaction with authority fiéures or public speaking (e.g.
making contributions in seminar discussion, doing assessed presentations to one’s
fellow students.) Crozier and Jones (1996) in their study of shyness amongst mature
students make the connection between low self esteem, lack of confidence and shyness
in novel situations and/or being evaluated. For the mature student these come together
with a vengeance in the seminar situation. Here shyness and lack of confidence is due
to attributional (negative) bias about self and low self-esteem. This is often experienced
during the early stages of their course when they are presented with a novel scenario
and where they fee] as if they are being evaluated. As they socially compare self with
younger students, the authors argue that mature students take on unrealistic high
standards of themselves due to being mature people in the presence of younger more
inexperience students yet paradoxically feeling that younger students have the
advantage of recent study experience at school. If shyness and lack of confidence is not
overcome it may lead to premature withdrawal from their course. The authors suggest a
number of measures to help mature students overcome these obstacles to success.
These are; tutor sensitivity to shyness and lack of confidence, regular tutorial meetings
to alleviate feelings of inferiority, and induction sessions with other successful and
experienced mature students (Crozier and Jones 1996:197). Shanahan (2000) also
reports on the tremendous value of peer support in dealing with stress (of which the
lack of confidence can be seen as a major cause) — findings which are supported in this

study.
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Student Support within the ‘Widening Participation’ Agenda

Views reported in the literature on the need for effective support structures to address
the whole range of problems (both academic and non-academic) encountered by non-
traditional students in HE are extensive. These began as early as the 1960s (see Johnson
and Riviera 1965) and gained currency as the concept of lifelong learning developed in
the 1980s (see for example Darwald and Merriam 1982; Cross 1986; Brown 1988;
Slowey 1988; Fulwood and Ellwood 1989). These writers argued for an explicit policy
framework to effect inclusion such that the move to mass higher education leads to an
decrease and not an increase in levels of educational inequality. This work was taken
further in the 1990s (Brown and Brimrose 1993; Blair et al 1995; Woodrow 1996) with

a resounding message that,

Our most significant finding for educators is the need to build supportive
structures as part of a course culture, which encourages such determination
[of non-traditional participants], within an avowedly socially critical
approach.

Bamber et al 1997

However to what extent is this maxim being applied? Scott et al (1996) found that for
female mature students with children the cited reasons for withdrawal included lack of
academic support and staff hostility. It may still pertain in many institutions that people
who have been hitherto excluded and are now being included under the ‘widening
participation’ agenda are expected to fit into the existing system rather than the system
changing to suit the newly included clientele (see Woodrow 1996). This again relates to
the notion of risk introduced above. As Ball et al have argued ‘[in entering HE] the
risks and reflexivity of the middle-classes are about staying as they are and who they
are. Those of the working-classes are about being different people in different places,
about who they might be and what they must give up’ (2000:23). Bamber and Tett
(2001) suggest an ‘integrative learning experience’ (learning which is characterised by
students feeling valued for who they are and the experience they have) to counter this

and facilitate true widening participation. As they argue,

The difference between and integrative and a disjunctive experience for

mature, working class students.... depends upon successfully negotiating a
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series of related challenges to their stance towards learning, which has its
roots deep in the social context. It is unjust to expect that the burden of
making such a change should fall only on the students themselves and
providers must work hard to secure the necessary change and
development. For lecturers this might mean critically examining and
changing their own attitudes and practices and at collective levels it might
mean changes to courses and to departmental, faculty and institutional
procedures.

Bamber and Tett 2001:10

Unfortunately however such a cri de coeur comes in the context of a trend in HE
towards greater efficiency through reducing costs per student, which militates against

the kind of changes called for.

Where attempts to accommodate non-traditional participants have been evident the
factors which have helped to sustain participation include the extent to which staff were
encouraging and interesting; the quality of interaction with other students; the
suitability of course content; and students’ commitment to the course and institution

(Blair, AcPake and Munn 1965; McGivney 1966; Ozga and Sukhnandan 1998).

Unfortunately there is evidence in which the obverse pertains where there are a number
of institutional factors which militate against the success of non-traditional students.
These factors include: admissions procedures which favour young traditional qualified
candidates who can demonstrate in advance of entering that they have the capacity to
benefit; inflexible course arrangements that disadvantage adults with varying domestic
responsibilities; student loans and other central sources of finance that discriminate
against older learners; individual members of staff with little sympathy toward the
particular needs of adult students; assessment methods that favour students who have
experienced academic success (Halsey 1991; Uden 1996; Williams 1997). In general
such instances demonstrate an ethos that tends to reflect existing social inequalities and
that ‘mature students are useful when needed by the HE system but have no intrinsic
merit’ (Woodley and Wilson 2002:331). There is however some call for change.
Clouder (1997) reports on family relationship/domestic strain and women’s strategies

to cope with unsupportive HE delivery arrangements. Reflecting on the withdrawal rate
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due to such arrangements, and women mature students’ inability to negotiate an

accommodating learning contract with the provider, she concludes that,

It is vital that we use our capacity to intervene and transform the more
traditional stance of higher education so that women are actively
encouraged to negotiate their own learning needs, method and timing of
assessment, dictating the pace of the whole course to fit in with domeéstic
commitments.

Clouder 1997:148

With reference to the movements within vocationally oriented higher education referred
to above the negotiation of the learning contract is becoming a central tenet of new
provision within the development of foundation degrees. Within such degrees the
delivery mode is set up in close consultation with the client group, indicating some
realisation of the constraints of non-traditional learners. Whether this ethos will

eventually be translated to standard full time degrees remains to be seen.

The contribution that mature students make to their courses is acknowledged by a
number of writers (Boon 1980; Woodley 1984; Richardson 1994). According to these
researchers, mature students generally have an exemplary approach to learning, which
has a positive influence on other course members, especially traditional entry younger
students. With regard to their pervasive positive contribution, Woodley concludes that
‘universities should have few qualms about increasing their mature student intake’
(1984:49). The issue then appears to be that firstly the positive influence mature
students can have on the lived reality of course life is not translated into |
accommodating strategies to make their sustained participation easier. Secondly that
mature students and their learning needs are inimical to the prestige of institutions and
institutional identities. As Edwards (1991:96) puts it, ‘different ideological conceptions
of the learner produce practices which reflect and reproduce ideological positions
which are part of the wider processes of social development and reproduction’. In other
words providers, in their course delivery (e.g. teaching and assessment strategies) are
agents in constructing the structural positions of their institutions, producing
institutional identities that are socially distinctive. Whether recent government moves

to arrive at designated quotas of students from disadvantaged backgrounds for high
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prestige provision (e.g. Oxbridge) impacts upon the recruitment and success of mature
learners is yet to be demonstrated. Currently the older pre-1992 universities tend to see
the emphasis to widen participation on admissions (King 2003) whereas the post 1992
higher education providers (e.g. ‘new’ universities) tend to be seen as better at
supporting the ongoing learning experience of non-traditional students (Reay et al
2002). They are also better at supporting students with particular issues of concern or

need e.g. supported learning (McNicol 2004).

3. LEARNER IDENTITIES

A more holistic approach (at the level of the individual) in the literature has been in the
deployment of the concept of ‘learner identities’, which identifies the learner careers of
students and the process of the mature student identity in a constant state of (re)
construction (see for example Bloomer and Hodkinson 2000; Crossan et al 2003;
Waller 2004). This kind of research again echoes the earlier observation that
classifying mature students as a homogenous group is mistaken (Woodley and Wilson
2002). James (1995) argues that attempting to apply a ‘species’ approach to the study
of mature students seems to be simply for the benefit of institutional convenience rather
than trying to understand the experience of mature students. Unfortunately, as most of
the preceding discussion identifies, it is the former that has taken precedence. It is at
this point that the articulation between the majority of the research corpus and this
thesis is presented. The research herein adopts an experiential approach looking at the
lives of mature students in a holistic manner and not directly and atomistically at
aspects such as inequality of access, domestic strife or barriers to learning. To this end
an ideographic position is taken as with the ‘learner identity’ and ‘learner career’

approach, although there are important differences which are discussed in chapter 4.

Findings within this ambit of research identify the considerable risk which students can
experience as they enter HE. ‘This transitional phase is not a straightforward one of
simply shedding old identities and donning unproblematic new ones, but is instead a
period of reflexivity and risk, confusion and contradiction’ (Brine and Waller 2004:97).
The women participants in Brine and Waller’s study anticipated certain risks which

their entry into HE would entail, including the usual financial risks. More importantly,
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through reflexivity they also anticipated changes in learner identity. The authors
however are keen to point out that their participants, whilst actively seeking personal
change, did not anticipate a range of other risks related to radical shifts in relationships
with friends and family. These eventualities were taken into account as the women
continually reassessed their position as their transformation ensued. This whole
process, the authors conclude, ‘is fluid, highly complex, and continually evolving
throughout both the Access and degree courses, and probably beyond’ (2004:111). The
complexity of this process, which describes the range of anxieties related to confusion
and risk (along with other correlates), is a central feature of this study. Similar work
into risk is related to the level of potential damage to what may already be bruised
(learner) identities should academic failure ensue (which in turn is a revisiting of earlier
failure at school). The construction of the learner identity however can continue and the
damage can be made good (Waller 2004). The risks then are not preventative and
mature students do take them. Such action is seen as a response to the constructive
processes of the learner identity i.e. the felt need and motivation of personal growth.
These may include long held desires to achieve (loosely defined) academic success
(Waller 2004:35), ‘epiphanic’ self-realisation (Barone 1995) or ‘turning points’ in life

such as relationship break up, disillusionment at work (Bloomer and Hodkinson 1996).

This issue of risk can be linked to the general human condition of living in the
contemporary world. For Giddens (1999), the whole business of ‘going on’ in social
life is fraught with ‘fateful moments’ in a ‘risk’ society. What Giddens is referring to
here is that, throughout a person’s life a crossroads is reached and decisions have to be
made, and actions taken, which are seen to have highly significant consequences for the
future. The loss of coherence experienced in the examples above and referred to earlier
in the discussion of self-identity and academia may be illustrative of our ongoing
encounters with such ‘fateful moments’. Indeed it is very possible that the whole
process from moving into HE, through to taking a place in the job market as a graduate
is punctuated with further ‘fateful moments’. The nature of these ‘fateful moments’
became an important element of this research. Firstly with regard to the pre-entry to HE
phase of participants’ biographies, and secondly as implicated in the construction of
self/learner identity from this pre-entry phase into the subsequent phases of self-

transformation within the experience of HE study.
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This in-depth approach to the construction of learner identities (rather than the more
macro perspective work such as Osborne 2004 above) gives an insight into mature
studentship as it is lived, although unlike this thesis it does not do so from a first person
perspective (see chapter 4). Nevertheless as the work into student risk and construction
of identity show there is much to inform practice in the conduct of provision for mature
students. Johnson and Watson (2004) for example have conducted constructionist
research into the ‘fit’ between the mature student’s production of their identity and their
perception of the successful student. Using a narrative/life history approach they have
demonstrated the need for mature students to construct an identity which has better ‘fit’
with the institution of their choice leading to a reproduction of their identity. As
Thomas (2002:431 notes ‘if a student feels that they do not fit in, that their social and
cultural practices are inappropriate and that their tacit knowledge is undervalued, they
‘may be more inclined to withdraw early’ (his italics). Johnson and Watson argue that to
“fit in’ involves the participation in a series of activities including inter alia: computer
literacy, realistic understanding of the workload required to learn effectively and
complete assessment tasks; acceptance of the need to unlearn some skills gained in the
past (a rejection of aspects of a past identity), and engaging positively with younger
students in social and academic learning. Further one should be successful at these
activities and seen to be successful at them. In agreement with other work (Tinto 1993;
Kuh 2001; Thomas 2002) they conclude that the achievement of successful ‘fit’ is
related to a more likely chance that students remain on course. They also advocate the
use of interview narratives, as employed in their research, for practical use as an aid in

retention.

...we recommend the use of interview narratives as opportunities for
students not only to tell institutions who they are becoming, but also to
articulate this shifting process for themselves. Hence it becomes a public
and private enterprise. The practical outcome of such detailed analytical
work is its potential to contribute more nuanced understandings for
institutions engaged in the enduring problem of student retention.

Johnson and Watson 2004:485

The beneficent purpose of the research then is to better understand the lived experience

of mature students, which may lead to improved practice in such things as course
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design, teaching and learning strategies, and pastoral support. The latter is forcefully
identified by David Wray (1996) who outlines some interesting proposals to address
problems faced by mature students when posing the question ‘should higher education
for adults carry a health warning for their relationships?’ These include practical help
such as an accommodating timetable and créche facilities to alleviate relationship strife
brought about by the pressures of childcare. More importantly however the exposure of
issues in the study of lived experience leads Wray to suggest a change in attitude by HE
practitioners to not dismiss the level of disruption in mature students’ lives as simply
part of everyday dilemmas we all face. An understanding of the pressure on
relationships leads Wray to proffer the idea of induction sessions for partners alongside
those of the mature students themselves. Within these sessions and follow up sessions it
can then be made abundantly clear on the changes which are likely to ensue as a result
of the impact that HE study can have on the individual and therefore their relationships.
Furthermore his suggestion of the inauguration of a mature students society also seems

to have its merits in regard to Wray’s concerns.

4. THE WIDER CONTEXT

Finally the research attempts to identify how the reported process of self-
transformation, experienced by mature students in HE, is located within the notion of
the ‘postmodern self” or the self in ‘late modernity’ (see chapter 2 for a full discussion
of this difference). This notion purports that, in contrast to traditional society, where
individuals lived their lives according to custom and tradition, in late modernity the
individual biography must be forged out of a range of possibilities. As Giddens
observes ‘What to do? How to act? Who to be? These are focal questions for everyone

living in circumstances of late modernity’ (1999:70).

The research then explores how the experience of being a mature learner forges
individual biography, and contributes to the making and remaking of self-identity; what
Harré (1983) has earlier referred to as individual ‘identity projects’. Lea (1994),
consistent with much of the foregoing discussion has highlighted this process in the
way adult students redefine themselves as they negotiate the transition in their lives

associated with studying in HE. This transition is characterised often by a change in
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confidence and levels of assertiveness (Crozier and Garbert-Jones1996; Maynard and
Pearsall 1994); a theme which figures saliently in this study. Identity is fully explored
in chapter 2 where its conceptualisation and the epistemological position taken in the

research praxis are fully examined. Accompanying this there is also the discussion of

postmodern notions of identity and how they relate to this thesis.

5. CONCLUSION

The broad aim of this research is to look closely at the experience of a group of mature
students in higher education, within the context of the transition from an elite to a mass
system. The dimensions of this transition are as follows. At the beginning of the
twenty-first century, the UK participation rate in higher education had reached 35% and
is now greater than the U.S. (OCED 2000; Woodward 2000). A significant part of this
expansion has been in further education colleges and the ‘new’ universities. The
process began when mature students were seen as central to the Conservative
Government’s plan of 1987 for expansion and reform of higher education: Higher
Education: meeting the challenge (DES 1987). The expansion of higher education in
the 1990s was in part a result of this initiative. Mature student entry into higher
education rose from approximately 10% in 1980 to 30% in 1990 (DfEE 1992). In 1994-
95, 15.7% of first degree full time enrolments were 25 or over (DfEE 1996). In part

time HE enrolments 80% were 25 or over and 60% of these were 30 or over.

Recently however there has been a consistent decline in the number of applications
from mature students to enter HE (O’Leary 2000; UCAS 2000) and more recent
statistics show a marked impact of the introduction of fees (Major 2000). This decline

seems to have disproportionately affected disadvantaged students.

Analysis of 1997 to 1998 data highlights large decreases in accepted
applicants within those age, socio-economic and ethnic groupings which
were the primary focus of the widening participation initiative.

UCAS 1999:8

37



Accompanying this rather depressing trend for widening participation, there is also the
indication in research that should mature students take up the challenge and enter
higher education their progression is not without difficulty. As argued above there is
now a recognition that for widening participation amongst mature students (and the
impact this may have on families and communities to take up educational opportunities
(Edwards 1993) to be fully effected we must see it as a process. This begins with the
issue of differential access, wherein the provider may not embrace mature students as
supporting their institutional identity, and this is reflected in their recruitment and
admissions operation. Furthermore there is evidence that institutions have shifted their

emphasis in any declared alignment with the widening participation agenda.

Whilst expressions of accessibility and flexibility are without exception
highlighted in institutional statements, the reality in some institutions is
that mature students are not a priority. Widening participation policy at
national and institutional level in the UK has shifted to broader concerns
associated with the situation of younger people in areas of socio-economic
deprivation. For many institutions, mature students are now part of a much
bigger picture. If they aid the meeting of enrolment targets, then this is a
bonus for many institutions, but it is unlikely that special arrangements
will be made to attract this group given the relative way of meeting
widening participation targets through focussing on younger cohorts.

Osborne et al 2004:312-3

Despite this observation the mission statements of many further education colleges
refer directly to providing educational opportunities for local people, and this does
include enabling access to higher education, often as a priority. So whilst large
institutions such as the ‘new’ universities may have shifted their emphasis to a more
broader front as Osborne et al state, a large proportion of mature students continue to
access higher education through their local further education college (around 11% of
HE is delivered in further education colleges (HESA 1999)). The focal point of this
thesis refers to such provision and the experiences of its mature studentship within the

widening participation process.
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A major issue of mature studentship that the literature highlights is the notion of risk.
For many mature students, especially the working class, this is in need of some
attention in order to bring about a more inclusive system. And risk has to be considered
in all its various manifestations, not only financial, but also psychological. For many
mature students, especially from disadvantaged backgrounds, the stakes are high when
contemplating and then moving into higher education. Mature students approach the
prospect of entering higher education with trepidation and uncertainty. The need to
consider ways in which the arrangements for supporting mature students can be made
more transparent to potential entrants would appear to be a major consideration. This is
especially the case when the risks they take around the point of entry are further

compounded by the problems that are encountered as their project progresses.

There is a range of obstacles to the successful accomplishment of the mature student’s
success in higher education. These have been fully discussed above in relation to the
existent literature. These include non-academic problems, and issues related to the
provision and academic study. Both of these areas embrace the issue of transition in
self-identity and how this is related to other issues within the experience of mature
studentship, not least of which is the disjunctive rather than integrative interface

between the pre-course and the on-course lifeworlds of the individual.

It is at this level where abstract statistics do not reveal the constellation of variables that
influence the attempts to widen participation. This lack of clear understanding is
exacerbated by the heterogeneity of the mature student. A point which has only recently
been fully acknowledged by the literature. Conversely the research has revealed an
important commonality; that in the study of the phenomenon of late studentship there is
a fruitful line of inquiry in focussing on the mature as a reflexive self-constructing
being. This has been done by employing the concept of learner identity at an
idiographic level. This is a recent development in response to the foregoing research
corpus, which largely adopted a critical realist framework, with findings that were
generally atomistic in nature (revealing variables that impacted upon the life of the

mature student, especidlly on social class lines).

In contrast the ‘learner identity’ and ‘learning career’ approach employed a social

constructionist framework to highlight the holistic experience of being a mature student
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and how individuals responded to the social milieu (see Jenkins 1996) thereby
(re)constructing self-identity (e.g. Johnson and Watson 2004). There has been a paucity
of research which, whilst taking a constructionist approach, has employed a

phenomenological framework.

This research is an attempt to redress the balance by augmenting idiographic studies
using a life history/narrative/social constructionist approach with research that
emphasises the agency of the individual i.e. existential phenomenology. The central
concept within the research is the ‘lifeworld’ (see chapter 4 for a full discussion of
this). This is deployed to fully explicate the existence of the mature student by
revealing the essence of the higher education experience. It is a study of the
consciousness of the individual as they engage with their world through the moment by
moment living of higher education in all contexts and situations (physical and mental).
It is asserted that this in-depth perspective and its findings make an original
contribution to knowledge, not least because of the virtual non-existence of such an
approach to this ambit of research in the literature. To make this assertion however is
not to ignore the broader social context to which the great majority of research within
this area relates. The social structure and commentaries on inherent inequalities are
important insofar as mature students are ‘situated’ (see commentary on ‘situated
freedom’ in chapter 3) with their ‘situated knowledges’ (Hammersley 1992). This is to
assert that the position of the individual in the broad social context impacts upon their

consciousness in significant ways.

Following the suggestion by Britton and Baxter (1999) above and the apparent lack of
emphasis on the social psychological dimensions of the mature student experience
(especially from a phenomenological perspective), the issue of transition with regard to
self-identity is a central focus of this research. So emerging from this review the
following research foci have been distilled from a range of issues that the research
literature has revealed. As is made abundantly clear in chapter 4., these are viewed as
things within the lifeworld of pdrticipants which are studied from their perspective and

do not constitute hypotheses formation in any respect.

Within the context of participating in a taught higher education course at a further

education college with a brief to widen access:
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1. What is the nature and extent of factors that bring about identity change? (The role
of teaching staff? The exposure to new knowledge and experiences? The
identification with new groups?)

2. What is the nature and the extent of perceived threats to identity, and the
implications for identity change?

3. What are the ramifications of identity change on relationships and relationship
maintenance?

4. What is the nature of identity change per se with regard to self-image, values,

opinions, aspirations, worldview etc.?

To reiterate, these are specifically foci, and not assumptions about what may be
revealed by the findings. They are tentative, precursory presumptions and as such, in
the research praxis, they were thoroughly and continuously scrutinised with regard their
on-going relevance to the lifeworld of the participant. The process and its outcomes are

described in chapters 4. and 5. respectively.

The research also seeks to consider the relationship between processes of identity

change in HE and notions of postmodernity. The PhD element is specified initially as

twofold.

e To make an original contribution to social psychological theory, concerning the
influence of higher education upon the self.

e To contribute to the emerging notion of the postmodern self and dilemmas of

identity in contemporary life (see Gergen 1991 and Giddens 1999).

As described in the final synthesis of the overall argument these broad foci became
distilled in a contribution to knowledge which provides an in-depth examination of the
mature student experience of higher education and augments other research in the
substantive area. This is linked to the Postmodern and Late Modern commentaries of
self-identity through the engagement of mature students with the expert system of

education and the resultant uncertainties and rapidity of change in the lifeworld.
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CHAPTER 2.

