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Abstract

This research is based on a case study of young people’s identities, practices and
discourses, and takes sexuality as a focus for interrogation. It aims to reveal the issues
and processes that impact on young people’s conceptions of self (both current and
future) by looking at private and public realms of experience. In so doing, social lives,
home lives and schooling (particularly sex education), are explored to reveal how far
they operate in young people’s interest. Lack of acknowledgement of young people’s
authentic lives in mainstream debates and practice forms a main focus of my critique.

I adopt a qualitative methodology that is congruent with feminist principles for research,
and am committed to exposing the knowledge creation process. Data are deployed from
observations and interviews with 15 - 16 year old, African-Caribbean, Pakistani, Somali
and white, secondary school students. Data from other sites provides corroboration and
comparison.

The thesis challenges the various critiques and representations of youth and argues for a
dynamic model of understanding based on appreciating the connectedness between
‘concrete’ and ‘generalised’ constructs of identity and practice. The theoretical base is
provided through a reading of Foucault, Giddens, Smith, Habermas, and Benhabib.
Concepts of ‘expert systems’, ‘colonisation’ (Habermas 1986, 1987), “fabrication’ (Ball
1997), and “fateful episodes’ (Giddens 1991) have been given specific scrutiny.

The resulting analysis is used to make recommendations for practice, policy and research
in sex education.
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Introducing the Thesis

Focus

Emanating from an original interest in teenage sekua]ity and sex education, this thesis
explores young people’s sexuality on two levels. The first is based on young people’s
‘voices’ and a holistic appreciation of their everyday lives (Smith 1988); and the second
is based on a critical reading of constructs of teen identity as represented in existing
literature (Aggleton 1987). By synthesising the two a more complex and dynamic model
for understanding sexuality is achieved.

Specifically, my interest lies in deconstructing young people’s expressions of their
experience - how they understand it and the meanings ascribed, rather than on the ‘facts’
of their behaviour. I sought to uncover sow and what they learnt about sex, and the
connections between this and mediations of identity and practice. Necessarily, this also
involved investigation of ‘other’, more official discourses, and ideologies and processes,
that regulate constructions of identity and practice. For this reason, in a case study‘
setting, I explored the influence of factors that operate in the micro domains of schooling
and the home, and the broader influences of factors that operate from a macro level. This

revealed a range of social and educational discourses replete with ambiguity and



contradiction. Appreciating the complexity of these discourses and deciphering meaning
yields qualitatively and politically different access to how and why young people partake
in certain behaviours and risks (Holland et al 1999), and provides data that respond to
Amuchastegui’s assertion of a pressing need

¢...for research which helps us understand sexuality and sexual

behaviour on actors’ own terms, rather than those imposed by the

state, epidemiological science, and dominant ideologies of moral worth.’
(Amuchastegui 1999:80)

The resultant qualitative data are of such depth they can be read in two ways. First, as
personal biography, and second, as narrative commentary on young people’s experience
of school, home, and socialising, and the place of sexuality within and across these

domains.

Now, I chart, in brief, the origins of my research, as a preliminary step to making
transparent the relationship between the process and product of my enquiry (Rappert
1999), and how my theoretical sensitivity (Glaser 1978) was developed in the pathway to
refining the research focus. |

Origins of the research focus

The impetus for this research arose during my experiences as a secondary school teacher,
LEA advisory teacher, and researcher, and the concomitant debates on teenagers in the
media and other literature. This yielded two related questions: why were teenagers’
voices largely inaudible in contemporary discourse on youth?; and when they were
audible, specifically in relation to sexuality and sexual behaviour, why were reports that
sex education was inadequate not taken seriously, through attempts to meet real needs?
Over two decades, Farrell and Kellaber (1978), Lee (1983), Lees (1986), Allen (1987),
Fine (1988), Holly (1989), Measor (1989), Holland et al (1990b), Abrams et al (1990),
Mac an Ghaill (1994), Altman (1994), to name but a few, have documented the same
conclusion - that sex education in schools invisiblises authentic experience and instead

prescribes ways of being for young people’s sexuality.