THEORISING IDENTITY

1. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to set out the theoretical background on identity as it
relates to the research foci. This will involve the examination of various
conceptualisations of identity and an explication of the chosen position with regard to
the epistemology and ontology. The former constitutes an exposition of the
commentaries on self and identity, including self-identity (as relevant to these research
aims), whilst the latter proposes that the approach of phenomenological psychology is
the most fruitful avenue of investigation for this particular kind of research. I will also
examine some of the postmodern commentaries on self-identity and how these relate to
the phenomenological position. In sum how self-identity changes through the conscious
experience of socio-cultural variants (the postmodern world) and the invariant human
tendency to create meaning due to the anxiety created by experienced meaninglessness
(the assertion of existential phenomenology). I begin with an exploration of the various

understandings of identity and self.

2. CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF IDENTITY AND SELF

The Self

To conceptualise the self is a major task replete with philosophical argument and
debate. Taylor (1989) for example has suggested that the value we attach to the self that
has the capacity to lead, autonomously, an ordinary life, has multiple sources arising
out of a ‘theistic’ notion that allocates humans a special place in the universe, a
‘romantic’ notion stressing the capacity of selves to create and recreate themselves, and
a ‘naturalistic’ notion that regards the self as amenable to scientific reason, explicable
in terms of biology, heredity, psychology, socialisation and the like. ‘The Self’ thus

appears a much more contingent, heterogeneous, culturally relative notion than it
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purports to be, dependent on a whole complex of other cultural beliefs, values and
forms of life. Reference to other cultural systems for example, especially with regard to
language, reveals the impermanent and transient nature of ‘the self’ (Benoit, 1959;
Watts, 1957). However to do full justice to such a discussion is beyond the parameters
of this thesis. It is however necessary to show how the various ideas and
understandings of this central consideration and feature of the human condition has
been developed in order to contextualise the manner in which identity and self are

conceptualised in the research praxis.

Potter and Wetherell (1996) identify several conceptualisations of the self. ‘Trait
theory’ for example presents the self as an ‘honest soul’, a personality with traits which
provide sufficient explanation for actions. People have dispositions and identify
completely (honestly) with them. It would therefore be meaningless to think of the
‘honest soul’ having an identity crisis as there is only one identity, not many, and there
is no distance within the self to produce this kind of self-conflict. Arguments about
whether a person is or is not being their authentic self are largely irrelevant, they are
always that self. Such a view is highly asocial in its approach and ignores the

inconsistency in human behaviour (Mischel 1968).

Alternatively role theory, sees the self as having characteristics denied the ‘honest soul’
self. Individuals make reference to the social context and play out their selves in
accordance with social expectation. Goffman (1959) for example employs a
dramaturgical analogy in that people are performers on life’s stage and they may not
express a stable personality, which presents a model of the person that is alien to trait
theory. People are therefore interchangeable when it comes to role-playing. There is ‘a
kind of social insincerity and...a multiple set of discordant identities’ (Potter and
Wetherell 1996:98). Humanistic theories on the other hand declare more autonomy than
the ‘social dope’ role theory model of the self®, wherein people are viewed as victims of
social circumstances. People here are the centre and source of their experience. They

initiate action and try to realise themselves (their plans, their desires etc.) in the world.

? This characterisation is that of Potter and Wetherell and is not that of other authors commenting on
Goffman. It should be noted that Goffman’s position is in line with the position adopted in this thesis that
there is no essence to the self (see chapter 3.) and the notion of personal agency to call self into being is
not in harmony with Potter and Wetherell’s descriptor (see for example Ashworth 1985). There may be
more in common then between Goffman’s view of selfhood and the Humanistic model than Potter and
Wetherell suggest.
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Humanistic models of the person emanated from the philosophical underpinnings of
existentialism and phenomenology and to some extent share similar characteristics to

the position held here with regard to the autonomy of the existent.

Whilst Potter and Wetherell acknowledge that one should not attempt to discern which
model is the correct description of the self, and that they are simply equivalent ways of
making sense of the self, they do go on to argue that these models have limitations
which social constructionists can address. Wetherell and Maybin (1996) argue that
many approaches to understanding the self (e.g. biological, cognitive-experimental)
tend to emphasise the self-contained, independent, consistent, unitary notions of
people. They argue that a more useful avenue of investigation into understanding the
self is to view it as distributed. Here the self is essentially social, it is ‘the sum and
swarm of participations in social life’. Self then becomes multifaceted, not singular or

unitary. As they explain,

There are a number of contextual selves, the people we are in different
relational settings. To be sure, there must always be limits and constraints on
this multiplicity. But our descriptions of people’s identities will need to
register the contradictions between their personalities, responses and actions
in different situations. We will need to be sensitive to people’s involvements
in social life, and the possible distributions of self across social contexts.

Wetherell and Maybin 1996:223

Self and Identity

The interchangeability of the terms self and identity is problematic. Many writers
such as Wetherell and Maybin above use them interchangeably as ways in which
people link themselves to the social context and how they achieve some sense of
coherence as a person. This way of understanding personhood, self and identity is
further obfuscated by the social contructionist notion of the self as ‘distributed’
(Stevens 1996a:221). This model, as alluded to above, presents the person as
continually ‘spreading, changing, grouping and regrouping across a relational and
social field’ (Wetherell and Maybin 1996:222). In contrast to this, the ‘trait’, ‘role’
and humanistic models exemplified above view persons in the same way as the

approaches of biological and cognitive/experimental social psychology i.e. self-
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contained, unitary, consistent and private fo differing degrees. The ‘distributed self’
is seen as totally social. So for the social constructionists both self and identity are
the result of the dialectic between the person and the social milieu in which the

person exists. Are then the self and identity to be seen as indistinguishable?

Jenkins (1996) offers some clarity on the distinction between what constitutes the
self and what constitutes identity. He argues that ‘the self can be thought of as a

primary (that is, basic) social identity’ (1996: 48) and further,

Selfhood is arguably the earliest identity into which an individual enters,
and the most resistant to change (as well as the most vulnerable in its early
period of formation). It can perhaps best be understood as offering a
template for all subsequent identities, offering a stem stock on to which they
are grafted.

Jenkins 1996:49

The emphasis here is that, it is the perception of who we are, that is central. And it
is this perception of self that leads us to the realisation of identity or identities,
which then links the self (our perceived self) to the social context. The self then
constitutes a more fundamental aspect of who we are. For Jenkins one’s self is
generally experienced as a unitary phenomenon, although such consistency is
complex. We may have several selves as we may have several identities, but the
self we cling on to gives us control over who we are. There is however some need
to have a sense of unity despite the level of multiplicity and fragmentation
suggested by social constructionists. They themselves qualify their position. To be
a set of infinite identities is to be seen as insane as we (and others) would have no

sense of ourselves as a person. As Wetherell and Maybin explain,

People cannot choose to realise themselves in any way they fancy. Identities
must be plausible in the light of what has gone before; in relation, that is, to
the collective history of previous responses and reactions. Without that
plausibility, individuals cannot be recognised as themselves or recognised
as behaving in meaningful ways. The collection of identities which makes

up the person must not be too fragmented; it must show some consistency
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and the person must show some reflexivity or self awareness of how they
appear to others. Otherwise the person is in danger of being seen, literally,

as eccentric or mad.

Wetherell and Maybin 1996:227

As illustration of their position they refer to an anthropological case study in which an
American woman experiences distraught multiplicity whilst staying in Japan, as she
wrestles with her ‘American self’ and her ‘Japanese self’ (whilst being American she is
of Japanese descent and looked Japanese). The intertwining of the self (especially her
‘americanness’) and the social context (the traditional Japanese construction of
womanhood — deferring to the will of men, performing the ‘tea ceremony’ etc.) had led
to a disturbing fragmentation of self, due to the various identities she projected. The

inconsistency of self and identities was the source of her disturbance.

So the self is understood as consistent yet simultaneously complex as identities of the
self can be multiple, but there are limits to this multiplicity. What then is the nature of

this multiplicity?

3. ISSUES OF IDENTITY IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

The ‘False Permanence’ of Identity

For Baumeister (1991) the self is an embodied entity which has with it a set of
definitions taken from the socio-cultural context. This is one approach to understanding
the multiplicity of self and identity. We can use the term identity to refer to these
definitions. He states that ‘a person’s identity can be roughly defined as the totality of
his or her answers to the question ‘who are you?’ (1991:93). For Baumeister the self is
a combination of the two: the embodied and the cultural. He writes within the context
of ‘constructing the modern self’, which is related to the notion of the postmodern self.
For Baumeister our self and our identity are particularly important examples of the
‘false permanence’ which characterises contemporary life. This is to say that we
experience identity as stable and consistent over time, whereas in fact it is constantly

changing;
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In actuality the body and its motivations and processes, as well as the
social self, undergo continual change and adjustment. Identity imposes
some stability and continuity on the self... Identity helps people keep in
stable relationships, moving toward the same goals and making choices
and decisions in a steady consistent fashion.

Baumeister 1991:94

Similarly when we experience other people, we do so it terms of fixed stable traits.
Cognitive psychology (e.g. Jones and Nisbett 1971; Ross 1997) has indicated how we
typically overestimate the consistency of people’s actions. This is to say that as we see
ourselves as stable over time we see others in the same way. This has severe
implications for our relationships. For just as our identity is an example of false
permanence so, according to Baumeister, is the most common of relationships,
marriage. The meaning of this everyday institution is based on stability and
permanence, but Baumeister argues forcibly that the lived reality of such human
relationships (like identity) involves change, evolution and growth. So whereas we
could say that identity is about being the same person across time, and as such allows us
to enter into relationships with some consistency, secure in the notion that we ‘know
ourselves’ (cf. Erikson 1980), in actuality the nature of selfhood and identity is such that
we are ever-changing. The association between changes in identity and changes in
relationships is an important area within the literature on the experience of mature

studentship (see chapter 1.) and features in the findings of this study (see chapter 6.).

Identity and Group membership in the Contemporary World

The concept of multiplicity in understanding identity is further obfuscated within
sociological social psychology where the question of identity has often been marked by
issues of similarity and difference. This has usually been in relation to group
memberships. For example, If I am working class, male and heterosexual, I am
therefore not middle class, female and homosexual. There are many identities I can lay
claim to based on notions of similarity and difference, between potential group
memberships. For Woodward (2001) this view of identity gives us a location in the
world and links us to the socio-cultural context. However here too there is the problem
of ‘false permanence’. Essentialist notions of identity linked to one’s biology, where

there is one fixed, clear, unified, authentic set of characteristics shared by the group give
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way to non-essentialist notions of the socially constructed nature of identity, which is
fluid, and involves both different and shared characteristics between people.’

Woodward suggests that in the contemporary world there may be a ‘crisis of identity’;

...where old certainties no longer obtain and social, political and economic
changes both globally and locally have led to the breakdown of previously
stable group membership. Identities in the contemporary world derive from
a multiplicity of sources — from nationality, ethnicity, social class,
community, gender, sexuality — sources which may conflict in the
construction of identity positions and lead to contradictory fragmented
identities.
Woodward 2001:1

Woodward illustrates this process with reference to a Serb militiaman during the
conflict in former Yugoslavia, who is involved in a difficult negotiation of locating his
identity by seeing Serbs and Croats as the same and yet different simultaneously. This is
to highlight how there may be mismatches between identification at the collective and
individual level. Traditional identities then can no longer be easily applied to others or
ourselves in a world where identification — and establishing a sense of who we are — is
fraught with complexities. The link our identity provides between ourselves and society

can by taken from a kaleidoscope of possible identities.

One way of understanding this dilemma of personal identity formation is through the
concept of ‘globalisation’ (Robins 1997). This involves an interaction between
economic and cultural factors at different and disparate points across the globe whereby
changes in production and consumption patterns can be seen to produce new, shared
identities. Such identities, Robins believes, could have several outcomes: the
detachment of identity from community and place, a reaffirmation of traditional
identities or the emergence of new identities. This may be manifested in consumer

behaviour and ‘cultural convergence’ or the migration of labour producing ‘diaspora’

? From an existentialist position this is not to commit to any dichotomy between biological essentialism
and social constructionism. Sartre (1956) for example argued that we have no essential self and this
emptiness and its attendant fundamental anxiety motivates a need to ‘be a self’, which is related to our
‘fundamental project’ of being. For Sartre biological tendencies and social circumstances are both part of
our environment of choice of self. Such a decision is in awareness that it is a decision — that other
choices are possible and this is avoidance of ‘bad faith’ (see ‘Sartre’ chapter 3.)
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identities (those not located in one ‘home’ or untraceable to any singular source).
Bauman (1991) has referred to this condition as ‘homelessness’ in which the search for
community, a sense of home may be pursued by the individual anxious to gain some
fixity to their identity. He suggests this search for community is a form of neo-tribalism,
the search for which is doomed to failure due to the endemic ambivalence of the

contemporary condition (see’ Commentaries on the Self and Identity’ below).

But to what extent can this be seen as a ‘crisis of identity’? For many generations North
Americans have had to wrestle with questions of identity, not least during the Second
World War when Italian, German and many other Americans, found themselves at war
with whom they regarded as their ‘mother countries’. In more recent times counsellors
around the world have had to locate their ‘diaspora’ identities in terms of establishing
‘different voices’ within themselves, in order to understand their own values and belief
systems, before taking up multicultural or transcultural counselling roles (see Katz
1985; Romero 1985; D'Ardenne and Mahtani 1989; Wright 1991). Berger (1963) makes
many references to 1950s America, and its preoccupation with questions of identity and
‘alternation’ — how in an increasingly changing society individuals have to cope with
the implications of social mobility and its effect on one’s sense of identity. The question
of maintaining or adjusting identity in a foreign land is clearly not new when one
considers the extent of ‘immigrant communities’ who established themselves in
industrial conurbations pre and post second world war in the UK. It would seem that
individuals acted almost as bricoleurs, crafting their identity onto their new cultural
landscape. Is it perhaps more likely then that any ‘crisis of identity’ in the contemporary
world is more a matter of degree. Is it not the same task which many people have had to
undertake for many years whether they have been subjected to extreme forms of cultural
travelling or not? Could it perhaps be the case that in the contemporary world the
influences on identity construction are greater and more complex, although the process
is fundamentally the same? The increase in complexity for self-definition is certainly
the view of postmodern theorists (see Gergen 1991 below). Kellner (1993) however
asserts that the process is similar to that pertaining during modernity. He argues that any
differentiation between modernity (the period which Berger (1963) for example makes
reference to above) and postmodernity ignores the fact that identity was/is also a
problem in modernity. For Kellner ever since pre-industrial ‘traditional’ society identity

has been expanding with the opening up of new possibilities, requiring choices to be
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made and therefore causing anxiety and uncertainty. The question of whether
postmodernity is a distinct era or not is an extremely complex and widely debated issue,
which is beyond the parameters of this thesis, as it enters into manyj, if not all other
disciplines beyond psychology and the social sciences. However, the alleged distinction
between ‘late modernity’ and ‘postmodernity’ in relation to identity, which is part of

this debate, is discussed below.

Identity as a Process

What is being referred to here is the processual nature of identity and this offers some
understanding of the notion of multiplicity. This is what Jenkins (1996) has identified as
the ‘internal-external dialectic of self-identification’. For Jenkins self and identity are

inextricably linked and intrinsically social.

It [the self] arises within social interaction. It is constructed within the
internal-external dialectic of social identification. It draws upon the external
social environment of people and things for its content. Even though it is the
most individualised of identities — we might call it customised — selfhood is
absolutely social. It depends, for its ongoing security, upon the validation of
others, in its initial emergence and in the dialectic of continuing social
identification.
Jenkins 1996:50

This is what Craib (1998) has classified as the ‘conventional’ sociological approach to
understanding identity, and whilst going along with much of Jenkins’ argument he
makes one fundamental criticism. For Craib such an approach does not present the full
picture. He asserts that a full understanding of identity or self must explore what goes
on inside the bearer of identity or identities and the process of internal negotiation that
this involves. In essence Craib refers here to experience. Drawing on Bollas’ (1987)
concept of the ‘normotic’ personality — the disinclination to entertain the subjective
element in life, Craib argues that much of our understanding assumes that we live in a

world of people who do not ‘have’ experience. As he explains,

A more readily understandable way of putting this is to say that we assume

that cognition dominates people’s lives, that we only have ideas and those
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ideas come to us from the outside, from the social world; we take them in
and act on them. There are sometimes references to interpretive processes,
but no real exploration of what they involve.

Craib 1998:2

This position contrasts markedly with Jenkins’ ‘conventional sociological’ explanation
of life as a series of social transitions from one identity to another. For him there is ‘a
relatively settled anthropological consensus’ (1996:144) of this process, which operates

as follows,

First separation from the present state or identity; then transition or
liminality (a state of limbo which may draw upon a symbolised vocabulary
or repertoire relating to death); then finally incorporation into, or
aggregation with, the new state or identity.

Jenkins 1996:144

This seems to encapsulate much of what Craib is referring to in the underplaying of
experience. There is a process identified, which may give great assistance to our
understanding of the spatial and temporal aspects of identity transformation, but there is
little by way of the nature of each of these identified stages. That in the ‘internal-
external dialectic of identification’, we take in ideas from what happens around us and
negotiate our identity accordingly, perhaps say as we cope with the implications of a
career move (especially promotion), and we view the individual in this process as a
cognitive being. We need more emphasis according to Craib on the subjective or inner
experience. He goes on to argue that even where sociology does attempt to address
these issues (e.g. in the sociology of the emotions), the understanding is somewhat
limited (1998:105). Such limitations I want to propose can be addressed through

adopting a phenomenological approach to understanding identity and identity transition.

51



4. COMMENTARIES ON THE SELF AND IDENTITY

Postmodernism and Identity

We now need to set this idea of the experiencing individual in the contemporary
context; a context that has been described as postmodern. Whilst there are many
differing analyses, which can be brought within the ambit of the ‘postmodern’, most
(e.g. Baudrillard, Derrida, Foucault, Lacan and Lyotard) if not all ‘would present the
subject as fragmented and decentred in the social field, undermining as a result the
notion of identity as a fixed unified phenomenon’ (Smart 1993:28). This point has been
alluded to already with reference to identities in crisis. The earlier point however
emphasised collective identities and the notion of diaspora. Although there is difficulty
in separating out influences of the collective and group from the construction of
individual identity, postmodern theorists have drawn attention to how individuals in the
postmodern world are caught up in endless self-creation. Gergen has described this as,
‘A multiphrenic condition...in which one swims in ever shifting, concaténating and

contentious currents of being’ (1991: 80).

Gergen’s reasons for such a state lie in the process of ‘social saturation’. In the

development of technology and communication, such as the world has never seen
before (TV, e mail, junk mail, mobile phone, confusion marketing, - all often on a
global scale), there is a fostering of relationships that could never have previously

occurred.

As electrically contracted, the globe is no more than a village. Electronic
speed in bringing all social and political functions together in a sudden
implosion has heightened human awareness of responsibility, to an intense
degree.

McLuhan 1964:20

This was an early observation on the impact of technology and the mass media. Since
then, toward the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, this
immersion, according to Gergen, is propelling us toward a new self-consciousness — the
postmodern. Here, as opposed to earlier eras, it is not just immediate friends,

acquaintances and the local community which influence our way of being, but a
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constantly changing cast of characters spread around the globe. Along with this we have
the ‘perseverance of the past’, whereby relationships can be maintained long after
geographical relocation, and ‘acceleration of the future’, where the pace of relationship
development is increased. This leads to a greater ‘populating of the self’, which is a vast
proliferation of possible selves and finally the effect is that as social saturation adds

incrementally to this proliferation,

...each impulse toward well-formed identity is cast into increasing doubt,
each is found, absurd, shallow, limited, or flawed by the onlooking audience
of the interior.

Gergen 1991:73

Identity then is constantly evaluated through a barrage of new criteria — what Gergen
calls ‘the expansion of inadequacy’ (i.e. we come to see ourselves as increasingly
inadequate due to the increasing amount of influences upon us to evaluate ourselves),
and committed identity becomes an increasingly arduous achievement. This is the
condition that Gergen describes as ‘multiphrenia’. He is not however the first in recent
times to illuminate the enormity of this task of achieving a sense of security about self
and identity. Berger, Berger and Kellner nearly 30 years ago, identified the
‘pluralization of social life-worlds’, and referred to the way that ‘modern man (sic) is
afflicted with a permanent identity crisis, a condition conducive to considerable
nervousness’ (1973:74). For Gergen however the nervousness has increased due to a
greater number of potentialities or ways of being and the individual’s awareness of

these in the postmodern era.

Gergen’s position is not untypical of other postmodernists. He goes on to argue that
social saturation also undermines commitments to objectivity with ever widening
possibilities for disagreements over established truths, and opinions continuously
changing over time. This leads to a steadily accumulating sense of doubt in the
objectivity of any position one holds, even presumably who one is supposed to be. For
Derrida (1982) this is dlso manifest in the restlessness of language and the slipperiness
of meaning. He refers to the ‘Logocentrism’ of western society, which supposes that
speech is a transparent vehicle for the expression of the speaker’s thoughts. Meaning is

far more complex than such a position acknowledges. The multiple ways of being
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equate with multiple universes of meaning expressed through language. Set in a
historical context Baumeister (1991) has described the onset of greater multiplicity for

being as follows;

As western society evolved from medieval to modern civilisation, its
concept of selfhood was expanded and made more complicated. The
reliable ways of defining each person’s self in fixed, standard and stable
terms ceased to be effective and adequate. Increased social mobility, the
new multiplicity (and transience) of roles and relationships, the decline of
the firmly religious view of human potential, and the emergence of value
pluralism all made creating the self more difficult and
ambiguous...Society stopped telling people who they were and instead it
was left up to the individual to construct his or her own identity. This
brought a welcome increase in freedom, but it also brought new strains
and difficulties.

Baumeister 1991:95

Self-Identity

Baumeister;s analysis echoes what Giddens (1999) essentially means by the term ‘self-
identity’. The self becomes a reflexive project, in that alterations to self have to be
explored and constructed, as part of a reflexive process of connecting personal and
social change (which as Baumeister asserts is in contrast to past generations). He claims

that,

Self-identity...is not a distinctive trait, or even a collection of traits. It is
the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of his or her
biography. Identity here still presumes continuity across time and space,
but self-identity is such continuity as it is interpreted reflexively by the

agent.
Giddens 1999:53

For Giddens (1999:70) this greater emphasis on existential questions (see the discussion

of ‘Late Modernity’ below’) is the result of the conditions of high modernity, late
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capitalism and above all, the specialisation of labour. Accompanying these conditions
there is the breakdown of the protective framework of such things as the community
and religion (Giddens uses the term ‘protective cocoon’), initiating the need for the
existent to address the possibility of ‘ontological insecurity’. (This concept Giddens
borrows from Laing (1965), but uses it more to refer to the way an individual may begin
to lack a consistent feeling of biographical continuity — an incapacity to sustain the
‘protective cocoon’.) One does this through reference to the ‘ontological reference
points’ (Kierkegaard 1944) in everyday life. This is to say that in ‘doing’ everyday life
we ‘answer’ the question of being, and thus maintain the protective cocoon and
ontological security. Self-identity in this way becomes ‘a way of keeping a particular
narrative going’ (1991:54). It is what the individual is conscious of in the term ‘self-
consciousness’. One’s self-identity is something, which is routinely created and
sustained, in the reflexive activities as an individual. The following two examples

illustrate this process. The first is taken from my personal lived experience.

I greet my colleagues at work as ‘colleague-who-works-in-the-HE-office’,
and they usually greet that manifested identity with the congruence that 1
can expect. Should they not, this will have implications for my ontological
security and in my reflexivity to this problem I will either sustain my self-
identity, or not, as the case may be. The role of ‘colleague-who-works-in-
the-HE-office’ is an organisational innovation, and as such is not yet
institutionalised into the organisational framework (there was no such
thing as ‘the HE Office’ and therefore no colleague working in it up to a
short time ago!), thus ontological insecurity for me has a certain resonance
at present. The symbolic display such as dress and even linguistic code -
things which give external form to narratives of self-identity - have yet to
be worked out as I go on in social life. Laing’s description of ontological
insecurity does not as yet apply to me, but without clinging on to the
notion of how I have become ‘the-colleague-who-works-in-the-HE-office’,
and of where I go from here, ontological insecurity, in the Laingian sense

may be a possibility.
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As a further illustration a composite depiction of the mature student’s experience taken
from this research is useful. This contrasts with the first example and is generated from

a general overview of the research findings.

Tracey enters the seminar room for the first time. How should she present
herself? She does not know. She looks around for clues. There are
reminders of her school days; tables, chairs a spatial representation of
group discussion. The lecturer enters. Should she smile at him, ignore him;
respond as she did to her English teacher of long ago? She sits down
positioning herself at a strategic angle in which she can simultaneously
deindividuate and also carefully observe others. This is done in an effort to
work out what to do, what to say, how to act — who to be4, whilst at the
same time defending her increasingly brittle self-identity — who she
reckons she is at this present moment. She feels very tense, anxious. This
is not an easy process. She wishes she were back at work. There she knew
who she was, how to act, what to do. Here it is an anxiety-ridden puzzle.
The lecturer speaks. He behaves in a way that suggests friendliness, yet
what he actually says is threatening — he explains that he would like
everyone to introduce themselves to each other, then describe three aspects
of themselves which best typify what they are like as a person. This
information will then be shared with the 20 or so people in the room! She
has never done this sort of thing before. How will she cope? She takes a
large intake of breath and turns to her fellow student beside her. This
student is about 10 years younger and seems very relaxed about the whole
business, almost casual. Why did she ever decide to go ahead with this
project? This whole business of being a student is going to be difficult, and
she hasn’t even started to attempt the main thing that worries her — the
work! This experience may reflect the breakdown of the ‘protective
cocoon’ and the need to reinstate it as soon as possible. Later on Tracey
has melded with the other student. They share experiences of the first few
days on campus. They laugh. Tracey however notices that she isn’t quite

being herself in this conversation. But what now is this self?

4 These are questions taken from Giddens (1999) who argues that life in Late Modernity (see discussion
below) is bound up with such existential dilemmas.
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As the research literature into mature studentship suggests (see chapter 1.) many
individuals who change roles with any measure of fracture from earlier ways of being
may have similar experiences. Change of status, career move, shifts in close
relationships, an internalised idea (say a radical challenge to deep-seated beliefs as part
of HE study) that initiates perspectival refocusing are examples of experiences which
challenge our feelings of ontological security. This is related to the trust we have built
up over time in the coherence of our world. This trust is broken when we encounter new
worlds and new forms of life such as the seminar room in higher education. Here for the
mature student the previously known coherence, continuity and dependability of their
world may become corroded. Giddens quotes Lynd with reference to the possible
eventuality arising when assumptions about other’s views of self are interpreted as false.

For example the mature student’s interpretation that,

‘the people in this seminar room do not assume that I am a mother of three
children with 20 years experience of coping with domestic and financial
strife and working in menial jobs, experiencing first hand the exploitation
and sexism of the patriarchal workplace. Instead I am an inarticulate and

rather limited individual who has no place in this context’.

When this happens,

...we have become strangers in a world where we thought we were at
home. We experience anxiety in becoming aware that we cannot trust our
answers to the questions, ‘Who am I?° “Where do I belong?’... with every
recurrent violation of trust we become again children unsure of ourselves
in an alien world.

Lynd 1958:46-7

Late Modernity
For Giddens this loss of coherence in the object world is symptomatic of contemporary
life (which he refers to as ‘late modernity’). We need to live every moment reflexively

to build and rebuild a coherent and rewarding sense of identity. As he explains,
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What to do? How to act? Who to be? These are focal questions for
everyone living in circumstances of late modernity — and ones which on
one level or another, all of us answer, either discursively or through day to
day social behaviour.

Giddens 1999:70

Giddens argues that the current emphasis in therapy on ‘who should the client become’,
and the concept of ‘self therapy’ are indications of these focal questions (1999:198). A
central problem for living in late modernity is that creating identity involves risk,
because it means confronting a diversity of open possibilities. This has been starkly
reported by Wakeford (1994) in the context of mature students in higher education and
the risk to relationships (see chapter 1.). Giddens however argues that this process
pervades life generally. ‘The world is full of potential ways of being and acting, in
terms of experimental involvements [like entering higher education] which the
individual is now able to initiate’ (1999:78). Concurring with Gergen and Baumeister he
refers to the ‘collage effect of the mass media’ (1999:26) and the plurality of lifestyle it
presents. However with such freedom and greater openness comes the need for greater
control. This can be manifested in such things as greater control over the design of our
own bodies. He typifies anorexia as a striving for security in that one is able to take
control of the body, thus gaining an emblem of a safe existence in a world of risk

(1999:103).

One important element of risk according to Giddens is that life in late modernity
requires decisions that may have fateful consequences for one’s future life. These
‘fateful moments’ threaten one’s ontological security because the ‘business as usual’
attitude is inevitably challenged. It may mean embarking on a new relationship,
Initiating a dramatic change to the nature of the relationship, changing career, changing
lifestyle or taking on a project with little insight into the consequences of such an
endeavour. Whatever the decision it will necessitate that the ‘umwelt’ (the core of
accomplished normalcy) will have to be established. This is done by generating
increased mastery over the circumstances that the individual will confront as a result of

the decision taken at ‘the fateful moment’. As Giddens explains,
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There are points at which, no matter how reflexive an individual may be
in the shaping of her self-identity, she has to sit up and take notice of new
demands as well as new possibilities. At such moments, when life has to
be seen anew, it is not surprising that endeavours at reskilling are likely to
be particularly important and intensely pursued.

Giddens 1999:143

Giddens argues that this reskilling often involves reflexive encounters with expert
systems (e.g. Higher Education), thus helping to reconstitute the self. However these
expert systems may refer to therapeutic outcomes such that they represent some of the

central dilemmas to which late modernity gives rise. In sum then,

Fateful moments are transition points which have major implications not
just for the circumstances of an individual’s future conduct, but for self
identity. For consequential decisions, once taken, will reshape the
reflexive project of identity through the lifestyle consequences which
ensue.

Giddens 1999:143

We exist then in what Giddens has called ‘a culture of constant readjustment’
(1999:138). Our identity is open to a range of possibilities; whether this is due to
changing socio-cultural milieux leading to diaspora identities, the burgeoning influence
of the mass media and other forms of interpenetration which populate the self, the
reflexivity of the individual as she copes with the demands of life in late modernity, or

any combination of these elements.

Late Modern and Postmodern Identities

Thus far there has been reference to these two kinds of analyses of identity. What then
are the distinguishing characteristics, if any, which sets one as different from the other.
For Kellner (1993) the postmodern is an extension of the changes that went before. It is
an extension of modefnity, not a complete challenge to it and change from it.
Postmodernity starts where modernity left off, leading to even more uncertainty and

fragmentation — but this was a condition of late modernity in the first place. The
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distinction then is somewhat blurred, but it is necessary to pick out the more general and
discernible differences despite the potential obfuscation of the central argument of this

thesis.

The openness of identity construction identified by Giddens (1999) takes on a new

dimension within descriptions of postmodernity.

The insecurity and anxiety of late modernity is overlaid and displaced by
the possibilities for identity manifested through lifestyle and image. The
proliferation and circulation of the latter through the media and their
adoption are the means by which an identity, a self-image is constructed.
Edwards 1996:5

The cognitive reflexivity that marks Giddens’ analysis then is displaced by an aesthetic
reflexivity. Similar to the analysis of Gergen (1991) discussed above Edwards argues

that there is a constant and unending play of images and,

...the possibility of excitement and disturbing pleasure in the investment

of meaning in the consumption of images that never fully satisfy, and in

the constant forming and re-forming of diverse and multiple identities.
Edwards 1996:5

For example adverts for trainers are not so much about their practical function, but more
about the possession of a brand image — identity is something you shop for! The
everyday quandary is what ‘identity’ to wear each day. Within existentialism (see
chapter 3.) the self loses its substance and becomes the product of one’s own search for
authenticity, but for postmodernists lifestyle choices have pushed authenticity out of the
equation. There is now no clear distinction between authenticity and inauthenticity or
indeed between the public and private - the inner and outer self. Postmodernity is
therefore a condition wherein the increased volatility of image results in an increased
volatility and also fragility of identity (Kellner 1993). For the postmodernists then,
identity is not an expression of essential self, but a relational expression of image. Thus,
even as we are disembedded from place through the compression of space-time, we are

re-embedded within globalised image systems. The compression and diversification

60



which characterises globalisation is echoed in the proliferation of world views, belief
systems and styles. In the postmodern, this is seen to be something to be celebrated
rather than regretted, a form of pleasure rather than a basis for anxiety. The aesthetic

and not simply the cognitive becomes subject to reflexivity (Lash and Urry 1994).

Giddens' view of identity then in late modernity is shared partially by writers on
postmodernity and he accepts that postmodernism is a cultural force in the
contemporary period. It is the strength and significance of that force which
distinguishes his analysis of the contemporary world as ‘late modern’ from those who

reckon we are experiencing a postmodern moment.

Criticisms of the postmodern position however stress that it fails to take seriously the
fact that for many people the supposedly postmodern attributes of subjectivity are
experienced in a painful way. Glass (1993) for example has argued that contrary to the
postmodernists’ argument that free will is enhanced, in fact the breakdown of
metanarratives, social codes, structures and the like leads to people losing control of
their lives. Postmodernism fails to speak for the multiple forms of exploitation,
oppression and misery that are inflicted on millions of selves the world over. These
analyses of the contemporary world are deployed within the conclusion to this thesis-in

reference to the findings.

5. METHODOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN THE
STUDY OF IDENTITY.

Experiencing Identity

According to Craib (1998) however these analyses are still to be found wanting. Both
Gergen and Giddens as with ‘conventional sociology’ do not pay enough attention to
experience. For Craib, Gergen’s argument is no more than conventional role theory,
whilst Giddens goes no further than presenting reflexivity as a cognitive feature.
Furthermore other approaches which see identity as something constructed through
various disciplines and discourses (e.g. Hall 1996) can be subjected to the same

criticism. Craib summarises this as follows;
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There are a number of problems with this way of thinking about the
world, not least in the denial of the subjectivity that is responsible for the
argument. We have here a peculiarly complex way of thinking of the
normotic personality — it has an inner life, but that inner life is a product
of the outer life and does not generate anything new.

Craib 1998:9

These criticisms have, to some extent, been addressed by Baumeister (1991) in his
discussion of the existentialist issue of meaningfulness. He agrees with the
postmodernist argument that there is a general lack of a coherent set of beliefs in
contemporary western society, together with the destruction of traditional value bases.
For Baumeister there is in effect a struggle to find value in life, giving rise to such
things as the need for efficacy and self worth in a context where these are difficult to
maintain. Baumeister in this way is giving consideration to the inner life and people’s
everyday experience and how living in contemporary society affects each of us
experientially. This is exemplified by the recognition that many people may not have a
life with a suitably grand meaning, which is often an unpleasant awakening.
Baumeister’s argument is that the breakdown of traditional morality has created a ‘value
gap’, which has been filled by reference to the ongoing creation and recreation of self-

identity. That is that the self itself becomes a source of value, and meaning.

One source of meaning that is powerful and abundant in modern society is
the self. Notions of self and identity, definitions of self, ways of learning
about and extending the self are widely available. The attempt to elaborate
self-identity into a value base (and not incidentally into a model of
fulfilment) is one of the great themes of the modern era.

Baumeister 1991:93

The self’s own preferences then have to function as ultimately justified, for there is no
other moral code to which the individual can submit. Anderson (1996) concurs with
Baumeister in that there are no fixed and absolute moral standards and that we are able
to be what we want to be and there are innumerable choices on offer. If a relationship
for example ceases to be fulfilling or conducive to the development of self-identity, this

is considered to be justification in itself for moving on. Identity then becomes a value
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base and thus provides justification and legitimacy for various actions. One important
action can be to initiate self-development, for example through education. Other
examples may be to identify with new groups thus enhancing notions of self worth and

efficacy.

On the face of it Baumeister’s ideas on meaning do seem to address the concerns Craib
has about inner life. Existentially, meaning is something someone experiences yet
Baumeister does seem to present the location of meaning as external to the individual.
He acknowledges the existentialist position on the business of creating one’s own
meaning, and how although this may be an impossible ideal, we should at least be aware
of the choices we make when we obtain meaning from culture. Unfortunately he goes
on to emphasise the external aspects of any internal-external dialectic which may exist.

He states that,

..society can use the individual’s need for meaning to its own advantage.
By teaching people to interpret their lives in certain ways, society can
steer them into roles that need to be filled and can prevent personal
dissatisfactions from developing into social problems.

Baumeister 1991:9

Meaning then is imbued externally and not something which arises as internally
negotiated or experienced. Even where Baumeister sees meaning as personal it is
something that is a product of outer life and in Craib’s terms does not generate anything
anew internally. The autonomy of the individual is seen as impoverished. As

Baumeister argues,

Although a life’s meaning is quintessentially personal and individual,
meaning itself is fundamentally social. Without culture - including
language, value and interpersonal relationships — life could not have much
in the way of meaning. People get their meanings of life from culture and
even if they are allowed to choose, they are nonetheless dependent on the
culture and society to give them their array of options.

Baumeister 1991:3
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There is therefore some ambivalence in Baumeister’s argument on the matter of
meaning as personally generated. In places his analysis is highly deterministic in his
references to the influence of environmental factors, whereas he also stresses the power
of agency that the individual has to attain meaning and thus to create a sense of self-
identity. The absence of any analysis or reference to individual experience or the
uniqueness of the existent’s interpretation of the meanings that are available and how
these may influence self-identity construction is a departure from the phenomenological
position, which is to be discussed later. Baumeister’s ambivalence however does bring

into focus the important issue of agency in the business of self-creation.

For Craib (1998) notions of an empowered individual who participates actively and
autonomously into the construction of self-identity is questionable. Elsewhere Craib
(1994) has argued that ideas about the ‘powerful self” seem to have emerged just as the
individual is becoming disempowered. For example individuals are being subjected to
radical changes in the labour market, which means they must sell themselves by
developing the capacity to survive change and readjust to new demands. This is what
Giddens has referred to as the ‘colonisation of the future’ (1999:114). The individual
participates in strategic life planning to survive the changes to which Craib refers. The
problem arises in that the processual nature of self-identity, according to Craib, is
arrested, as the individual, subjected to such changes, is now less able to adjust as the
forces for change are beyond the individual’s control or even understanding. Craib cites
Kant’s proposition that the market intrudes into relationships and suggests that now it
intrudes into the very self. What we see from this perspective is a reworking of Marx’s
dialectic that people make history but not in circumstances of their own making. As

Craib puts it,

On the one side we have our experience of the world, ourselves and other
people, an experience which constantly seeks to articulate itself in thought
and action and is more complex than we have yet discovered, and on the
other side we have a social system, a set of social structures which
increasingly distort and deny our subjectivity, our experiences of the life-
world.

Craib 1998:47
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The tension between the power of the individual to engage in ‘identity projects’ (Harré
1983) and the power of external forces to suppress them is another complex issue
beyond the parameters of this discussion. Neveftheless the issue of ‘situated freedom’
(the constraints on personal choice determined by one’s perceived personal existence)
which is related to this tension has to be considered. Phenomenologically, the influence
of externality for the existent is again a matter of experience and to what degree the

power of things such as the social system is felt.

Existential Phenomenology and Self-Identity

In order to explore this relationship between individual experience and the external
system, what we may call ‘socio-cultural variants’, it is to the perspective of existential
phenomenological psychology that I now turn. This is in order to explicate the
epistemic features of the research and to address the charge that much of our
understanding into identity has assumed that the world is peopled by ‘normotic
personalities’. To do this I will attend to the primacy of the lifeworld in people’s

experience, and the existential phenomenological position on human existence.

Chapters 3 and 4 sketch in the phenomenological background of this thesis. The aim of
this chapter is to articulate how the perspective of existential phenomenology deals with
the notion of self and identity and how such an approach augments others covered in the
foregoing discussion. Furthermore it identifies how the phenomenological

understanding of self and identity is deployed in the research praxis.

According to existential phenomenologists there is an invariant human tendency to
create meaning from our experience, thus relieving the tension generated by
meaninglessness. However the nature of each person’s experience of the world, whilst
sharing common variables with others, due to being the same species and perhaps
existing within the same culture, is in effect unique. Spinneli (1989) makes this
assertion with reference' to the study of perception, which clearly supports the view that
there is intimate subjective involvement in the way we interpret the world. Thus each of
us experiences a uniquely interpreted world. As Kant has observed ‘we see things not as
they are, but as we are’ (quoted in Spinelli 1989:38). How then does this relate to
selfhood and identity?
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Firstly phenomenologists distinguish between the ‘I’ our experience of self and the ‘not
I’ — the experience of things that are external to self. During straightforward experience
the ‘I’ disappears as we are caught up in the experiencing, especially if the experience is
particularly intense (e.g. the performing of a formal seminar presentation before one’s
peers). This is referred to in the research praxis as ‘the pre-reflective’ — the world as
experienced at the moment of experiencing. The ‘I’ comes into focus when the
experience ends and we reflect upon it and imbue it with meaning. It is at this point that
any conscious sense of the ‘I’ (or ‘the self”) emerges. In each experience the ‘I’ and ‘not
‘I’ interact and on reflection the ‘I” emerges anew. In this process it is evident that the
‘I” and ‘not I’ are experienced as inseparable, in that each is equally necessary for the
definition of the other. This is to say that each of us requires the existence of others in
order that we are to be able to define who we are. As Merleau-Ponty (1962) expresses

it: “Man (sic) is in the world and only in the world does he know himself’.

In relationships for example, especially intimate ones, we experience intersubjectivity -
a complex interaction between two persons. Communication from this perspective is not
just a matter of listening to words which, according to Craib (1998) is the assumption of
many sociologists, but is an immediate reality of pre-reflective experience. For
Merleau-Ponty (1974) for example the other’s consciousness exists, as it were, not ‘in’

the other, but behind and around me. Craib explains it as follows,

Insofar as language is an object in my world as in his, we are joined
together through it: when I listen to the other speak or read what he has

. written, I enter into his consciousness, discover his meanings through my
meanings. After reading, listening, it is possible to say — Merleau-Ponty
quotes Paulan — in this light at least I have been you.

Craib 1998:39

For phenomenologists it is through the nature of such on-going engagements with ‘not
I’ we define the ‘I, who we are. Applying this to self-identity we see that with each
experience and each attendant reflection we define and redefine ourselves. As Spinelli

concludes,

66



..at each point of self-reflection, the self-concept that emerges is the result
of the prior intentional act; but no one intentional act is entirely identical
to any other since both the physical and perceptual variables will have
altered on each occasion. As such ‘the self” that we interpret and believe
in at any given moment in time is both temporary and at best, a partial
expression of an infinity of potential interpreted selves.

Spinelli 1989:84

Also as each of us experiences a unique and solitary phenomenal reality, this
interpretation of who we are, and incidentally continue to become, is unique to
ourselves. Hume (1739) argued that personal identity in this way is indeed a fiction. The
phenomenological ‘I’ undergoes continual modification. As we reflect post-experience
we bring meaning to who we are and as Baumeister (1991) has pointed out in his
analysis of ‘false permanence’ (see above), although we may see ourselves at any
moment as stable and consistent this is illusory. The ‘I” who defined who I was when I
began to write this thesis no longer exists. This is because the intentional variables (our
interpretations of the experiences we have of the world) that give rise to the
construction of ‘I’ have changed. In this way, contrary to other psychological
approaches, the ‘I’ is not the cause of conscious experience but emerges through our

conscious experience. This process is further obfuscated by memory.

The process of reflecting on ‘straightforward experience’ and thus interpreting, and
reconstructing ourselves involves memory which is itself an interpretative construct
arrived at through intentionality (see chapter 3 for a full discussion of intentionality and
its noematic and noetic foci). This is to say that, far from being something that is static,
memory is reconstructed. The noematic foci of the past may remain the same (what is
remembered), but through noesis the way that they are interpreted means they emerge
anew in our present consciousness (how we remember what we remember). As Spinelli
explains, ‘the raw matter’ of memory may be finite or fixed, but what we make of that
‘raw matter’ is continually novel’ (1989:102).