Since previous studies seemed to have had little impact in influencing what is taught in
sex education, it felt imperative to also seek epistemological understanding of why

traditional methods and content of teaching were not being revised. This could not be
2



satisfied by reliance on young people’s disclosures alone because experiences ‘remain
insufficient in themselves’ (Luff 1999:690) and “individuals do not necessarily possess
sufficient knowledge to explain everything about their lives’ (Maynard and Purvis
1994:6). But, to legitimate any conclusions that might problematise sex education it was
necessary to begin by hearing the subjects’ version of their lives as they experienced it
(Smith 1988) and moreover to expose areas of life previously silenced or hidden |
(Ramazanoglu 1989) and then make any connections to sex education or other macro
influences. Thus, the young persons’ view became the central focus of the enquiry to
answer the first strand of my research agenda (i.e. the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of learning about
sexuality), with my interpretation of data going some way to explicating answers to the
second strand of why. It remains the task of subsequent research to further test some of

the conclusions I draw on the whys of educational policy and practice.

Decisions on appropriate methodology and the specific issues for interrogation were
made during a process of mapping that involved a review of literature and an assessment
of learning derived from previous professional and research experience (Hammersley and
Atkinson 1996).

Reviewing the literature

Much of the literature that I reviewed does not appear in this document. Rather, it is
drawn upon ‘selectively and appropriately as needed in the telling of [the] story’
(Wolcott 1990:17) so that the final literature review benefits from insights contained in
the data that demanded more critical and alternative readings of the phenomena exposed
(Silverman 2000). But here I summarise the stages I went through as testament to how

research sensitivity was achieved.

Stage 1: Exploration of the literature began with that on representations of teenagers’
sex and sexuality as depicted in more scientifically oriented works in biomedical and
HIV/AIDS publications. This is explained by my biographic positioning at the time as
recently exiting science teaching, and immersal in the new literature emerging from the
medical communities in the late 1980s and early 1990s in response to the ‘AIDS crisis’
(Weeks 1989b, Wilton 1992). Most illuminating was the critique of methodologies
inherent to many of these studies that adopted scientific methods (often large scale



surveys) in the search for cause and effect (Aggleton 1999). These approaches also
emphasised the negative aspects of young people’s behaviour (statistics on unsafe sexual
activity, conceptions and STDs) and positive aspects (such as strategies for safer sex,
notions of choice, and enjoyment) were invisiblised (Aggleton and Kapila 1992).
Marshall and Stenner (1997) suggest these data and accordant scientific methods were
given credence and the status of factuality because of the moral vanguard enshrined in
conservative policies of the day which sought evidence to highlight the health and social
- care costs of single motherhood (Phoénix 1990, Doherty 1995) and the implications of
youthful sexuality to problematising traditional notions of the ‘family’ (MacDonald et al
1993). On similar lines, Weeks (1985) argues that sexuality is an ideal vehicle for
ideological manipulation and data are easily utilised to support dominant political and
moral agendas. Given the hyperbolic media interest in young people (Davis 1990) that
oft takes a minority to be representative of the majority (Bloor 1995), and leaves little
space for understanding of meanings (Watney 1991), identity (Jenkins 1996), context
(Boulton 1994) and the relationship between each of these, it was important that my
research methodology did not obfuscate these elements, nor fuel moral and political fires

by misrepresentation or over-generalisation (Shiner and Newburn 1997).

Stage 2: Critique of the literature above led to a questioning of constructions of sexuality
and youth and the practices by which these were typified, and introduced me to more
sociologically oriented work. Chapter 2 overviews key aspects of this literature and
concludes that understanding of young people will remain partial if we do not move
beyond the ‘passing phase’ thesis of adolescence for explanation (Griffin 1993); if we
continue (as we have since the early twentieth century) to represent ‘youth’ as
problematic - in trouble or as source of trouble (Roche and Tucker 1997); and if we do
not fully acknowledge the structural and external mediators of experience. The latter
includes recognition (in research and theorising) of ‘others’, whether parent, professional
or politician, for their role in influencing young people’s passage to adulthood. In
addition, the methodologies embraced by some sociological studies of youth yielded
constructions that were blind to gender and ethnicity (Bannerji 1999). The principles
enshrined in my resultant methodology (see chapter 4) sought to avoid such tendencies
by making explicit the role of gender and/or ethnicity on participants’ experience and
subjectivity. |



By this stage my fieldwork was well under way, and the data were demanding broader

theoretical insights. This took me to social theory' and feminist moral theory.