Phenomenologically then the past is not immutable. For although it cannot be regained
or re-experienced it can be reconceptualised in the present and seen as something other

than it appeared at the time. Spinelli (1989) notes that as we do this we further redefine
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ourselves. As we look back at our self through diary events, photographs, and anecdotes
it appears to us that the self in the past is different to the self now. The latter is thrown
into stark relief as we again, through the interaction of the ‘I’ (looking back into the
past) with the ‘not I’ (the diary, events, photographs and anecdotes — and the memories
they evoke) experience the ‘I’ emerging anew. Anticipations of the future may also
influence our awareness of the past as well as the present. As May has expressed. it,
‘what an individual seeks fo become determines what he remembers of his has been
(1958:69). An individual then within the phenomenological perspective is not a static
entity but is a set of potentialities. (These issues are explored through the deployment of
the concept ‘lifeworld” which is full explained in chapter 4 and was central to the

research praxis.)

As was alluded to earlier this has important implications for the continuing management
of our relationships. As the self is constantly modified the "I’ that enters into a
relationship is not the same ‘I’ at any subsequent point in time. This is true for both
partners in any relationship. So as one partner changes (we may use the term ‘growth’)
then the mutually created relationship will be effected, such that the other partner
(through the noematic and noetic constituents of intentionally) may experience it
differently and through intersubjectivity may ‘grow’ themselves. Each partner then
‘grows’ in this way. But it is not necessarily simply through intersubjectivity in their
relationship which effects growth. There are an infinite series of variants, socio-cultural
or otherwise, which each partner may experience, and undergo change as a result. With
this continued modification of self, each partner has to manage the relationship
accordingly. And whilst viewing the plasticity of self and relationships in this way, it is
always unclear on the extent of growth which either partner goes through (to anyone
even including themselves). For one the socio-cultural variants experienced may mean
that little change in self is perceived (although of course change will have happened. As
we have seen stability of self over time is illusory), whilst for the other partner great
change and development may be perceived. This then may be expressed in terms of one
‘not knowing’ the other or both ‘having to work at their relationship’ in order to
reconcile the perceived change. For Fromm (1957) this is the ‘Art of Loving’, wherein
we should not deny the existential reality of our separateness in our intimate
relationships — two beings become one yet remain two. For Fromm ‘love’ is the union

of two people without the loss of their individuality. When such individuality is lost — as
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when one partner seeks to dominate another - this constitutes ‘neurotic love’. This kind
of love denies the humanity of the other partner and is corrosive to a true, ‘non-
neurotic’ love, relationship. This ‘problem’ is one of the central foci of the research as

perceived identity change is implicated in shifts in relationships.

6. APPLYING THE NOTION OF IDENTITY

Individual Agency in ‘Experiencing Identity’ (see above)

Phenomenology then (especially existential phenomenology) refers to the fluidity of
human existence and particularly to those aspects which allow human beings to
continually change and develop i.e. to ‘become’. This is taken from the Latin ‘existere’
(hence existential) which means ‘to stand out, to become or to emerge’. Self-identity is
existentially processual. But what is the individual’s role in the business of becoming?
In other words how do we exercise our individual agency to the process of modifying
the self? For existential phenomenology this is dependent on our principal mode of

being; whether to be authentic or inauthentic.

The inauthentic being is passive and reactive. He is marked by conventionality and

conformity. As Warnock points out,

There is ambiguity in his [sic] dealings with reality. He partly knows what
things are, but partly does not, because he is so entirely caught up in the
way other people see them, the labels attached to them by the world at
large. He cannot straightforwardly form any opinion, and his statements
are partly his own, partly those of other people in general. If he seems to
be interested in something, this is less because he is in pursuit of genuine
understanding, than because of curiosity, a superficial and inconclusive
motive.

Warnock 1970:57

Conversely the authentic individual acknowledges his or her own role in determining
actions thoughts and beliefs. Spinelli describes the authentic mode of being as being

characterised by ‘openness, flexibility, co-operation and responsibility” (1989:110).
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Spinelli asserts that (along with many other phenomenological oriented commentators),
the common tendency is to be inauthentic. The reason for this is that the path to
authenticity is an existentially painful one. To completely accept responsibility for what
we do is to accept that there are no guidelines. Everything is up to us and this
‘groundlessness’ (Stevens 1996b:198), such as the experienced meaninglessness
referred to in the opening paragraph of this chapter, is a fundamental source of
existential anxiety. This is covered in more depth in chapter 3, however with regard to
identity we can see that to take responsibility and accept our freedom to chose how we
give meaning to our lives is much more difficult a task than having meaning determined
for us through convention, external pressure or whatever (unless of course we choose to
be conventional and acknowledge that we have done so). Existential psychotherapy has
clearly identified how people will attempt to escape the possibility of accepting
responsibility for their own lives (see Yalom 1980). Yet existentially there is no escape,
for in the end we are choosing nof to choose and to have our lives dictated by others. To
live authentically then we need to accept our responsibilities and acknowledge this as
our personal choice. This acceptance extends to all our experiences. We may not be able
to choose them, but we can chose the significance and meaning we give to them, and
thus take responsibility for the self-identity, to use Giddens’ terms, we reflexively

create.

An early commentary on the self-creation of identity by Harré (1983) referred to the
individual’s efforts to achieve self-directed development and expression of self, which
seems to reflect notions of authenticity. These ‘identity projects’ may take the form of
the pursuit of fame or status or recognition of some kind. Alternatively they may be
concerned with more personal aspects of ourselves and the way we think about
ourselves regardless of others opinions (and thereby avoiding being in ‘bad faith’
(Sartre 1956) — see chapter 3), which may involve developing our potentials to create
and to relate to others, or enriching our experience and understanding. The notion of
‘identity projects’ is deployed in this research as it is deemed to concretise the position
of mature students and their authenticity in their journey into the unknown experiential

territory of higher education (see chapter 6).

This journey, beginning from the existential landscape of a life where the possibility of

entering higher education is non-conscious and leading through a pioneering and
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intrepid adventure to successful graduation, has parallels with Goffman’s (1963)
examination of stigma. The social career of the participants is characterised initially, in
the existential baseline that is employed in the research praxis, by low levels of personal
efficacy (the capacity of self-determination). The external moment of identification
prevails as others impact upon the individual and produce a stigmatised identity — e.g. a

worthless, powerless single parent.

We can have social careers, which are anything but those we would
choose, thrust upon us as a consequence: others don’t just perceive our
identity, they actively constitute it. And they do so not only in terms of
naming or categorising, but in terms of how they respond to or treat us. In
the dialectic of individual identification the external moment can be
enormously consequential.

Jenkins 1996:74

The participants in this study were subjected to similar experiences with regard to the
power of others to influence their lived reality and sense of self-identity. Yet the
parallels with Goffman’s analysis of stigma can be taken further with regard to the
existent’s resistance to categorisation and dominance and a sense of ‘spoiled’ identity

(i.e. a perception of self and a perception of others view of self as unworthy).

...identity can be ‘spoiled’: that identification particularly within
institutions, can be heavily biased in favour of its external moment: and in
both cases identification is often a matter of imposition and resistance,
claim and counter-claim, rather than a consensual process of mutuality and
negotiation

Jenkins 1996:75

Participants in their counter-claim to the external moment of identification then turn to
higher education as resistance to the imposition of others to perpetuate what they
perceive as their spoiled identity. (This is often related to the institutional attribution of
identity during their school career, echoing the literature into mature studentship.) They
body forth to a new self and a new-found status. Yet to do this they find that their

personal authenticity and courage is tested to the limit. As Jenkins points out,
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Everyday life is the site of the most mundane and possibly the most
important resistance in terms of name and treatment, and in however
modest a manner, human individuals assert themselves. Even the
expression — asserting themselves — is telling. They may only do so ‘in
their heads’, mindful of threat and constraint, waiting for a better day
(even though that day may never come), but that is something. This is not
to offer a naively idealised and utopian vision of the human spirit: it can be
broken, and the body with it. But the point is not only that it has to be
broken, in extremis, for complete domination but that the cost of doing so
is generally high enough to frustrate the object of the activity.
Jenkins 1996:174-5 (his italics)

The strength of spirit of human resolve as the mature student frustrates ‘the external
moment of identification’ and asserts ‘the internal moment of identification’ in their

combative resistance to their assigned lot is a key feature within this research.

Agency and Higher Education

In articulating the question of authenticity to higher education, the educational
philosophy of Broudy (1961) is useful. According to Vandenberg (2001), Harry Broudy
was arguably the most important philosopher of education in the United States since
John Dewey. Vandenberg argues that despite Broudy’s affiliation to classical realism
his ideas are useful in the existential analysis of contemporary education, especially
with regard to the educational development of personal identity. He echoes Broudy’s
(1961b:232) maxim ‘to be human is to think existentially” and goes on to demonstrate

how this can be reflected in educational systems and programmes.

For Broudy °‘the self [and presumably its identities] can be thought of as made up of its
envisioned possibilities’ (1961a:52). This is consistent with the existential position of
temporality i.e. that dwelling in the world means extending ourselves simultaneously
into the three temporal dimensions - I was my past, but I am my future as it opens up
the present to me, dialectically. Broudy claims that the aims of education (including

higher education) are self-determination — the free choice of one’s own possibilities
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from those factically given in the social context; self-realisation — the concretion of
oneself in the praxis of realising historically present possibilities; and self-integration —
the harmonising of the freely chosen activities that constitute one’s being-in-the-world
with other people. This is in harmony with the existential phenomenological position of
the existent and the world being co-constituted, and the process of becoming. Sartre
(1956:25) for example declares that ‘existence precedes essence’ — we become what we
freely make of ourselves - and it is the responsibility of the existent to call themselves
into being. For the mature student in higher education this means to facilitate the
realisation of envisioned possibilities, by providing the experiences to make good the
three aims outlined by Broudy. Unfortunately there can be problems in the realisation of
this process. There is for Broudy existential difficulties involved with self-realisation,
because the possibilities in the world disclosed in one’s education have to be understood
as one’s own possibilities to be meaningfully disclosed within one’s diachronic project
of being. One has to be comfortable with them, at home in the region of the world in
which they appear, in order to choose and realise them, thereby choosing and becoming
oneself. According to Meyrowitz (1985) becoming at home with the world will become
increasingly important for education to counter the potential alienating effects of
technology and other aspects associated with the postmodern. For Broudy then higher
education can offset the dilemmas of identity formation within the contemporary world,
whereas for Giddens, as highlighted above, engagement with higher education and other
expert systems is fraught with existential dilemmas to do with choice. Whether the
existent engages with higher education at the existential level suggested by Broudy
again is bound up with questions of the existent’s authenticity. The courage of the
existent with regard to matters of authenticity lies at the heart of the analysis of this
thesis as mature studentship is characterised by existential confrontations and

contradictions.

7. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Although there are various approaches to the conceptualisation of self and identity, all
of which have their respective merits and shortcomings (a full examination of this issue
is beyond the remit of both this chapter and thesis), it is clearly evident, from the

preceding discussion, that the emphasis is on identity and self as processual. The self
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can be conceptualised as being ‘distributed’, (the social constructionist approach), or the
selfas a basic social identity on to which further identities are grafted in the ‘internal-
external dialectic of identification’ (Jenkins’ 1996), referred to by Craib (1998) as the
‘conventional sociological approach’. The latter is augmented by sociological social
psychology in an examination of similarity and difference and the influence of group

membership.

For Craib however these approaches are found wanting with regard to one overriding
issue; that they treat people as normotic. There is a lack of attention paid to ‘inner
being’ and subjectivity. This charge is further directed at postmodern accounts of self
and identity. That whilst Gergen (1991) seeks to understand the pluralization of social
lifeworlds moving into the 21* century (as identified by Berger, Berger and Kellner,
1971), and Giddens (1999) proposes the notion of ‘self-identity’ as a reflexive
rebuilding of self in late modernity, Craib still maintains that the model developed is

largely cognitive and continues to deny ‘experience’.

With these criticisms in mind I wish to propose the following approach. First we need
not dismiss approaches outside the phenomenological. Viewing self-identity as a
reflexive project, constructed through processes of reflexive awareness, can be applied
phenomenologically. Similarly collective identities are not to be regarded as irrelevant.
Identification to the group is important as the individual reflexively constructs identity.
Again this can be approached phenomenologically by exploring the lifeworld of the

individual.

Second, that despite the issues raised by Gergen and Giddens (and other commentators
on postmodernity and late modernity) the central feature of the research is how
individuals (all such presuppositions being bracketed in the research process
incidentally) experience their worlds - commentaries of what the world is like for those
commentators notwithstanding. The contemporary world is a noematic focus and
through noesis is experienced uniquely, irrespective of experiences such as

‘multiphrenia’ which Gergen (1991) may be keen to emphasise.

Third this perspective can be extended to all other notions of the self and identity.

Whether these refer to diaspora identities, the self as a value base in the light of
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diminishing value bases and traditional ways of being, or dilemmas of self in late
modernity (“What to do? How to act? Who to be? Giddens 1999:70), and the problem of
ontological security. The ‘postmodern self” or the self in ‘late modernity’ then is thus, if

experienced as thus.

Finally existential phenomenological psychology, through allowing an opening up of
the lifeworld to reveal unique personal reality and thus describing people’s perception
of who they are, can begin to address the concerns raised by Craib. We can gain insight
into how self-identity is modified through the engagement of the phenomenological ‘T’
with the ‘not I’ or more particularly how mature students experience HE and how they

experience themselves as a result of this experience.
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CHAPTER 3.

THE THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: EXISTENTIAL PHENOMENOLOGICAL
PSYCHOLOGY

1. INTRODUCTION

Much reference has been made in chapter 2 to the conceptualisation of self-identity
from a phenomenological perspective and how this approach is deployed in this thesis.
This chapter sketches in the development of phenomenology both as a philosophy and
as a psychology and in doing so presents the underpinning reasons for the adopted
approach which runs throughout this thesis. Aligned to this discussion is a brief
examination of the history of thought that has brought existential phenomenology to its
present position and how this position is then applied to the research praxis. The latter
is then taken up in more detail with regard to methodology and methods in chapters 4
and 5 respectively. This chapter explores three interrelated traditions; phenomenology,
existentialism and qualitative psychology. It is argued that the latter has an optimum
effectiveness for this thesis when informed by the former two (thereby rejecting
positivist approaches), and hence the resultant Existential Phenomenological
Psychological approach is the theoretical framework in which the thesis is located. At
the outset then it is necessary to open out the exposition of qualitative psychology

within these set parameters.

It is not the intention to give a historical narrative of the development of qualitative
psychology, but to focus on the main issues within its development as relevant to this
thesis. The fundamental point that is in need of a full examination is the conception of
science as it informs psychological enquiry. There have been a number of writers who
have addressed this issue e.g. Smith 1994; Kvale 1996; Ashworth 2003; Ashworth
2005, but one of the main advocates for a radical rethinking of what constitutes the
psychological entérprise has been Amedeo Giorgi (see Giorgi 1970 & 2000). He has
argued forcibly for over 30 years for a conceptual radicalisation of psychology — its
epistemic underpinning and its research praxis. It is largely Giorgi’s work that sets the

scene of this chapter and presents an overview of the development and justification of
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phenomenological psychology within the overall ambit of qualitative psychology.
Within this overview is the defence of the methodology which is picked up in chapter

4. in practical detail.

2. AN ERRONEOUS CONCEPTION OF PSYCHOLOGY AS A SCIENCE.

For Giorgi (1970) the principal point that drives the development of a qualitative
psychology is the overriding conclusion that, in its historical development through the
myriad of temporal and cultural zeitgeists in Europe and North America since the late
19 century, psychology has adopted an erroneous conception of science. There is,

possibly due to the infancy of its development, an identifiable flaw in its credentials.

Is it not possible psychology has not yet clarified its aims in its own terms?
At any rate should not psychology at least raise the question openly, and
either respond in the negative or else admit that another conception of
psychology is equally feasible or even preferable?

Giorgi 1970:3

Giorgi therefore sees within psychology a lack of philosophical reflexivity in
evaluating progress, which reflects a conservative view of science. Psychology has
adopted the stance that its world view and its way of knowing is a relatively settled
affair, and what psychologists should do within this framework is simply to keep

adding to the store of knowledge.

The world view that predominates is that of positivism. This transmutes into
psychology in its way of knowing as a natural science, an approach that has been
effectively employed in understanding the universe for things outside the human
domain (e.g. chemistry). Its later development is typified by Allport’s observation.
Eyesenck states [the world view of psychology] as follows; To the
scientist, the unique individual is simply the point of intersection of a
number of quantitative variables... The person is left as a mere ‘point of
intersection’ with no internal structure, coherence or animation. I cannot

agree with this view.
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Allport 1961:8 (his italics)

Mainstream psychology unfortunately was already embedded in the natural science
approach and although Allport's position lay part of the foundation for dissent which as
we shall see bore fruition later on, the model of the person which Eyesenk proffers
prevailed. In this way psychology had gone from one style to another already existing
style. Whilst this has been justified on many occasions for Giorgi it never followed a
fully critical and reflective study of just what psychology needed to be as a science sui
generis. Giorgi then poses the question on whether psychology is best served by the
style of the natural sciences or whether it should create a style which is indigenous to

itself (1970:51).

For Dilthey (1944) psychology as a natural science could say nothing of creative
imagination, sense of value, self-sacrifice or religious devotion. It is such facets of the
human condition that Giorgi and other critics of the natural science approach are keen
to emphasise. Whereas natural science often deals with phenomena in a reductionist
manner in seeking to isolate variables and establish cause and effect relationships this
style does not allow for the understanding of the human condition in a holistic fashion,
taking into account the whole web of meanings that constitute the humanness which

Dilthey identifies. For Giorgi,

The real unit of mental life is not a sensation or a feeling or even an
isolated intentional act with its content, but a total reaction of the whole
self to a situation confronting it.

Giorgi 1970:26

For critics of psychology as a natural science, especially Giorgi, the discipline has lost
its way somewhere in its evolutionary past, and in particular it has failed to assess its
position within that evolution. Giorgi makes reference to William-James in
contextualising the temporal context of the psychological enterprise. For James (albeit a
position declared toward the end of the 19" century) the adherence to the style of
natural science is mirrored by the condition of physics before Galileo and the laws of
motion. Should the Galileos of psychology arrive the best way we can prepare for their

coming is to understand, ‘how great is the darkness in which we grope and never to
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forget that the natural science assumptions with which we started are provisional and
revisable things’ (James 1882 quoted in Giorgi 1970:50 my italics). James’ caveat
however went unheeded. For Giorgi the reason for this lay in the motivation to create a
distinct discipline away from philosophy, floundering under the misguided assumption
that to achieve the status of science psychology had to embrace the natural science
approach. This involved a distancing from the style of investigation characterised by
speculative deduction and exclusive utilisation of reasoning and argumentative
processes, and a movement towards a more careful and detached approach. This was to
be cautious in the establishment of its facts and a position that would accept nothing
that was not publicly verifiable. Hence psychology joined the natural sciences.
However as Giorgi is keen to point out this was not a universally held position
throughout psychology. The breaking away from philosophy meant only the rejection
of a certain kind of philosophising. For those who wished to remain faithful to the
subject matter of psychology this meant a turning away from the method of deduction
and speculation within philosophy and turning towards the method of induction in
establishing facts based upon experience (1970:45). This did not mean to adopt a
naturalistic science throughout. However, eventually as Koch (1961) observes
psychology’s institutionalisation preceded its content. The development of its methods
and the identification of its developmental problems reflected its greater commitment to
science than to its subject matter — ‘psychology was going to remain faithful to the

[natural] scientific method at all costs’ (Giorgi 1970:63).

Giorgi asserts that as a result of this commitment psychology does not adequately deal
with the problems of everyday life. This is typified in the way natural science
influenced Freudian psychology and the process of introspection, which although
purveying a method of internal observation of oneself by oneself it does in fact assume

an external viewpoint towards oneself. As Giorgi explains,

...it really means stating the facts about oneself as any other person would
do if he could be observing what the introspector happens to be observing.
This means that the introspector must ignore his personal viewpoint and
his unique proximity to his own experiencing.

Giorgi 1970:87
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Taking such an external attitude to oneself is completely contrary (if not anathema) to
that which pertains within phenomenology and therein lies the fundamental criticism of
the natural science approach to psychological investigation from a phenomenological
viewpoint. For phenomenology then the subjective experience of the person is central.
It is this underpinning axiom that leads Giorgi to his argument for psychology as a
human science. Within this approach the belief is expressed that phenomena such as
experience, consciousness, meaning, purpose etc. cannot be studied by the natural
science approach. Giorgi asserts that everyday phenomena such as feelings, laughter,
sadness, anxiety etc. should be studied as they are experienced and this requires
conceptions, techniques and procedures that the natural scientific approach could not
provide. Therefore * to be faithful to the phenomena of man (sic) a new type of science
had to be invented or the meaning of science had to be broadened’ (1970:56). The

meaning of science within the praxis of this thesis is fully discussed in Chapter 4 .

3. PSYCHOLOGY CONCEIVED AS A HUMAN SCIENCE.

The basic frame of reference to address the shortcomings within psychology as a
natural science is that of the lifeworld (an update of this is discussed in detail in chapter
4 and its origins within the notion of ‘being-in-the-world’ is taken up below in the

discussion of Heidegger’s work).

[Psychology] must develop its own specialised attitude, which also must

be clarified, but it begins with life-world phenomena and must dialogue

with them constantly so that it is not cut off from its source of raw data.
Giorgi 1970:178

Giorgi argues that the natural scientific psychology fails to deal with everyday
(lifeworld) problems because it only does so on its own terms — translating the problem
into scientific expression and then solving it. ‘A completely different attitude is called
for, one that places more of a privileged position on ‘everyday problems’, rather than
on the side of the [natural] scientific principles of psychology’ (Giorgi 1970:86). One
set of such ‘everyday problems’ of course, is seen as in the mature student wrestling

with the realities of academic life. How this phenomenological approach is put into
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practice within this thesis, especially with regard to attitude towards and dialogue with

everyday life (the lifeworld), is comprehensively explained in chapter 4.

As related to the traditions of phenomenology and existentialism then the subject

matter of psychology conceived as a human science has as its main concern,

...to discover the actual, by means of description, in order to learn about
the structure of the situation as a whole, which is done by revealing the
context. The full psychological meaning of the event is also uncovered by
this process.

Giorgi 1970:190-1 (my italics)

‘Structure’ is a central concern of the data analysis of this research. It is interwoven
into the research praxis through the procedures outlined by Wertz (1983), Ashworth
(2003a) and others (see chapters 4 and 5).

The rudimentary difference between psychology as a natural science and psychology as
human science has been identified starkly by Merleau-Ponty (1962). He reasons that it
is not the case that the natural scientific approach yields nothing or deals with
phenomena which are non-existent. It deals with human behaviour at levels that are
lower than most integrated functioning which relates to existing within, and part of, the
world — ‘being-in-the-world’. Most of its theories, concepts, hypotheses, definitions etc.
are derived from or refer to the vital (essentially elemental) level of integration and not
yet to a more properly human structural level. He refers to traditional laboratory studies
that only allow for a reduced level of human functioning to appear. Merleau-Ponty’s
case lies at the heart of the human scientists’ argument. The vital level of humanness
attended to by the natural science approach holds the notion that humans, because they
are embodied, could be comprehended as things. ‘The object of study has to be in time
and space, and determined by causality, which means primarily from an external
perspective’ (Giorgi 2000:63). This is to deny the consciousness of the human being.
Things do not possess consciousness nor do they have an interiority in the sense that
consciousness brings an internal perspective for humans. Things do not have a

perspective on the world or themselves.
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There are however commonalties between psychology as a natural science and as a
human science, particularly with regard to their respective broad aims. For both these
are to observe, describe and to try to render intelligible all of the phenomena that
humans experience or are capable of experiencing. The two radically separate on the

issue of implementation.

Human scientific psychology must differ - [from natural scientific
psychology] because the way human phenomena reveal themselves also
differs; the way man [sic] relates to the phenomena of the physical world
[generally the focus of natural scientific psychology] and the way he
relates to, and is related to by, the phenomena of man [generally the focus
of human scientific psychology], is radically different in the life-world.

(Giorgi 1970: 200)

The model of the person for natural science approaches is generally passive with the
researcher observing the effect of variables upon the subject. Within a human scientific
approach the agency of the person is emphasised. Put more precisely the model of the

person within psychology as a human science according to Giorgi is,

..an embodied being bearing a consciousness-spanning temporality that is
capable of grasping the world in an intelligent way and of bestowing
meaning upon it, and of entertaining and creating a network of
relationships with others, the world, and itself and of manifesting spatial,
temporal, symbolic, and value relationships as well.

Giorgi 200:65

This is the starting point for the research praxis as it declares the centrality of the
lifeworld. The procedures (see chapters 4 and 5) which are deployed are closely guided
by this model from data gathering through to data analysis and the concluding

discussion within chapter 7.

The emphasis on meanings within the lifeworld embraces a conception of science that
is in harmony with Kvale’s definition; ‘the methodological production of new,

systematic knowledge’ (1996:60). Firstly psychology as a human science is a
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knowledge producing enterprise as it seeks to obtain the most precise understanding of
humans and their relationships as possible (Giorgi 2000). Secondly, much of this

relates to the discovery of meanings and interpretations, as Giorgi is keen to emphasise,

The most precise knowledge about psychological... meanings is sought:
how they make their appearance, how they relate to one another, how it is
possible to modify them, how to communicate them to other researchers,
how to determine their authenticity, and so on. The approach is to be a
systematic, methodical, and critical as possible for any given context.
Giorgi 2000:67

The debate on the scientific status of human scientific psychology and how this
specifically relates to the research praxis is taken up in chapters 4 and 5. For the present
discussion the case has been made for a new conception of psychology as a science,
which recognises the nature of the human condition, particularly with regard to
consciousness. The related model of the person then provides a steer for research
methodologies to be developed. For the purpose of this thesis the transposition of this
model and these basic principles are demonstrably evident in the research praxis, which
details how the conception of science discussed here is both enacted, together with a
transparent account of this enactment for the communication to the research community

(and scientific community) at large.

4. THE DEVELOPMENT OF EXISTENTIAL PHENOMENOLOGICAL
PSYCHOLOGY

Overview

Giorgi’s argument then is for psychology to be a human science which has at its core
the lifeworld of the individual. This entails the scientific study of the individual as
located in a context that is subjectively experienced and to present that experience in
the research praxis. There are many ways within the current ambit of qualitative

psychology in which that can be done. The approach that reflects much of Giorgi’s
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argument is detailed within the research methodology (chapter 4). This section
discusses the foregoing thought which has led to the formation of existential
phenomenological psychology and which in turn, through the advocacy of this

approach within psychology by Giorgi, has informed this thesis in toto.

In the ecology of the world, human beings play a unique and important
part: we are — so far as we know — the only creatures to be aware of being
aware. This is the miraculous quality of our subjectivity. From this gift
(which can often seem a curse) come our capacities to have intentions, to
reinterpret experience, to bring into being newness, and to create/discover
meaning. The universe is not meaningless, for we are part of the universe
and we are the meaning creators.

Bugental 1989:xi

How can we arrive at such an accolade of the human condition? The answer is to found
in the philosophical thought that has preceded us and to understand how within
existential phenomenological psychology we have a perspective for grasping the
everyday life of human beings. One of the more fundamental aspects of understanding
the capacity of being aware of being aware is the manner in which we can
conceptualise human consciousness. I therefore begin the exposition of the
underpinning framework for this thesis with what for phenomenologists is the basis to
all mental experience — intentionality. Then employing a chronological structure I
outline the development of phenomenology (only as it relates to this thesis — to
complete such an exercise in full would be a major undertaking beyond the remit of this
discussion) from the work of Husserl through to the present day. This account makes
reference to the work of the foremost existentialists and their augmentation of Husserl’s
work, and finally the construction of the theoretical framework that informs this thesis
and how it has been applied in the research praxis. These points are made as a basis on

to which the subsequent discussion of methodology and methods is constructed.

Intentionality

As the methodology chapter (chapter 4.) underlines, a basic activity of

phenomenological study is to accurately describe the lifeworld of the research
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participants. The activity has its roots in descriptive psychology as developed by Franz
Brentano (Moran 2000) and a basic notion within this approach is the manner in which
the individual engages with the world, and the nature of human consciousness.
Brentano (1973) asserted that all consciousness is always directed towards the real
world in order to interpret it in a meaningful manner. ‘Intentionality is the fundamental
action of the mind reaching out to the stimuli in the real world in order to translate them
into its realm of meaningful experience’ (Spinelli 2002:11). This declares our
relatedness to the world and as Husserl (1931) argued our consciousness is always
consciousness of something. For example, participants herein are seen as conscious of
their alienating world when suffering ‘existential discomfort’ — they experience anxiety
and this is anxiety of (say) the physical dimensions of the lecture theatre. They are
conscious of the thrill when they make sense of ideas in their ‘joy of study’ — they
experience joy and this is joy of their sense of academic progress (see chapter 6). For
Brentano then consciousness was an action. The existent is active in linking ‘inner’
consciousness with the situation they are ‘conscious of’. Therefore the role of

interpretation lies at the heart of our mental experience.

Within any intentional act Husserl (1931) refers to two experiential foci; the ‘noematic’
focus (what we experience) and the ‘noetic’ focus (how we experience). For
phenomenologists none of us can approach any experience in our life without
instantaneously invoking both foci. They therefore have profound implications for how
we intend the world and their application is fully discussed in chapter 4. For the present
discussion there are several points about the foci of intentionality to be made. Firstly
although there may be some shareability of an experience for different individuals with
regard to the noematic focus, when the noetic focus is invoked along with the noematic
focus shareability is not possible. This is because the noetic focus contains those
referential elements dealing with the individual’s own personal cognitive and affective
biases which have been accumulated in all their previous individual intentional acts. As

Spinelli explains, -
Shared biological and socio-cultural variables may well provide a partial

similarity in separate individuals’ experiences. Nevertheless, the foci

(particularly the noetic focus) retain individually determined variables
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which limit the extent to which any experience can be said to be shared
between individuals.”

Spinelli 2002:14

However although distinguishing between noema and noesis in this way is useful for
purposes of analysis (see the reprise discussion in chapter 4.), the distinction which
Spinelli draws is not universally agreed upon. Husserl’s position that consciousness is
always consciousness of something is rather more enigmatic than Spinelli appears to

make out.

...it should be well heeded that here we are not speaking of a relation
between some psychological occurrence — called a mental process — and
another real factual existence — called an object — nor of a psychological

connection taking place in Objective actuality between one and the other.

Husserl 1983:73 (my italics)

Therefore the noematic/noetic structure of consciousness proposes that the noema is the
thing in its appearing, but that it is ‘in’ awareness by virtue of the attentive processes

Husserl labelled the noesis.

Heidegger radicalised this position by arguing that ‘being-in-the-world’ (Dasein — see

section below on Heidegger),

...never finds itself otherwise than in the things themselves, and in fact in
those things that daily surround it. It finds itself primarily and constantly in
things because, tending them, distressed by them, it always somehow rests
in things. Each of us is what he pursues and cares for. In everyday terms, we
understand ourselves and our existence by way of the activities we pursue

and the things we take care of.

Heidegger 1927/1982:159 (his italics)

> This is Spinelli’s interpretation of Husserl’s position. Alternative commentaries on shareability propose
that according to Husserl the noema is too individual to characterise. This is a contentious issue and is
returned to in chapter 4 and given some attention in the following discussion.
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Intentionality then is more than simply a relationship between consciousness and the
object of consciousness. The world is as it is as my world. Existentialists came to
disregard the noematic/noetic structure entirely. There is not an external reality and an

internal subjectivity.

In order to see this we must formulate more clearly what thing means in this
context ... The nearest things that surround us we call equipment. ... What
is given us primarily is the unity of an equipmental whole... The view in
which the equipmental contexture stands at first, completely unobtrusive
and unthought, is the view and sight of practical circumspection, of our
practical everyday orientation.... But what are surrounding world and
world? The surrounding world is different in a certain way for each of us,
and notwithstanding that we move in a common world.

Heidegger 1927/1982:162-164 (his italics)

As is related in chapter 4. in detail, the lifeworld is a radicalisation of the notion of
intentionality — it is subjective and relates to our projects. In the lifeworld of the mature
learner this inextricable interrelatedness has an existential imperative. The self is as

inchoate as the flux of their new world of mature studentship.

This is not to say that the whole range of nomothetic psychological studies that
emphasise shared experiences is rendered valueless. Spinelli, amongst other
phenomenologists, is keen to point out that the experimental psychological work
(within the natural science approach) which stresses shared features of human
experience should not be minimised. Many writers who argue for the increased salience
of phenomenology refer to the coexistence of the different research traditions (e.g.
Giorgi 1985; Stevens 1996; Meill and Dallos 1996; Spinelli 2002). Phenomenologists
however strongly emphasise that, although there may be some degree of shareability in
our experiences, there are still a variety of factors that show the uniqueness in each

individual’s experience.

The research methodology employs the interview as the main method of data gathering.

This entails the participant temporalising (consciousness is drawn to a different
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temporal dimension away from the present moment) from the interview situation to
other temporal dimensions, often to past events and experiences. These memories
within the phenomenological perspective involve a narrative of self. The noetic and
noematic foci of intentionality have important implications for this narrative and how
we construct ourselves through our past history into the present. The raw matter of
memory and how we interpret that memory are in constant flux, so that at every
moment of our experience of the world our memory and who we have becomnie is
reconstructed. The shy schoolgirl of before who was devastated by the treatment of her
teachers, in the present reinterprets that memory as something which is not as
devastating as the time and place of the initial experience. In reconstructing the past
then we redefine ourselves. In this way we are beings with an infinity of pasts yet
unless we re-evaluate our lives and detach ourselves in a reflective way, whether
initiated by one of life’s vicissitudes or not, we believe there only to be one past and
one permanent self. As was highlighted in chapter 2 such permanence is false
(Baumeister 1991). There are a number of applications of this principle within the
biographical analyses of participants. These refer to their entry into higher education as
they take stock of their existence and their interpretations of their past (although this is
an interpretation at the time of interview on the interpretations of a past time!). The
experience of their past selves in the present (during interview) also identifies the
contours of their personal journey and their self-transformation — as they experience it
in the moment by moment living through of the interview. This is to emphasise that the
interviews themselves were often meaning making and reconstructive experiences as

the participants related their lives in a deeply reflective and often dramatic manner.

Consistent with the phenomenological position on the uniqueness of each individual’s
experience of any ‘thing’, and any ‘thing’ in relation to any temporal dimension, this
thesis then employs an idiographic methodology. This operates within an existential
phenomenological framework, to reveal each individual participant’s experience of his
or her lived reality of higher education. Further the idiography here follows the first
person account of experience in the manner of Giorgi (1985) and Wertz (1983). This is
emphasised in extremis within this chapter, beginning with the contribution of Husserl,

and the research praxis in the next chapter.
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Husserl

Husserlian principles and ideas are included in the methodology chapter to inform
praxis at regular intervals. This discussion sketches in the background to
phenomenology with reference to its founder Edmund Husserl and identifies those
aspects of his phenomenology, which underpin this thesis. Hegel had used the term
‘Phenomenology’ to describe the science in which we come to know ‘mind’ as it is in
itself through the study of the ways that it appears to us to us. Husserl however
developed a distaste for Hegel’s work seeing it as unscientific. With Husserl
phenomenology became a fully-fledged descriptive method as well as a human science
movement based on modes of reflection at the heart of philosophic and human science
thought (Moran 2000). These issues are really within the ambit of pure philosophy and
the wider contribution of Husserl’s work, and as such are not part of the remit of this
discussion. There is one important philosophical antecedent that does deserve mention
however. Husserl drew on the work of Kant and his distinction between phenomenal
and noumenal worlds - there are two realms of reality noumenon — being in reality
itself and the phenomenon — the appearance of reality in our consciousness. Husserl
eventually took an anti-Kantian position, dismissing the idea that there is a hidden
noumenon, lying behind the experienced phenomenon. The task is to describe what

appears (Ashworth 2005).

The single most important assumption about humans for phenomenology is that
consciousness is the sine qua non of human life. Also in relation to consciousness our
experiences are constituted holistically — there is no substantial difference between the
subjective and the objective world. As the above discussion of intentionality indicates
consciousness is always constituted in a reality that is not isolated from the experiential
world. This position breaks with the dualism of dividing the objective and subjective

realms.

It is indeed true that central to phenomenology, and indeed part of its
continuing appeal, is its attempt to provide a rigorous defence of the
fundamental role of subjectivity and consciousness in all knowledge and in

descriptions of the world... ... Phenomenology’s conception of objectivity
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for subjectivity is arguably its major contribution to contemporary
philosophy.
Moran 2000:15

Subjectivity then must always be understood as inextricably involved in the process of
constituting objectivity. As Merleau-Ponty (1962) maintained, the whole scientific
edifice is built upon the world as directly perceived and that science is always a second
order expression of that world. And as Arendt reminds us ‘the primacy of appearance is
a fact of everyday life which neither the scientist nor the philosopher can ever
escape...’ (1978:24). The centrality of the subjective has already been alluded to and
this remains the main feature of this thesis. This basic premise is now developed in

more detail.

For many commentators phenomenology’s contribution to qualitative psychology has
its roots in a number of places (e.g. the work of Brentano and Kantian philosophy), but
one of the chief early proponents of the phenomenological psychological perspective
was William James (see Ashworth 2003). James was particularly critical of atomism

which was salient in psychology toward the end of the nineteenth century.

James described consciousness as an ongoing process, having its own
themes within which the current foci of attention get their meaning. So the
content of consciousness is, at a particular moment, a phase of personal
‘stream’. The significance of a particular object of consciousness is not
just due to its reference to the external thing but it is also due to its
relationship to the ongoing themes of my awareness — its personal
relevance to me.

Ashworth 2003:7

There are two principles from James’ position, which are carried through Husserlian
phenomenology and into this thesis. The first is the atomistic nature of a good deal of
work within the research topic that has been conducted in recent years and the position
of this thesis within that context. As is argued in chapter 1., the approach to
understanding mature studentship has largely been with regard to various (isolated)

aspects of the mature student experience; the effect of class, the influence of one’s
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domestic partner, the relationship between age and retention, levels of confidence and
shyness etc. This tends toward the atomism to which James refers. To augment this line
of enquiry this thesis adopts a holistic approach to the research topic which addresses
the various themes of consciousness within the lifeworld of the participant (this is
detailed in chapter 4). The second refers to the already discussed notion of
intentionality and the co-constitutionality of the individual to which James alludes in
the reference to personal relevance and which Husserl then developed within the foci of
intentionality. This is the starting point of the study of the lifeworld. Recent writers
(especially Ashworth 2003, 2003a) have developed this notion and its study from
Husserl’s position on the web of meanings which was central to James’ account. In
rejection of the approach of atomism Husserl established that human experience is not a

lawful response to any isolated variables (e.g. social class).

Rather, experience is of a system of interrelated meanings — a Gestalt —
which is bound up in a totality termed the ‘lifeworld’. In other words, the
human realm essentially entails embodied, conscious relatedness to a
personal world of experience. The natural scientific approach is
inappropriate. Human meanings are the key to the study of lived
experience, not causal variables.

Ashworth 2003:12-13

In order to understand this co-constitutionality of the person it was necessary to reject
the (natural scientific) psychological way of knowing and its reference to atomism.
Husserl saw such an approach as distancing itself from its subject matter and the realm
of concrete experience and, as Giorgi (1970, 2000) also argues, tended to develop

abstract notions of the person. As Ashworth points out,

Because the concepts [of psychology as a natural science] were not
grounded in experience, they were seriously lacking in clarity and
appropriateness to the subject-matter they were intended to reflect. What is
the solution then? In the Husserlian slogan, it is a return to the things
themselves, as experienced.

Ashworth 2003:12 (his italics)
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In order to do this it was necessary to describe the lifeworld in its appearing which in
turn meant the performance of the ‘epoché’. This entails the adoption of ‘the
phenomenological attitude’ (to adopt a philosophical detachment from the world and to
look at things in their evidencing) and the withholding of any presupposition in the
‘things which appear’ (e.g. reducing the influence of the researcher’s background in
education when studying mature studentship). In Cartesian Meditations Husserl
declared that ‘The phenomenologist must begin in absolute poverty, with an absolute
lack of knowledge’ (Husserl 1967). This has since been qualified in that Husser]

proposes that we do not need to transcend out everyday experience but that,

....we should not assume any philosophical or scientific theory and
furthermore must avoid deductive reasoning [and] any other empirical
science or speculative theory of psychology and philosophy, in order to
concentrate on describing what is given directly in intuiting... Nothing
must be taken for granted or assumed external to the lived experiences
themselves as they are lived.

Moran 2000:126

This position was given further interpretation by Merleau-Ponty (see below). The
process of reaching a totally presuppositionless state is therefore not necessary. Many
writers (e.g. Moustakas 1994) however advocate that the phenomenological researcher
should attempt to eradicate presupposition as far as possible and for any potential
infiltration to be thoroughly examined. All features of performing the ‘epoch&’ then
involve a considerable amount of mental effort on behalf of the researcher. Such effort
however should not detract attention from the business of description per se. The poet,
Seamus Heaney, for example has referred to description as ‘revelation’, which for him
means removing veils which obscure or disguise the realities of the world (1990:89).
Description can sometimes be dismissed as a rather superficial activity within the social
sciences. In contrast phenomenology contends that in fact attempting to get back to the
things themselves and to set aside preconceptions and tendencies to analyse or
generalise, and at the same time to unveil the lived reality of an experience is at the

very least a challenging prospect. As Crotty points out:
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The difficulty does not lie merely in seeing ‘what lies before our eyes’
(which Husserl saw as ‘hard demand’), or knowing ‘precisely what we
see’ (Merleau-Ponty said there was nothing more difficult to know than
that). We will also experience great difficulty in actually describing what
we have succeeded in seeing and knowing. When we attempt to describe
what we never had to describe before, language fails us. We find our
descriptions incoherent, fragmentary, and not a little ‘mysterious’. We find
ourselves lost for words, forced to invent words and bend existing words
to bear the meanings we need them to carry for us. This has always been
characteristic of phenomenological description. We may have to be quite
inventive and creative in this respect.

Crotty 1996:280

The project then has an infinite end point in that description can never be absolutely
achieved. For Willis (1999:101), ‘there will always be some kind of ‘hermeneutic’ —
some kind of processing — involved in the choice of intuitive words and language in the
very act of rejecting intermediate interpretative processes’. Such a position, whilst
declaring the enormity and the problematic nature of the task, is counter to Husserl
phenomenology. As we shall see the assertion that interpretation is inevitable is a hotly
debated issue within existential phenomenology and it is where the positions of Husserl
and Heidegger (who followed Husserl as the leader of this intellectual tradition)
eventually diverge (Ashworth 2003:20). The way in which the tasks of bracketing
presupposition and achieving descriptions of the lifeworld in its appearing is covered in
detail in the exposition of the research methodology, which in particular contains a
reflexive commentary on researcher positioning and the languaging of description.
Husserl added a further methodological move to reveal the essence of a phenomenon,
which goes beyond describing it ‘in its appearing’. This is to provide an account of a
phenomenon’s essential features e.g. the essence of the various experiences of the
mature student in higher education (although within this project there are certain
considerations which have had to be made and are fully explained in the methodology
chapter). The essence then put simply is the condition or quality without which a thing
would not be what it is, e.g. what are the essential features of depression, anxiety,

victimhood. For this thesis examples within the experience of mature studentship
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include, ‘failure anxiety’, ‘strangerhood’, and ‘the joy of study’. Following Wertz
(1983) and Moustakas (1994) these examples feature in the ‘General Psychological
Structure’, which is a composite depiction of the mature student experience in higher
education and seeks to describe the eidos (taken from Plato’s term of ‘Form’) of this
experience — what is essential (see chapter 6). A note of caution however is needed here
in that we should not reify a ‘thing” which is cultural as opposed to natural. Essence
does not refer to the ‘whatness’ of a phenomenon as if we were say describing the
properties of mercury. Essence for phenomenologists is a relational term that refers to
our intentionalities of the world; possible ways of encountering and relating to things of
our world before and while we understand or think them in language and poetic and
conceptual thought. These three aspects of thought all enter into the analysis at various

stages and in various forms.

How then are such essences arrived at within phenomenological research? The process
is covered in detail in chapter 4. However there is one fundamental activity, which is
key to the process of obtaining the essence of a phenomenon and is apposite to the
current discussion. This is referred to as ‘imaginative variation’. In this there is free

play of fancy; any perspective is a possibility and is permitted to enter consciousness.

The Eidos, the pure essence, can be exemplified intuitively in the data of
experience, data of perception, memory and so forth, but just as readily...
in the play of fancy we bring spatial shapes of one sort or another to birth,
melodies, social happenings, and so forth, or live through fictitious acts of
everyday life. We find in fantasy the potential meaning of something that
makes the invisible visible.

Husserl 1931:57 (his italics).

Through free imaginative variation then there is the understanding that there is no
single inroad to truth, but that there are countless possibilities that can emerge that are
intimately connected with the essences and meanings of the experience being
described. The researcher is ‘searching for exemplifications that vividly illustrate the
invariant structural themes and facilitate the development of a structural description of
the phenomenon’ (Moustakas 1994:99). Herein lies the ‘work in progress’ nature of

phenomenological enquiry in that essences of any experience are never totally

94



exhausted, but are representative of the temporality and spatiality of that experience. As

Husserl concludes,

...every physical property draws us on into infinities of experience; and
that every multiplicity of experience, however lengthily drawn out, still
leaves the way open to closer and novel thing-determinations; and s0 on ad
infinitum.

Husserl 1931:54-55

So there are two points to be made with regard to data analysis within a
phenomenological study. The first is that any analysis is an engagement with a journey
(see the ‘traveller metaphor’ (Kvale 1996) in chapter 4) in which all beings in the world
(especially the participants) have moved on and indeed were moving on during and as
part of the research process. The second refers to the position of the researcher who has
also moved on, such that the descriptions and free fancy employed at a particular point
are themselves particular to that point and not now. However even though those
activities of the researcher at that past point are in the past their contribution is not
declared moribund as their ‘particularness’ to space and time are acknowledged — here
in this declaration, and reinforced in the research methodology. The position that free
imaginative variation is infinite does not deny the validity of the conduct of the
enterprise at any point in time, providing that its spatial and temporal parochialism is

made clear.

What then has Husserl offered us in regard to qualitative psychology? Principally we
have a praxis for understanding consciousness — that consciousness is always
consciousness of something and qualitative psychology can describe the web of
interrelated meanings which constitute individual experience. In relation to this we can,
through Husserlian concepts, grasp the uniqueness of the individual, and through the
concept of intentionality in particular reveal his or her co-constitutionality with the
world. By engaging in the phenomenological reduction and performing the ‘epoché’ we
can return to the things themselves and through free imaginative variation begin to

grasp the contours of individual lifeworlds and the essence of experiences therein.
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Phenomenology and Education

The interrelationship that phenomenology declares between the individual and his or
her world however has practical applications beyond that of a methodology for
qualitative psychology. The research topic of this thesis refers to the experience of the
individual within education and application of Husserl’s phenomenology offers
direction here for an educational philosophy. Harry Broudy’s experiential perspective
on education has been introduced in chapter 2 with regard to the harmonising of
educational programmes with the potentialities as envisaged by the individual and for
the individual to have authentic ownership of their educational experience. The issue of
inter-relatedness then is key. Individual and educational contexts have to be congruent
for individual potentialities to be realised. Consistent with the notion of co-
constitutionality then we cannot define ourselves without understanding those that
surround us. Both our outer and inner conditions are important. Grumet stresses that art
can be a metaphor for the person’s interaction with the world and thereby with the

educational context.

Just as art requires the imposition of subjectivity upon the objective stuff
of the world, and is embodied in that stuff — in its materials, forms and
limitations, so education requires a blending of objectivity with the unique
subjectivity of the person, its infusion into the structures and shapes of the
psyche.

Grumet 1992:29

These issues are expanded upon in the concluding chapter within the argument of
disjunctive as opposed to integrative experiences at the interface of the worlds of higher

education and the mature student.

Heidegger

From the work of Husserl and that of his intellectual antecedents it is evident that
existential phenomenology has a long and significant history. According to Valle et al
(1989) it is only in recent times that systematic attention has been given to its

implications for psychology (a position which is supported by the work of Giorgi,
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discussed at length above). To fully explore those implications there are a number of
other important figures within this intellectual tradition whose contributions need some
level of examination in order to demonstrate the development of existential
phenomenological psychology and its deployment within this thesis. The first of these
is Martin Heidegger who was a student of Husserl and also drew inspiration from the
Danish philosopher, generally regarded as the founder of Existentialism, Soren
Kierkegaard. In deference to the immensity of Kierkegaard’s contribution a slight
digression is necessary. Along with Nietzsche, Kierkegaard attempted to demonstrate
the freedom of the individual in thought, belief and behaviour beyond that which many

of us think possible.

Both authors rail against the collective, socially imposed morality in
Western culture and invoke a utopian vision of man [sic] as conscious self
generator of his beliefs and morality; for each, it is less important what we
believe than the manner in which we believe.

Spinelli 2002:107

This position of agency lay at the foundation of Heidegger’s work - although he had far
more to say about the human condition than simply those issues which relate to this
bald principle. For Kierkegaard it was imperative that philosophy addressed the
concrete existence of individuals and the struggles which such existence presents. As
discussed earlier, for phenomenologists the prime task was to understand human
consciousness and experience through developing the appropriate methodologies.
However with reference to phenomenology’s aim to allow us to contact phenomena as
we actually live them it was Heidegger who brought the two intellectual traditions

together6.

Here then was an appropriate methodological approach to examine the
content of existential philosophy. Phenomenology, therefore, became an
almost perfect complement to existentialism (in many ways
phenomenological methods underlie all existential philosophical

enquiries...). Joined together in this fashion, existential phenomenology

% Throughout this exposition on the contribution of Heidegger, discussion mainly refers to his early work.
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can be viewed as the philosophical discipline which seeks to understand
the event of human existence in a way that is free of the presuppositions of
our cultural heritage, especially philosophical dualism and technologism,
as much as possible.

Valle et al 1989:6

This project when applied to human psychological phenomena can be referred to as
existential-phenomenological psychology and as such has become that psychological

discipline;

....that seeks to explicate the essence, structure, or form of both human
experience and human behaviour as revealed through essentially
descriptive techniques including disciplined reflection.

Valle et al 1989:6

It is the assertion of this research that the thesis adopts this approach throughout and
that such a descriptor accurately reflects the research praxis fully detailed in chapter 4.
With reference to the work of Heidegger it is necessary to illustrate how the
combination of the two great philosophical traditions are represented in his work,

through the manner in which it has informed this thesis.

For Heidegger a human being is a ‘Dasein’, which has been translated into English as
‘being-in-the-world’. This position declares that within our uniqueness we have the
ability to be aware of our existence and this awareness reveals an inseparable
relationship between existence and the world. Thus, our awareness is not solely
subjective, it is really intersubjective. What he also emphasises in this term is that we
can be reflective beings and thereby interpretative beings, ‘making sense of the world
in which we find ourselves, a world of spatiality, temporality, sociality and discourse’
(Ashworth 2005:14). These four aspects of being-in-the-world have been supplemented
by current phenomenological authors to support research into the lifeworld (see
especially Ashworth 2003a) and these are fully deployed in the research praxis. Within
the lifeworld Heidegger, through a rejection of Cartesian Dualism (the distinction
between res cogitans and res extensa) argued that the noema — the thing as experienced

is never alone, but is part of a complex matrix of meanings in the experience of the
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individual. The individual is not to be distinguished from the situation. There is not an

internal subjectivity and an external reality (see discussion above on intentionality).

The temporality of existence also deserves further mention. Participants of this study
were particularly illustrative of Heidegger’s position on the ‘ecstatic’ nature of our
experience. “We are not locked into a solitary presence but stand out into the future and
the past’ (Sokolowski 2000). There are many instances of temporalising to the past and
the future and as the analysis points out (see chapter 6) they lived in ‘heightened
temporal transcendence’. This involved an ‘inertial drag’ to a past life which helped
sustain them in the pace of self-transformation that was experienced (amongst many
other experiences), and a ‘bodying forth’ (Boss 1979) to future states of existential
comfort (e.g. personal status, sense of fulfilment, financial and material security). With
regard to temporality it was particularly noteworthy that as part of ‘heightened temporal
transcendence’ participants were the embodiment of van den Berg’s (1972:86) axiom
‘the acts of life are rooted in the future’. Their living present was often a present of

things to come.

Heidegger has presented the nature of existence as the existent being ‘thrown’ into the
world and the inward, existential awareness of one’s own being as a fact which has to
be accepted — each of us is ‘thrown’ into our own particular existential situation. To
exist factically is to be there — to occupy a particular situation and to see everything
from the perspective of that situation. This perspective affects our primary relation to
the world. As Macquarrie has explained, (1972:173) ‘all existence is being-with-others;
and furthermore, it is being-in-the-world, where the ‘world’ is understood in human
terms, shall we say, the theatre in which the activities of the self are carried out’. This
nature of existence was salient throughout the analysis of the existent’s lifeworld,
beginning with the establishment of ‘an existential baseline’ — their existence at a
particular point from which the contours of the state of becoming could be established
(Wertz 1983). This informed the examination of the existent’s lifeworld and the
subsequent becoming and existential dilemmas that presented themselves. Their
‘thrownness’ determined the levels of freedom that were open to them. This ‘situated
freedom’ (Stevens 1996b:197) was manifest in the options that were available as they
picked their way through dilemmas, with materials and under conditions which were

not of their own choosing. Paradoxically however despite the situatedness of existence
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the existential position is that choice is thrust upon us — even choosing not to choose is
a choice. As Sartre (1956) has expressed it we are ‘condemned to be free’. Such
freedom extends to how we choose to respond to dilemmas and whether to be authentic

or inauthentic — a point which is returned to below.

Part of this ‘thrownness’ is the existent’s compulsion to exist in some sort of permanent
relation to death (Boss 1979). This ‘being unto death’, Heidegger argues, should
vitalise one’s existence in that there should be a realistic inclusion of the death-factor
among our projects (Macquarrie 1972:153). The facticity of ‘being unto death’ enabled
the analysis of the existent’s lifeworld with regard to the meaningfulness of their
projects and the temporality fragment of the lifeworld. Their experience of time and the
finite nature of existence were central themes within their consciousness of higher

education — time was short for them to prove themselves.

As the discussion within the preceding chapter declares the mature student, faced with
dilemmas of choice and the finiteness of life, adopts an authentic mode of being. The
seizing responsibility of decisions; recognising their ‘chosenness’, and also taking on
board the fact (Heidegger, 1927) of the ‘guiltiness’ of any decision because it is free
and other possibilities were available. Always mea culpa. Every decision then is a
decision against as well as a decision for; every decision limits the range of possibilities
that will be open for future decision. This is particularly acute when ‘fateful moments’
(Giddens 1999) present themselves. This can be a severe test to the existent’s
authenticity. Heidegger in the analysis of being-in-the-world identifies a fundamental

paradox in our mode of being.

The existent can exist only in virtue of a world to which he [sic] is

constantly related by the closest ties, yet the same world that enables him

to exist also threatens to diminish his existence or even to take it from him.
Macquarrie 1972:59

It is the inauthentic collectivism of the ‘they’ — ‘das man’ (Heidegger 1962:163) — the
indefinable ‘others’ who threaten to dominate our lives (into which we are ‘thrown’),
and thus diminish our existence, from which Heidegger and other existentialists have

stressed we should extricate ourselves in order to be fulfilled. For participants in this
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study it is this paradox of their existence which presents the greatest dilemma. The pre-
course world that has and continues to sustain them threatens to swallow them up and
strip them of their individuality. Their response to this threat is to ‘take arms against a
sea of troubles (by turning toward higher education) and in opposing end them’.
Existents, to maintain an ‘authentic’ mode of living then, live with a ‘mindfulness of
being’ (Heidegger 1927). Rather then live in forgetful mode, which for Heidegger is so
characteristic of everyday living, they are prepared to confront the unavoidable
question of their personal happiness and fulfilment and again recognise their ‘being
unto death’. This is not the dress rehearsal, this is their one life and its living is their

responsibility.

Perhaps then the greatest contribution of Heidegger’s work to this study is the

sensitisation to that feature of existence referred to as the ‘question of being’.

...each of us is grazed at least once, perhaps more than once, by the hidden
power of the question [of being]... The question looms in moments of
great despair, when things tend to lose all their weight and all meaning
becomes obscured.... It is present in moments of rejoicing, when all the
things around us are transfigured and seem to be there for the first time, as
if it might be easier to think that they are not than to understand that they
are and as they are. The question is upon us in boredom, when we are
equally removed from despair and joy, and everything about us seems so
hopelessly commonplace that we no longer care whether anything is or is
not.

Heidegger 1959:1

The question presents itself to existents within this study as almost an everyday
occurrence, from the genesis of their transition when they first take the step toward
higher education, and as an immanent feature of their intrepid journey into the
unknown. It often begins with a disillusionment with the perceived mundane nature of
their life and the perceived lack of personal dignity. These are characteristics that are
similar to what Csikszentmihalyi (2002) has termed ‘entropy’, the wastage of millions
of years of evolving human consciousness on patterns of stimulation which only mimic

reality (e.g. passively watching television). We are in effect squandering our energy
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which could be used to focus on complex goals associated with activities which bring
about personal growth. Existents are particularly unfulfilled by their life’s emphasis on
‘having’ rather then ‘being’. According to Marcel (1949) to have something (e.g. ‘nice
house’, ‘nice car’ etc.) is not just to stand in an external relationship to it. The very
‘having’ of something affects the person who has it. He becomes anxious about it and
instead of ‘having’ it, it begins, so to speak, to ‘have’ him. One’s existence is bound up
by the superficial. One’s being equates with one’s material possessions. Although
Marcel was making reference to the problems associated with an increasingly
acquisitional society his argument resonates within the lifeworld of the participants
herein. Existential meaningfulness is sought beyond that of the present moment and
external to the meanings that are available from their present (pre-course) social milieu.
(The existential position that life, due to the openness of interpretation, is ultimately
meaningless notwithstanding.) Perhaps the most poignant example of when the
question of being presents itself is when the existent is in celebratory mood of their
project. This is paramount in their ‘joy of study’ when the despair of before (and when
the care for life was minimal) is supplanted by the energy of the moment as a small but

significant increment of their project is realised.

Heidegger’s contribution to this thesis then has been in terms of the sensitisation which
his philosophical position has provided for the analysis of the participants’ lifeworlds.
This sensitisation has also supported the construction of the ‘General Psychological

' Structure’ in providing an important part of the existential framework in which
descriptions can be accurately formulated. These descriptions, in augmentation (if not
in disagreement) to Husserl’s contribution, both individual and general, are compiled

with the existent as a free sense-maker of his or her ‘being-in-the-world’.

Sartre

Despite the immense contribution made by Sartre to both philosophy and Western
Civilisation as a whole, as acknowledged by many writers (e.g. Warnock 1970;
Stevenson 1987; Moran 2000; Spinelli 2002), the contribution of Sartrean thought for

this thesis is limited to his commentary on the human condition with regard to ‘Bad
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Faith’. As with much of the reference to Heidegger’s work, Sartrean existentialism has

operated as a sensitiser to the issues that arose during data analysis.

Sartre’s approach to issues of existence reflects an absolute conviction to their practical
importance for everyday living. For Sartre ‘existence precedes essence’. This is to state
as axiomatic that as human beings we have the responsibility to create ourselves. We
simply find ourselves as existing and we have to decide what we make of life. This
meaning-making is related to our projects which Sartre sees as a continuous process
throughout our biography. As stated above his central assertion on human existence is
that we are ‘condemned to be free’; there is no limit to our freedom except that we are
not free to cease being free. Human beings do not possess freedom, they are freedom,
and our free being extends to our projects in the world in the process of self-creation.
However many of us deny such freedom as it is gives rise to anxiety (in Heideggerian
terms ‘angst’). Inauthenticity provides the comfort of not taking responsibility for our

lives, but to abdicate it and for others to direct us.

In this way we vary our modes of being: when it suits us, we declare
ourselves to be free, responsible, authentic agents in our experience of the
world; but, equally, when that responsibility of the choices to be made, or
the acts to be acknowledged, or the wider implications of such, is painful,
frightening, tension-provoking, we seek the safety of denied responsibility,
lack of choice, inauthenticity.

Spinelli 2002:115

For Sartre to deny our freedom of responsibility and choice is to live in ‘bad faith’. This
is to position ourselves as simply reactors to externally predetermined influences and
Sartre is renown for the vividness of his portrayals of ‘bad faith’ taken from everyday
life. The problem for the existent is that to avoid being in bad faith means to
deconstruct the ontological security we have built up around us. One has to deny a vast
array of potentials, claiming that to take any action against social norms, parental
upbringing, religious ideology etc., is simply not possible. The life we see as set out
before us, that may give us comfort — a set script to be followed that presents a
blueprint for living designed and written by others — is seen as an illusion. Hence

avoiding bad faith is difficult and even if avoided it is easy to slip back into it. Sartre’s
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existentialism maintained that ultimately there was no blueprint for human existence,
no framework which could be adopted to make life meaningful. ‘Rather we must face
up to the dizzying formlessness and groundlessness of our existence, an experience
which provokes anxiety’ (Moran 2000:362). For Sartre, this is the ‘nausea’ that is

human existence.

Although Sartre’s position can seem extreme it does aid analysis of our everyday lives
and the existential quandaries that present themselves. It does for example highlight our
moments of personal betrayal when we commit to iron necessity what in fact we are

ourselves choosing to do.

Sartre is at his best in showing in detail that there are many situations in
which people are more free than they realise, that many of what they take
to be their in-born psychological traits are in fact affectations, reactions to

the situation.
Moran 2000:390

And it is this point above all that aided the analysis of the participants’ lives in this
thesis. It is the freedom that the existent exercises which leads to levels of anxiety
which have to be overcome. The avoidance of bad faith for the mature student is
paramount when they embark upon their journey, leaving behind their predetermined
biographical trajectory, and instead setting about a new project that raises a series of
existential dilemmas. This is expressed as psychological toughness in their existential
pioneerism (see chapter 6) — the intrepid journey of self-transition that characterises
much of their identity project in the academic world. Sartre (1956) for example has
referred to the bad faith of individuals as they commit self to a set role. They become
that role in betrayal of their dignity as an individual. Bad faith then, with regard to the
roles we allow ourselves to be altercast into, and in turn cast ourselves into, is an

extended meditation on Heidegger’s notion of inauthenticity. It means,
...being in flight from one’s freedom, attempting to cover it by clinging to

a persona. In ‘bad faith’, I am merely mimicking myself. A man is playing

at being a waiter [one of Sartre’s renowned and incisive observations] and
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deliberately imitates the mechanical movements he associates with perfect
serving.
Moran 2000:388

For example for participants herein, it is their role that leads them into bad faith as they
allow their responsibility for being to be subsumed within the predetermined script for
that role (housewife, mother, ‘carer-of-the-men-folk’, ‘good-time-working-class-guy-
down-the-pub’, ‘no-hoper-destined-to-work-at-menial-tasks-forever’, etc.). Their
response was to step out of bad faith, to release themselves from the traditions that
dictated who they should be - their class or their gender or local expectations - and to
enter the world of the unknown. To rise up out of the comfy confines of their illusory
cave, and walk out alone into the night to the sound of the baying hyenas! Sartre’s
analysis of human existence then, as this illustration indicates, was directly responsible
for revealing the full import of the mature student’s actions, and as such was a major

enabling factor in the accurate description of the lifeworld.

Merleau-Ponty

Unlike the work of Heidegger and Sartre which has elliptically (although sometimes
directly in places) aided the construction of this thesis, the work of Merleau-Ponty has
had a more pragmatic application. This is especially the case when considering the
performance of the epoché. For Merleau-Ponty the phenomenological reduction avoids
the idealist slant of Husserl, by recognising the irreducibility of the real world.
Phenomenological description can play a vital role in reminding us what our pre-
reflective experience is like against various philosophical and scientific distortions. It

was,

...Merleau-Ponty who found it possible to interpret Husserl in an
existentialist way and thus enabled the process of bracketing to refer, not
to a turning away from the world and a concentration on a detached
consciousness [as in Husserl’s transcendental idealism], but to resolve to
set aside theories, research presuppositions, ready-made interpretations

etc., in order to reveal engaged, lived experience.

Ashworth 1996:1
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The methodology was guided closely by this principle in reflecting upon the pre-
reflective and thereby revealing the lifeworld of participants living through the

experience of higher education.

Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis is on the inseparability of self and world as he has stated in
his often quoted epigram, ‘man is in the world [sic] and only in the world does he know
himself” (Merleau-Ponty 1962). His holistic view of the self totally rejects the natural
science approach and is particularly critical of Behaviourism, which he refers to as
‘feigned anaesthesia’ i.e. to take a behaviourist perspective one must pretend that the

subject feels nothing. In radical counter-position to behaviourism,

Merleau-Ponty’s outlook.... sees human beings as integrated into the .
natural order, as fundamentally belonging to the world, though not merely
objects of the world as their presence generates the social world of culture.
....[it] may be described as dialectical in that he sees the relations between
humans and the world as so intertwined as if by a kind of ‘pre-established
harmony’.

Moran 2000:404-4 (his italics)

Human experience then is an immensely complex weave of consciousness, body and
environment that is best studied in holistic fashion. That our whole understanding of
the world is grounded in our corporeal nature is typified by Merleau-Ponty (1962) in
his observation that intentionality extends to our whole bodily being; the way a person
walks or carries himself or herself speaks to that person’s continual relationship to his
or her surroundings. One cannot then begin to understand human perception as long as
we insist upon an absolute distinction between the perceiving subject and the object
perceived.

Merleau-Ponty’s position is utilised within this thesis intrinsically in the
conceptualisation of the lifeworld and its study. The former is demonstrably evident in
the steer provided by the ‘fragments’ of the lifeworld. These are drawn up with the
utilisation of Ashworth’s (2003a) guidelines, which are themselves derived directly

from Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) work Phenomenology of Perception. There are however
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further dimensions to the inculcation of Merleau-Ponty in the development of this

thesis.

An immanent signification of the living through of mature studentship is the
accentuated level of conscious and unconscious self-improvisation. Participants are
invited to become different people in various measures and in various ways. This is
particularly prevalent during academic discussion when they in effect try out the being
of another person, and as chapter 2 indicated the ‘phenomenological I’ undergoes a
modification and as such identity is constructed. The zenith of this process (and the
attendant anxiety) is the formally assessed seminar presentation, wherein participants
take on a self-improvisation that involves a languaging of self, unknown and
unknowable up to that moment. Merleau-Ponty’s position of such expression of self is
firstly that at all times expression is always an act of self-improvisation in which we

borrow from the world, from others, and from our own past efforts (O’Neil 1974).

When I speak or understand, I experience that presence of others in myself
or myself in others which is the stumbling block of the theory of
intersubjectivity, I experience that presence of what is represented which is
the stumbling block of the theory of time, and I finally understand what is
meant by Husserl’s enigmatic statement, ‘Transcendental subjectivity is
intersubjectivity.” To the extent that what I say has meaning, I am a
different ‘other’ for myself when I am speaking; and to the extent that I
understand, I no longer know who is speaking and who is listening.
Merleau-Ponty 1964:97

Secondly that this act of self-improvisation is interpenetrated by the language which
serves to enact it. They are then, in effect, co-constituting themselves within a meaning
system wherein the meaning of language is bound up by the lived value of the words
which constitute it. To use the words is to live the language and the universe of

meaning that increasingly co-join with the existent in the process of self-creation.

It is words and not phonemes which carry meaning. Furthermore words
have meaning on their own account, especially such words as ‘liberty’ or

‘love’, but also as elements in a whole which is not just the phase or
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sentence but the entire ‘mother’ language. To know the meaning of a word
1s not just a question of acquiring an appropriate phonetic motivation. It
involves a familiarity with an entire universe of meaning where language
and society interpenetrate the lived value of words.

O’Neil 1974:1vii

Through this analysis it became clear how the existent made sense of their situation in
this moment of acute self-improvisation that was the seminar presentation or the
contribution in academic seminar discussion. They had to begin to live the value of the
words that they employed taken from the world of academia (fellow students, tutors,
their efforts to engage with this world in their embeddedness in the literature) in self-
improvisation - again illustrating Merleau-Ponty’s position on the inseparability of self

and world.

The influence of Merleau-Ponty’s work in the construction of this thesis then has been
to provide greater force to the notion of co-constitutionality of the existent and the
world, and from this basis to provide a number of practical applications to the research
praxis. His interpretation of Husserl’s work in an existentialist way has reconstituted
the performance of the epochg, enabling the researcher to reflect upon the pre-reflective
and thus to describe the lifeworld in its appearing. Merleau-Ponty’s position on the
complexity of the interweaving of consciousness, body and the environment has
specifically enabled the analysis of embodiment. For example, the feelings of the
existent (e.g. the mature student cowering in metaphorical corners in an effort to
deindividuate self both bodily and mentally), and with regard to spatiality (e.g. bodying
forth to the feelings of another place; the material comfort of the future, the protective
cocoon of the past). His analysis has also revealed the complexities of self-
improvisation in reference to the unity of self and world — the living of language and
words in the mature student’s expression of who they are, and who they are becoming.
All of these applications are fully explicated in the analyses, but these examples are
particularly illustrative of the pervasive and strategic influence of Merleau-Ponty’s

work in this thesis.
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5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

This chapter has presented the underpinning principles on which this thesis is based. It
has asserted that to study the experiences of mature students in higher education the
existential phenomenological psychological approach is the most appropriate. The
argument that supports this assertion has made reference to the limitations of
psychology as natural science, and the applicability of psychology as a human science
to the research foci in question. As consistent with the research methodology these foci
were regarded as precursory and tentative, and as such were open to modification
and/or deletion as the research journey progressed. The common principle apropos
these foci however, in clear alignment with existential phenomenological psychology,
is to engage with the lived experience of participants by recognising the interelatedness

of the person and the world and to reveal this from a first person, internal perspective.

This argument has traced the development of qualitative psychology and demonstrated
how its basic tenets, within phenomenology and existentialism, and emphasising the
uniqueness of the individual, provide a platform for the research praxis. The central
notion is that of intentionality and its noematic and noetic foci, and how this is
augmented by the work of the foremost thinkers within the phenomenological tradition
(Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty). The illustrations of their work are, for
the most part, taken directly from the data analysis of this research, and thereby
demonstrate their influence and applicability to the research praxis. According to
Ashworth (1996) it is Merleau-Ponty who tends to inform current phenomenologically
based psychological research, although his position is a development of those of his
forerunners. This means that fundamental principles such as the conceptualisation of
the nature of consciousness and the methodological procedures for its study have not
radically altered, but have been modified to produce the kind of research praxis which
is fully detailed in the next chapter. The aim; to describe the lifeworld in its appearing
of the mature student in higher education (initially steered by the research foci) and to

reveal the essence of the higher education experience for such students.
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CHAPTER 4.

METHODOLOGY

1. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to articulate the discussion of phenomenology and
existentialism in the preceding chapter with the epistemic underpinning of the research
process. It sets out how existential phenomenology drives the research and exactly how
this in turn was enacted in the methods utilised. In sum this chapter provides the
important link between the features of the chosen epistemology and how these are
represented in the conduct of the research and the findings. In order to give full rein to
this link, the methodological features will be articulated with regard to existential
phenomenology psychology and how they are exemplified in the research method.
Moreover this chapter demonstrates how, in the deployment of existential
phenomenological psychology, it adds to the existing research corpus within the
substantive area and thereby makes an original contribution to knowledge.
Methodology and method then are treated as inextricable, and are articulated in such a
way as to illustrate how the two come together in the conduct of the research. This will
involve illustrations declaring this link between the epistemological considerations and
the enactment of the research process. Chapter 5 then emanates from this discussion
and provides a description of the methodological praxis with regard to the employed

method and procedures.

Before doing this however it is necessary to make the epistemic position clear. I am
concerned here with the study of experience in contrast to natural science approaches
within psychology, which focus on behaviour. Within this position the philosophical
foundation of Cartesian dualism is questioned i.e. the split between the observable
accessible body and the unobservable inaccessible mind (see the discussion of this
point and Merleau-Ponty’s work in chapter 3, and the issue of co-constitutionality

below). As Bugental poignantly observes;
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Narrow scientistic psychology has had to deny the reality of reflexive
awareness. It simply would ruin most research designs. Similarly, the
human ‘organism’ must usually be treated as though it is empty and inert
until the experimenter ‘stimulates’ it

Bugental 1989:x

In contrast I attend to the person as subject rather than object and as not only aware, but
aware of being aware and thus affirm as Bugental does that the human is ‘a source of
what is actual and not solely the receptacle of contingency’ (Bugental 1989:x). The
research praxis can be classed as idiographic, but a word of caution is needed here.
Although I attend to the interlay of factors that may be quite specific to the individual,
this attention is from a first person internal view rather than from an external view of
the person by myself as the psychologist-observer. I therefore attempt to enter into the
realm of the person that they (the participants) themselves perceive or construe. In sum
then this research, and the methodology described within this chapter, aspires to make a

contribution to the ever-increasing corpus of knowledge and research in affirming that,

....the human is a different order of phenomenon than any other...to
understand why a stone rolls down a hill, we must look to see what force
loosened it from its place at the top, but to see why a person climbs a hill,
we must discover what the person seeks at the top. It is the contrast
between causation and intention that distinguishes the subjective or
experiential realm.

Bugental 1989:x

So then I am concerned with the legacy of Husserl for psychology as traced in the
previous chapter. This established that human experience is not a matter of lawful
response to the variables which operate upon the person. The focus is on lived

experience and the attempt to communicate this as clearly as is possible to critical

others.
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2. QUALITATIVE PSYCHOLOGY

The case for a move away from the traditional approach of the natural sciences in
psychology and toward a methodology which is more appropriate to psychology as a
human science has been well made (see for example Giorgi 1970; Giorgi 1995; Giorgi
1999; Moustakas 1994; Ashworth 2003; Valle et al 1989; Kvale 1996). It is beyond the
parameters of this discussion to fully articulate this case and it has to some extent been
sketched out in chapter 3. There are however some further salient points within it,

which are relevant to this thesis, and need to be identified.

The critical question according to Giorgi (1999:5) is, ‘does it ever make sense in

psychology to pose a qualitative question?’ He continues,

...is it meaningful to ask why a person is anxious as well as how often or
how intensely? Is it meaningful to ask why learning took place and how, as
well as how much more quickly? Is it important to know how suspicion is
qualitatively different from paranoia so that we can distinguish the two? It
seems to me that these questions make sense and that psychology could
only be improved if there were a way to answer these questions
systematically and rigorously... Now phenomenology is precisely the
discipline that tries to discover and account for the presence of meanings
in the stream of consciousness. It is the discipline that tries to sort out and
systemise meanings and if a way could be found to do qualitative research
perhaps it would be by exploring the phenomenological approach.
Giorgi 1999:5-6 (his italics)

Many authors including Giorgi and those listed above have been successful in

developing qualitative psychology and this chapter embraces their ideas.

The Psychological Dilemma in Phenomenological Research

Firstly with regard to the studying of experience Giorgi (1995:25) has outlined how the

phenomenological approach can resolve the ‘psychological dilemma’. This refers to the
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problem of studying those aspects of the human condition, which phenomenologists
argue are beyond the remit of psychology as a natural science. These would include
such things as love, creativity etc. as experienced and specific experiences referring to
identifiable contexts (e.g. Hagan 1986). (Although phenomenologists argue that love
and creativity are more suited to phenomenological study, they have been successfully
researched from nomothetic and natural science approaches e.g. Collins 2005,
Berscheid and Wallster 1978, Murstein 1971). The dilemma lies in the issue that in
rejecting the natural science approach the researcher must adhere to the conventions of
an alternative discipline such as those found in the humanities or arts. In doing so this
excludes psychological phenomena from the framework of knowledge (i.e. science)
that is considered to be most exact and prestigious. For Giorgi the solution is to move
away from mainstream psychological study, which is underpinned by positivism, and

toward a new conception of science as demonstrated within phenomenology.

Phenomenological thought...can help give us a better understanding of,

and access to, psychological phenomena as spontaneously lived and it can

help us to harmonise such phenomena with an expanded idea of science.
Giorgi 1995:25

Kvale (1996) is particularly forceful on this issue. He argues throughout that the
dimensions of science as applied within the natural science approach do not need to be
applied in such a narrow and prescriptive fashion in qualitative research. A much
broader definition of science needs to be embraced: ‘the methodological production of
new, systematic knowledge’ (Kvale 1996:60). He further argues that such a position is
indicative of current psychological inquiry, which moves away from positivism and the
model of the research participant as passive (‘ahistorical, asocial and without meaning-
giving attributes’ (Giorgi 1999:34), and with the prediction and the control of the
behaviour of others as its goal, toward the participant as active in ‘the social
construction of reality’ (ibid. 1996:11). This model of the participant is reflected in the
qualitative interview method and the traveller metaphor in research as outlined below.
This postmodern approach emphasises ‘the constructive nature of the knowledge |
created through the interaction of the partners in the interview conversation’ (Kvale

1996:11).
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The refutation of the implicit presuppositions within the natural science approach (and

its concept of realism) is forcibly made by Moustakas.

Realism and objectivity presumably were the province of the natural
sciences, yet ultimately the natural sciences operate from ideal principles
in that they presuppose th’at objects that exist in time and space are real,
that they actually exist, yet there is no evidence that the objects are real

apart form our subjective experience of them.

Moustakas 1996:46

We shall see that from the perspective of existential phenomenological psychology,

whether the object exists or not makes no difference at all.

3. EXISTENTIAL PHENOMENOLOGICAL PSYCHOLOGY AND RESEARCH

It is our subjective experience of the world that is the domain of phenomenological
enquiry: both that of the researcher and the researched. Although the former is seen to
perceive objective phenomenological reality as the manifest presence of what appears
and can be recognised subjectively by the person, i.e. the researcher, who is perceiving
it (Husserl 1970:314). As Giorgi points out, two separate issues should not be confused.
‘The world of the participant is subjective, but the means of capturing that world on the
part of the scientist is intersubjective or objective’ (Giorgi and Giorgi. 2003:45).
Therefore myself as a person enables the research (my self being positioned as a
resource), the intuitions which are key to the final outcomes are role based (see the

discussion of validity and method below).

It is research then which ‘explores, describes and empirically tests human behaviour
while preserving a ‘lived’ relationship with it in the reality of life’ (van Kaam 1969:27).
This is in contrast to the natural science approach that is, ‘irrelevant empirical
research...produced by the totally detached, abstract and isolated investigation carried
on by the neutral spectator of behaviour who is indifferent to the relationship between

his abstract game and his life situation’ (van Kaam 1969:26). The enactment of the
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research then explores psychological phenomena through preserving a ‘lived’
relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee/participant and the knowledge
thus constructed. ‘There is an alternation between the knowers and the known, between

the constructors of knowledge and the knowledge constructed’ (Kvale 1996:15).

The epistemology however is not ‘social constructionist’. Within existential
phenomenological psychology the person is regarded as a sense maker and an
interpreter in an interpreted world (Heidegger 1962, Spinelli 2002). The role of the
interview researcher is to interpret the research participant’s constructions of their
world. (The debate on whether phenomenology is truly a description of experience or
whether interpretation is inevitable continues within existential phenomenological
psychology (Ashworth 2003)). But although such an approach has features which are
similar to social constructionist approaches (e.g. discursive psychology and discourse
analysis) there are important differences. For example whilst existential
phenomenological psychology is very alive to the constructed and social nature of

experience,

...it would reject the view that we are solely to be regarded as channels
through which socially available discourses flow For existential
phenomenology, human beings are taken as free by virtue of being
conscious (consciousness entailing the capacity to envisage alternatives to
what currently is), and resources such as language are tools for thought
rather than, primarily constraints on it.

Ashworth (2003:23).

Existential phenomenological psychology then retains emphatically the position that
the person is a conscious agent who is ‘intentionally related to the world of experience,
rgther than a world of constructed discourse’ (Ashworth 2005:27. his italics). The
question of freedom within existential phenomenological psychology and its situated

character is dealt with in more detail in chapter 3.
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4. THE STUDY OF CONSCIOUSNESS

This thesis then follows the increasingly substantive area of psychological research into
consciousness. Polkinghorne (1989) argues the case for the deployment of
phenomenological research into consciousness by identifying the shortcomings of
traditional (positivistic) approaches. He presents the position held by phenomenologists
that the general description of consciousness developed within phenomenological
philosophy (see chapter 3) provides a firmer base from which to study consciousness
and its flow of experiences. As alluded to above the aim is to produce clear and
accurate descriptions of a particular aspect of human experience by applying
epistemological principles attuned to the special characteristics of such experience. In

sum then phenomenologically informed research recognises that

...consciousness is different in essence from the objects of nature, it rejects
the positivists’ ideal of a single and unified scientific method that will be
able to yield all knowledge. Phenomenological research holds that the
unique characteristics of consciousness require a distinct kind of science,
utilising data-gathering procedures and processes designed specifically for
developing general descriptions of experiential processes.

Polkinghorne 1989:44

These procedures and processes and how they relate to the phenomenological position
of ‘human science’ are outlined in detail below. However we see in the study of
consciousness that the realm of traditional approaches is supplemented by the
phenomenologist’s position that consciousness is correlated with presences (that which
enters consciousness - noemata) and not empirical objects. The field of presence is
wider than the field of empirical givens since the latter is only one type of presence.
‘That this is important for psychology is clearly evident from the fact that so many
psychological phenomena have to do with ‘presences’ that are not real’ (Giorgi
1995:33) e.g. dreams, hallucinations, images fantasies etc. The epistemological claim

then refers to presence and not actual existence.
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5. STRUCTURE

The significant concept in the research process especially during data analysis is that of
‘Structure’. Following Wertz (1983) I analysed the interviews in terms of ‘individual
psychological structures’ and then from these I derived a ‘general psychological
structure’ to attempt to reveal the essence of the experience of the mature student
studying higher education. Within existential phenomenological psychology the
assertion is made that existence can be approached phenomenologically and studied as

one phenomenon among others in its essential structures (Polkinghorne 1989).

Merleau-Ponty (1962) argues that the phenomenal world is accessible in that the
subjective has a structure that spreads across space and time and can be communicated
to others through appropriate expression. Furthermore once subjective phenomenal data
or meanings can be communicated they can enter the intersubjective realm (e.g. the

interview) and therefore the world of science. As Giorgi points out,

...consciousness is essentially open to the world so that a ‘phenomenal
experience’ traverses the relationship between subjectivity and the world,
and consequently, is structured or organised in many specific ways and
available to psychological researchers through expressions. It is open to
being appropriated and understood by others.

Giorgi 1995:38.

Such appropriation and understanding is reflected in the ‘Individual Psychological
Structures’ and the ‘General Psychological Structure’. With regard to existential
phenomenological psychology there is the move from the individual descriptions of the
lifeworld and the individual experience of higher education to the experience of higher
education for a designated group of mature students, thus attempting to identify the
essence of the higher education experience for those mature students. The notion of
‘essence’ is controversial. For Cumming ‘the claim conveyed by the term ‘essence’ is
that [an] example exemplifies what it is an example of...” (1992:40). So that in
‘imaginative variation’ (see below) we can test for the essential features of experiences
and in the end the issue of essence is simply what aspects of the instance described are

part of the example of the experience. Or has Wertz has expressed it,
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This achievement [in describing the essence] involves understanding
diverse individual cases as individual instances of something more general
and articulating this generality of which they are particular instances.

Wertz 1983:228

The issue of structure also points up the difference between phenomenology as a
philosophy and phenomenology as a psychology. The structures which are investigated
by the former are universal and required for the appearance of consciousness itself,
whilst the latter investigates structures that are typical for groups of people
(Polkinghorne 1989:43); in this case mature students in higher education. It should
however be acknowledged that it is possible in a quite individual phenomenon to point

to the essential.

... 1]t belongs to the sense of anything contingent to have an essence and
therefore an Eidos which can be apprehended purely; and this Eidos comes
under eidetic truths belonging to different levels of universality. An
individual object is not merely an individual object as such, a “This here,”
an object never repeatable; as qualitied “in itself’ thus and so, it has its own
specific character, its stock of essential predictables which must belong to it
(as ““an existent such as it is in itself”)...

Husserl 1983:7

According to Giorgi (1999) the fundamental and valuable insights of philosophical
phenomenology should be translated into psychological research such that ‘it
acknowledges the reality of the realm of meaningful experience as the fundamental

locus of knowledge’ (Polkinghorne 1989:43). The following distinction is useful.

To be phenomenological, in general, means to return to the phenomena
themselves, to obtain a description of those phenomena, to submit them to
imaginative variation, and then obtain an eidetic intuition of their
structures. For phenomenological psychology however, the difference is
that phenomena are selected for their relevance to psychology [e.g. being a

mature student], the initial description is naive and does not imply the
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reduction (although the analysis of it does, and the descriptions of
structures do), and the structures (or essences) sought are psychological
and may be typical or general rather than universal.

Giorgi 1999:26 (his Italics)

Within existential phenomenological psychology the particular focus is on the

experience of being human (see chapter 3 and ‘Fragments of the Lifeworld’ below).

6. THE RESEARCHER AS ‘TRAVELLER’

The research in toto is guided by the traveller metaphor advocated by Kvale (1996),
that underpins conversational research methods and a phenomenol‘ogical epistemology.

The role of the interviewer within the traveller metaphor is described thus;

The interviewer wanders along with the local inhabitants, asks questions
that leads subjects to tell their own stories of their lived world, and
converses with them in the original Latin meaning of conversation as

‘wandering together with’.

(Kvale 1996:4)

The research participants equate with the ‘local inhabitants’, and the manner in which I
wandered with them is described in the research method below. Kvale further points
out how this metaphor refers to a postmodern constructive understanding that involves
a conversational approach to social research and reflects the emergent nature of
constructed knowledge in the interview encounter — the ‘InterView’. I employed this
approach in the conduct of the ‘Lifeworld’ interview with participants, which Kvale
defines as, ‘an interview whose purpose is to obtain descriptions of the life world with

respect to interpreting the meaning of the described phenomena’ (Kvale 1996:6).
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7. LIFEWORLD

The topic of the research interviews refers to the central concept of the participant’s
lifeworld. This is their lived world and their relation to it. For Kvale (1996) the purpose
of the lifeworld interview is to describe and understand the central themes the
participants experience and live toward. He further argues that the qualitative research
interview has a unique potential for obtaining access to and describing the lived
everyday world. In contrast to ‘the more abstract scientific studies of the social world’
(see discussion of the natural science approach and positivism above) the qualitative
interview is ‘a research method that gives a privileged access to our basic experience of
the lived world’. That is the lifeworld — ‘the world as it is encountered in everyday life

and given in direct and immediate experience’ (Kvale 1996:54).

Co-constitutionality

The central issue in the exploration of the lifeworld is the existential-phenomenological
position of the person as being totally interrelated with the world. The participant in
this way is viewed as having no existence apart from the world and the world as having
no existence apart from the participant. Each interviewee/participant and his or her

world then are viewed as co-constituting each other.

It is through the world that the very meaning of the person’s existence
emerges both for himself or herself and for others. The converse is equally
true. It is each individual’s existence that gives his or her world its
meaning. Without a person to reveal its sense and meaning, the world
would not exist as it does.

Valle et al 1989:7

An illustration of the co-constitutionality would be the description of bi-orbital

existence which participants experience, and which is asserted as an essence of the
mature student (previously experiencing a dissmpowered existence) in higher

| education. Here the existent is contextualised. It is not possible to understand or

describe such phenomena without recourse to person in the world/context. The

existent’s existence is characterised by an experiential straddling of two distinct spaces

that can at times interpenetrate. Such a description can only be arrived at with reference
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to the lifeworld, which is co-created in the ongoing dialogue between person and world.
Within the existential-phenomenological perspective then existence always implies that

being is actually ‘being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger 1962).

Valle et al argue that to study the lifeworld within existential phenomenology it is
necessary to enact Husserl’s (1970) slogan ‘back to the things themselves’. This is to
take the focus away from the world as interpreted by scientific fact and theory and to be
concerned with ‘the world of everyday experience as expressed in everyday language,
this is, with the world as given in direct and immediate experience’ (Valle et al 1989:9).
This is Husserl’s domain of phenomena (see chapter 3). ‘Pure phenomena independent
of and prior to any reflective interpretation’ (Valle et al 1989:9). In contrast to the
approach of natural science and cause and effect thinking (see above), which views
consciousness as having a creative function, the lifeworld is not a construction of
consciousness but is, as described above, co-created between the existent and the

world.

The pre-reflective nature of the lifeworld
The lifeworld refers to our experiences as lived through and not the business of

reflecting on experience.

‘It is because the life world is prior to and the foundation of reflective
thought that the existential-phenomenological psychologist describes the
lifeworld as being of a pre-reflective nature (as giving birth to our
reflective awareness). In this way, then, the lebenswelt [lifeworld] is both
independent of knowledge derived from reflectivé thought processes, and
yet, being pre-reflective (before-reflective), it is also the indispensable
ground or starting point for all knowledge’.
Valle et al (1989:10)

The scientific relevance of this assertion is supported by Arendt (1978) and is discussed

with regard to the inadequacy of the natural science approach discussed above. She

argues that,
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The primacy of appearance is a fact of everyday life which neither the
scientist nor the philosopher can ever escape, to which they must always
return from their laboratories and studies, and which shows its strength by
never being in the least changed or deflected by whatever they may have
discovered when they withdrew from it.

Arendt 1978:24.

It is the pre-reflective nature of the lifeworld which constitutes the focus of the
research. To study the lifeworld of participants I reflected upon the pre-reflective and
described their experience in its appearing without presupposition, thereby adopting the
phenomenological reduction (see below). Thus I employed the hermeneutics of
meaning recollection, which aims at a greater understanding of that which is being
analysed in its own terms, as opposed to the hermeneutics of suspicion (Ricoeur 1970).
As Ashworth argues, within the existential phenomenological position the latter is

entirely unwarranted.

For it is in the interrogation of the phenomenon in its appearing which
allows us to recognise, to verbalise maybe for the first time, the taken-for-
granted which always lay right there, unrecognised and unverbalised, as
part of the phenomendn, and without which the phenomenon would not be
itself. Description of the phenomenon then, rather than interpretation in the
sense of the hermeneutics of suspicion.

Ashworth 2003a:146

An example of this interrogation of the phenomenon in its appearing would refer to the
eidos of confidence and its immanent significance in the lifeworld of the participant.
The measure of its disabling power in its absence: confidencelessness as being
metaphorically disease-laden. These were the features of its verbalisation by myself the
researcher in attempting to describe the lifeworld in its appearing (see ‘Confidence and

its Correlates’ chapter 6.).
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‘Fragments’ of the Lifeworld

The lifeworld is seen as a human universal with essential features and as argued in the
preceding chapter the task of existential phenomenology as developed by Merleau-
Ponty (1962) is to describe actual, empirical lifeworlds. Unfortunately as Ashworth
(2003a:147) comments the classic authors within existentialism and phenomenology
have not provided a detailed account of the phenomenology of the lifeworld, although
there are some useful pointers from the work of Husserl (1970); Heidegger (1962);
Boss (1979); Merleau-Ponty (1962); Sartre (1956); van den Berg (1972). To address
this shortfall and to aid the praxis of lifeworld description Ashworth proposes various

‘fragments’ of the lifeworld which enable,

..the detailed description of a given lifeworld to be undertaken in a
thorough and phenomenological manner, though it is readily admitted that
these fragments together do not yet constitute a full account of the essence
of the lifeworld.

Ashworth (2003a:147)

Although the fragments may not provide as yet a detailed and full praxis,
commensurate with the level of maturity of the approach (Giorgi 1985:45), they do
represent the current state of thinking in lifeworld phenomenology and provide general
guidance on the overall description and method in empathetically dwelling with

interviewees’ meanings.

...any study of the lifeworld can be enriched by analysis in terms of these
parameters [the fragments]. Indeed, they can be a basic structure of
elucidation of the lifeworld. We contend that the correct approach to
‘something’ as a feature of the lifeworld means that we address the
phenomenon as a variant of the eidos ‘lifeworld’. There is obviously an
infinity of such possible variants, and the selection of a research focus
depends on concerns extraneous to the phenomenological enterprise [here
it is the mature student’s experience of higher education]...Lifeworld has
essential features and is a human universal, and it is through the evocation
of this structure that a particular empirical lifeworld can be described.
Ashworth 2005:24 (his italics)
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The following exposition of the fragments (following Ashworth 2003a:148-51 and
Ashworth 1999:708) details the meaning employed by the research praxis (particularly
post data collection and data analysis — the fragments treated in such a way as to
minimise the infiltration of presupposition) together with an illustration of how this

aided the research process.

1. Selfhood

What does the lived reality of studying in higher education mean for the social identity
of participants? (see chapter 2.). Here I focussed on their sense of agency, presence and
voice. Self-efficacy was seen to increase as they established a greater sense of control
and empowerment in their lives, which led to being able to declare their continually

emerging self-identity in an increasing array of situations.

2. Sociality

How does studying in higher education affect relations with others? This points up the
shifting of the common ground on which relationships can be played out. The shift is
inimical for some relationships and energising for others. The nature of
intersubjectivities between participants and their fellows and participants and tutors was
particularly revealing. The changes in social identity and shifts in relationships were

correlated and immanently significant.

3. Embodiment

How does studying in higher education relate to feelings about their own body?
Merleau-Ponty (1962) points out that intentionality (see chapter 3. and below) extends
to our whole bodily being. For example the way participants carry themselves speaks to
the continual relationship they have with their world. The psychological demeanour of
pride and presence and the inner emotions that are correlated with this embodied
quality are immanently significant for the existent during academic self-development.
The existent for example moves from a position of ‘cowering in metaphorical corners’
during the existential discomfort of the early stages of their transition to feelings of
personal strength and assertiveness when dealing with authority figures in subsequent

stages. The central concept within the analysis of ‘existential pioneerism’ is bound up
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with feelings of courage and fortitude. There is also an experienced ‘bodying forth’ to a

professional life that interrelates with the temporality of their existence.

4. Temporality

How does the experience of studying in higher education affect the participants’ sense
of time, duration and biography? This points up the ecstatic nature of existence and
how participants are not locked into a solitary presence, but stand out into the future
and the past. Living in a state of heightened temporal transcendence as participants
encountered a ‘maelstrom of activity’ and an ‘existential dizziness of the vertigo of
rapid change’, which involved a temporalising (i.e. consciousness is drawn to a
different temporal dimension) to the past and the future. Here the existent sought the

comfort of the past and the fantasised future at times of anxiety and anomie.

5. Spatiality

How is the mature HE student’s picture of the geography of the places they need to go
to and act within affected by their situation? A related question would be; in which
places can the mature student be a mature student? The aforementioned bi-orbital
existence is a prime example of the spatiality fragment of the lifeworld. Existence is
characterised by two distinct spaces in which there is a ‘juggling of roles’ and different
self-identities are called into being. The fragment of spatiality also relates to
temporality as the existent experiences self-transition. They are contextualised in
different spaces. The declaration of their on-course (academic) identity in the pre-
course (out of college) orbit signals the shift. This is in contrast to the ‘orbital
differentiation’ of a previous time, when distinct self-identities were called into being
dependent on context (see full analysis in ‘General Psychological Structure’ for the

pervasiveness of this phenomenon).

6. Project

How does the experience of studying in higher education relate to the participant’s
ability to carry out the activities they are committed to and which they regard as central
to their life? Following Harré’s (1983) concept of ‘identity project’ and related also to
the Sartrean (1943) notion of ‘project’ the existent continually constructs and

reconstructs self in an experienced accelerated manner and undergoes continual
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activities of self-improvisation in thought and deed, which is also implicated in the

discourse employed.

7. Discourse

What sort of terms does the mature student employ to describe — and thence to live —
their life during the experience of higher education? Merleau-Ponty (in O’Neill 1974)
has highlighted how expression (including discourse employed) is always an act of
self-improvisation in which we borrow from the world, from others and from our past
efforts. The pervasiveness of self-development in the General Psychological Structure
is signalled by the discourse employed, not only in the emergent change in self-identity,
but also in cases where the existent seeks a palliative to the pain of insecurity as the
rapidity of change is experienced. The languaging of the pre-course self-identity or the
level of ‘inertial drag’” which is manifest in the employed discourse are examples of the
palliatives injected when insecurity is suffered. The increasing landscape of discourse
available to the existent however (through the world, others and self) does characterise
the holistic horizon of self-identity transition, ‘ontological insecurity’ (Giddens 1999)

notwithstanding.

The usefulness of the ‘fragments’ then is clearly manifest although the following caveat
by Ashworth (2003a:151) was always present in the analysis. This is that ‘the seven are
all perspectives or analytical moments of a larger whole which is the situated
embodiment of the human individual’. They are therefore only to be utilised
heuristically in the manner, as Ashworth argues, of major writers such as Husserl and
Sartre with ‘noema/noesis’ and ‘en soi/pour soi’ respectively, wherein such terms give

direction to the researcher and can be of immense value in description.

Ashworth also signals the possibility that the utilisation of the ‘fragments’ may

compromise the phenomenological attitude necessary for valid description and analysis.

It is equally important that the researcher, setting out to investigate a
lifeworld, does not use this set of fragments as a kind of ‘checklist’ — such
an approach would hazard the phenomenological attitude by presupposing
a framework of investigation in advance of the things themselves.
Ashworth 2003a:156
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These important points were at the heart of the analysis in the quest to stay true to the
data and to the phenomenological research perspective. The potentially contaminating
influence of presuppositions is dealt with in greater detail below. However it must be
underlined that the ‘fragments’ were used as giving direction as part of the holistic
perspective on each individual lifeworld, and were inculcated in the descriptions as

each individual lifeworld dictated and not vice versa.

8. PHENOMENOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION

Phenomenology aims to ‘remain as faithful as possible to the phenomenon and to the
context in which it appears in the world’ (Giorgi and Giorgi 2003:26). The aim of this
thesis then is to capture as closely as possible the way in which higher education is
experienced within the context of participants’ lives. In order to do this it is necessary
to adhere to the process of phenomenological description, which involves the

researcher engaging in the ‘phenomenological reduction’.

The phenomenological reduction calls for a suspension of judgement as to
the existence or non-existence of the content of an experience. The
reduction can be pictured as a ‘bracketing,’ an attempt to place the
common sense and scientific foreknowledge about the phenomena within
parentheses in order to arrive at an unprejudiced description of the essence
of the phenomenon. Phenomenological reduction does not involve an
absolute absence of presuppositions, but rather a critical analysis of one’s
Oown presuppositions.

Kvale 1996:54

In this reduction attention is reduced from that which pertains in the ‘natural attitude’
about the independent existence of what appears in experience to the concern with a
description of the appearance itself. ‘The data of phenomenological research are
descriptions of experience as it presents itself not descriptions of objects and actions as
they are assumed to exist outside of experience’ (Polkinghorne 1989:49). I therefore

analysed the interviews within the phenomenological reduction by taking the
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participants’ contributions as descriptions of their experience, not as statements about

an independent reality.

As aresult of bracketing ‘the natural attitude’, the world I attempt to describe becomes
phenomenal in nature. ‘It is no longer the objectified, physical world, but rather a
world-for-consciousness’ (Valle et al 1989:11). This echoes the co-creative nature of
existence as described above i.e. that there is no world without a consciousness to
perceive it and, similarly no consciousness without a world to be conscious of (see

‘intentionality’ in chapter 3. and below).

The Epoche

To engage with the data in such a presuppositionless way is referred to by Husserl
(1970:557) as the ‘epoch€’, in which the researcher sets aside prejudgement, biases and
preconceived ideas about the world. He contrasted the phenomenological epoché with
Cartesian Doubt (Husser]l 1931:110) in that unlike the latter the former does not deny
the reality of everything, eliminate everything and doubt everything — only the natural
attitude i.e. the prejudgement of everyday knowledge, as a basis for truth and reality.
Thereby what is doubted are scientific ‘facts’, knowing in advance (i.e.
presuppositions) from an external perspective, rather than knowing from the

perspective of internal reflection and meaning. Husserl asserts that,

All sciences which relate to this natural world....I disconnect them all, I
make absolutely no use of their standards, I do not appropriate a single one
of the propositions that enter into their systems, even though their

evidential value is perfect. -

Husser] 1931:111

This position echoes two of the points made above. Firstly by Arendt in that all
engagements in the world are related to the fact of the primacy of appearance in
everyday life and secondly Husserl’s slogan of ‘back to the things themselves’. In my
analysis I attempt to perform the epoché, but as phenomenologists are eager to point
out this is not possible in its true state — to reduce my engagement to the transcendental

ego, to be totally presuppositionless. However as Moustakas observes,
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Although the epoche is rarely perfectly achieved, the energy, attention and
work involved in reflection and self-dialogue, the intention that underlies
the process, and the attitude and frame of reference, significantly reduce

the influence of preconceived thoughts, judgements and biases.

Moustakas 1996:90

This self-reflection and my personal statement on the contaminating influence of
presupposition are taken up in detail below (see ‘Positional Statement and Authorial
Reflexivity’). It must be pointed out however that the praxis of phenomenology
recognises that some aspects of one’s perspective are not ‘bracketable’. Examples of
this would include life experiences which may be ingrained to the extent that clear
openness is extremely difficult or impossible such that they demonstrably influence the
appearance of things and hence the analysis of phenomenologically attained data. This
again is addressed in authorial self-reflection below. The main problem however refers
to the preordained nature of the research and to what extent this may influence the
performing of the epoché and the determination of what should and should not be

bracketed.

Performance of the Epoche, Existential Phenomenology and the Non-Bracketable.
The resolution of this issue lies in the adoption of an existential phenomenological
perspective following Merleau-Ponty who found it possible to interpret Husserl’s later

work in an existential manner.

..in so doing [Merleau-Ponty] enabled the process of bracketing to refer,
not to a turning away from the world and a concentration on detached
consciousness, but to resolve to set aside theories, research propositions,
ready made interpretations etc., in order to reveal engaged lived
experience.. Entry into the lifeworld is blocked, in particular by positivist
science’s exclusive claims to describe reality.

Ashworth 1996:9.

Guided by this praxis and the conclusions of Ashworth (1999:719-720) bracketing did

not include (amongst other similar assumptions):
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The assumption of a shared topic: The interviewees/participants were fully briefed on
the topic of the interview as being about their experiences during study, particularly
with regard to any changes in themselves. However following Ashworth (1996:17) this
was treated as a ‘tentative, precursory presumption’, and as such is was thoroughly and
continuously scrutinised with regard to how it was relevant to the lifeworld of the
participant. It was also held that there was no assumption of any hierarchical ordering
of elements in the experience as a whole, thus remaining true to the phenomenological
procedure of accessing the lifeworld (see for example Ablamowicz 1992:11)

The possibility of conversing: this refers to the assumption that the world of interaction
is meaningful and there is ‘a stock of knowledge at hand’ (Schutz 1967) for it to
happen. This and ‘the general thesis of the alter ego implies that other individuals exist,
that they are minded beings like oneself, and that they perceive their world in a way
very similar to our own’ (Ashworth 1999:720). Without this assumption my
engagement with participants in interviews and otherwise would not be possible.

The assumption of reciprocity of perspectives: This is to take for granted that
individuals in social interaction can reciprocate by being in empathy with each others’
perspectives on the world as directed by their ‘biographically determined situation’
(Schutz 1962). It was assumed then that interviewees’ perspective of ‘mature-student-
doing-higher-education’ then was reciprocal to my perspective as ‘tutor-doing-

research-into-mature-students’-lives’.

In sum then;

...certain assumptions are made which are certainly not at any stage to be
bracketed. These include the belief that the research participant is a
competent human being whose life-world is open to empathic
understanding since it shares at least certain baseline meanings with our
own life-world as investigators. What the participant in the research
reports concerning his/her life-world will, we assume, be meaningful to us.
- Ashworth 1999:720

And therefore, ‘what is to be bracketed must be seen in terms of facilitating entry into

the life-world, not as a requirement that nothing be presupposed’ (Ashworth ibid:720).
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Performance of the Epoché and Knowledge of the Literature

A pervasive problem in performing the epoché is the presuppositions that may arise
from the researcher’s embeddedness into the current state of the literature. Ashworth
(1996) has given a comprehensive account of the different kinds of presuppositions that
need to be considered when conducting psychological research within an existential
phenomenological framework. Amongst them is the question of presuppositions arising
from knowledge of previous findings. For this research the bracketing of previous work
within the area was particularly significant. In order to assess the contribution to
knowledge, reference to the related literature was necessary, despite the possibility that
such action may be a prime source of presupposition. With regard to the issue of
presupposition arising from knowledge of the related literature there were two main
areas that needed to be bracketed. Firstly that the proposed impact on identity of
influences in the post-modern world (see Gergen 1991 and chapter 2.) should also
impact in any way upon research participants’ ‘being-in-the-world’. Secondly the levels
of intervention into mature students biographical trajectory (as reported in the literature
— see chapter 1.) precipitated by the experience of studying in higher education should

in any way extend to participants within this research.

As an extra guard against the subtle infiltration of presupposition the literature review
was conducted in two distinct phases. Initially the review explored the state of the
literature and to see how it could be extended (and hence the contribution to the corpus
of knowledge that this research could make). Subsequent to this, and post data
collection and analysis, the final literature search explored how the knowledge
production herein fits with the emerging literature on ‘mature students’ in higher
education. The interim period when the research corpus was ignored made the
bracketing of the research more achievable than if there had been a constant
engagement with the literature. The maxim of grounded theory (see for example Straus
and Corbin 1990:50) that all existing knowledge should be ignored until after the
research has been done was rejected. The assertion to be made is that the influence of
presupposition from the literature is extremely minor comparative to the possibility of
presupposition from other quarters, not least of which is my experience within the

discipline, and my relationship with the participants (see ‘Positional Statement and
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Authorial Reflexivity’ below). In any event there were very few problems experienced
with regard to my reading of the literature and the performance of the epocheé in the
process of being able to hear what the participant said and being able to converse in

such a way as to elicit the lifeworld.

Application of the Findings and the Epoché

A related issue also refers to the application of the findings. The possibility that any
knowledge produced by this thesis may be used in educational policy (especially with
regard to the host organisation) was kept distinctly outside the research parameters (and
thereby outside the phenomenological procedure in toto). As Polkinghorne (1989:58)
advocates, these points are taken up in the concluding discussion (see chapter 7), but
consistent with other issues related to presupposition they were put out of play in the

research per se.

9. THE UTILISATION OF GUIDELINES FOR CONDUCTING THE RESEARCH
AND ENGAGING IN PHENOMENOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION

In further support of the process of constructing the phenomenological description of
the lifeworld, within an existential phenomenological psychological framework, I
adopted in part the guidelines set out by Wertz (1983). Along with the fragments of the
lifeworld, this procedure gave further direction in compiling a comprehensive account.
It also was demonstrably consistent with the pervading ‘traveller metaphor’ (Kvale
1996) outlined above and the phenomenological interview principles identified by van
Kaam (1969), also outlined above, concerning the ‘lived’ relationship with the
participant in the reality of life. The guidelines and their influence on the research

praxis were as follows.

Features of the basic attitude of psychological reflection.

This ‘basic attitude’ is an extension of the phenomenological attitude adopted when
moving away from the ‘natural attitude’ and engaging with the phenomenological
reduction (including performance of the epoch€) thus producing phenomenological

description.
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Empathic immersement in the world of description: This was done by making the
participant’s living of the situation my own. The ‘joy of study’ in the realisation of
academic progress or the pain of ‘existential discomfort’ when first confronting the
academic milieu I felt with my participants in my conversations and ‘wandering with’

them through their intrepid journey.

Slowing down and dwelling: This is to stay with each detail until its meaning becomes
fully explicit. From an externally oriented and perfunctory perception that the decision
to enter higher education may have been a significant, but not particularly portentous
decision, by ‘slowing down and dwelling’ the enormity of the mature student’s project
becomes fully manifest. This conclusion and the description that accompanied it
followed when I reflected at length on the level of risk involved and the potential

damning of the individual within their pre-course world should they fail in their quest.

Magnification and amplification of the situation: In relation to slowing down and
dwelling the significance of any detail can become magnified or amplified, often
through attending to the emotional tone of the experience. From the participant’s fear of
failure, due to the fall from grace within their pre-course social circle should the worst
happen, the far-reaching implications become, on reflection, much clearer. An
overarching horizon of ‘fear of bad outcomes’ ensues and a ‘failure anxiety’ is
experienced. I came to understand how criticism on marked work for example was
highly anxiety provoking as it was viewed through the lens of ‘failure anxiety’.
Similarly the ‘spectre of failure’ should be kept at bay by ensuring that everything
available to do this is recruited to the cause — every handout, every utterance of the
lecturer, every reference should be garnered, nothing should slip through the net. Thus
the issue of fear of failure is both magnified and amplified to reveal its full extent of

immanent signification within the lifeworld.

Suspension of belief and employment of intense interest: ‘The researcher must extricate
himself from the subject’s immediate experience to see its genesis, relations and overall
individual structure’ (Wertz 1983:206). This is to see the participant’s world from their
position as a mature student and the actual dimensions of the context in which they

live. For example the participant’s declaration that one ‘doesn’t want to lose sight of
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their roots’ yet at the same time denigrating members of that world where those roots
are supposedly present, and further, the employment of an on-course academic
discourse, demands a suspension of belief in what is declared. It is necessary to look
further beyond the perspective of the participant to see that there is an ‘inertial drag’
that entails a pull toward that ‘land of past content’. It is difficult to let go of the past
because to do so is a source of immanent insecurity in the present, strange world of
academia. The loyalty to one’s ‘roots’ is not the full story and is in need of deeper

analysis.

The turn from objects to their meanings: This is related to the research process
throughout. That is to turn to the situation as experienced by the participant. For
example to live in the world of the mature student is to be ‘an existential pioneer’, a
tough and courageous being encountering unknown terrors at every turn. An experience
that is epitomised by the public interrogation of the dreaded ‘seminar presentation’.
This is seen as the ‘zenith of failure anxiety’ as it is a crisis point in which the result is
to move on with one’s studies or to move out, back to the pre-course world where a
devastating loss of face awaits. It is not simply a different assessment mode that
addresses a set of specific communication skills. In the lifeworld of the participant the

meaning of ‘seminar presentation’ is very different.

Activities to Aid Psychological Reflection

Wertz (1983:206-211) then extends these features with a series of possible actiﬂfities to
effect psychological reflection (and Phenomenological Description). These activities
were employed in the attempt to present as full an account as possible (although it must
be noted that any phenomenological description is always ‘work in progress’ as further
analysis can always be brought into view). The activities selected with their

deployment are as follows.

Utilisation of an ‘existential baseline’: ‘A phenomenon is not an absolute entity but a
difference from other phenomena. The researcher’s active interrogation of this
contrasting ground of the phenomenon informs him of its contours’ (ibid:207). The
distinction between the existent’s orbits of pre-course and on-course and the related

self-identities describes these contours. I worked from the baseline of self-identit