Stage 3: This element of the literature shapes the more unique aspects of my
interpretation of data, and for this reason forms the majority of the literature review
(chapter 3). Stepping outside specific literature on youth to broader social theory
facilitated an appreciation of my data that encapsulated the significance of historical
discourses, the inter-relatedness of the macro and micro, the public and private, and the
balances of power that mediate experience in different locales. Furthermore, to avoid
generalist or partial readings of identity and practice, this literature was crucial to
persuading me of the necessity to see the world from where individuals and groups are
situated. Methodologically this justified techniques that éxpose depth narratives on the
microscopics of everyday lives (Smith 1988), and a synthesis with context and

macroscopic mediators of identity and experience.

In sum, I wanted my research to problematise fixed or essentialising notions of identities
and practices and show how they are mutable, both enacted and contested in discourse as
part of an ongoing process that is subject to change, and contingent on individual, social,
cultural, political and historical settings (Weeks 1995, Sampson 1989). This embraces a
multitude a factors that are not predictable with any certainty and which impact in
different ways on the minutiae of lives, understanding of which requires a closeness
between researcher and the researched” (Smith 1988). My previous professional
experience taught me that methods allowing me to hear young people’s talk and dialogue

were a productive way forward.

Previous professional and research experience
Previous employment yielded other insights that informed my substantive and

methodological direction:

! Teaching a social theory undergraduate unit contributed to this shift in emphasis and credit is due to
Layder (1994) for giving some structure to my initial thoughts.
2 A distanced, structured survey with little latitude for response would not facilitate the requirement for
closeness, variability or multiplicity of response, nor for appreciating the saliency of the language to
expressions of identity and communication.
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My concern with weaknesses in school based responses to meeting student needs on
matters sexual developed during my nine years of teaching' sex education (in general
science, biology, and personal and social education) and supporting students as a
pastoral year tutor. Formal > and informal’ evaluation of different approaches to school
sex education, at this local level, concluded that it was outdated, morally prescriptive and
as having minimum impact on sexual experience. Preferences for informal methods,
emphasis on emotional and relationship aspects of sexuality, and opportunity for

confidential discussion without fear of judgement by teachers, were articulated.

More systematic evaluation of programmes of sex education followed during a two year
stint as a peripatetic LEA advisory teacher, and confirmed the impressions above. This
involved overt observation of sex education lessons in secondary and primary schools
(54 schools in total); student and teachers needs’ assessments (Payne 1999); and as a
result of these two, the operationalisation of alternative programmes of sex education,
for which I adopted lead role*. Throughout this initiative® data were collected from
reflective notes (research diary), observational notes, and evaluations from students,
school staff and other key stakeholders such as parents, school nurses, LEA

representatives and governing bodies.

Allin all, this mapping exercise established some firmer leads for depth enquiry and
informed my decisions about the research design. The literature review countered more
subjective judgements emanating from previous professional experience; and research
with young people and practitioners identified issues most relevant to them. As Bell and
Roberts (1984) observe such a strategy positions researchers more confidently to select
which issues are most current and interesting, and I would add, which issues might result
in research findings that have usefulness beyond university settings. On this basis, the

objectives for my research emerged. These broad areas for enquiry were informed by

! In three different schools.
2 E.g. Written feedback on completion of units; more systematic evaluation through a semi-structured
survey conducted with year 10 students (aged 14-15 years).
3 E.g. Ad hoc verbal feedback; comments during one-to-one, small group discussions; and those arising
during extra-curricular ‘Girls Group’ work and sports clubs.
* This satisfied the remit of the advisory post (to offer support for innovative ways of teaching sex and
HIV/AIDS education) but I ended up with a more significant teaching (rather than advisory) role
because of teachers’ reticence to tackle sex education (at all) because of a lack of clarity on permissible
content stemming from Section 28 of the Government Act (DES 1988b).
* The initiative incorporated inservice training for teachers, headteachers and school governors, and
meetings with parents to seek consent for proposed initiatives.
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more specific (albeit provisional) markers for questioning that I had devised at an earlier

stage in the process. As Fielding (1993) argues, out of practical necessity, provisional

questions need establishing before finalising the research design since they guide the

methods adopted. These markers for enquiry can be found in Appendix 1.

Study objectives

1.

To explore young people’s identity, discourse and practices in the context
of social lives and individual biographies, with an emphasis on sexuality and
sexual behaviour;

To explore perceptions of current sense of self for their influence on future
identities and subjectivities;

To make a contribution to knowledge by up-dating and developing empirical
knowledge of young people’s identity and practice, and locating the findings

within a framework and critique of earlier studies.

To identify factors and procésses that influence constructs of identity, social
practices, and learning about sexuality;

To develop a way of understanding young people’s experience and discourse that
transcends current debates, through adopting a methodological approach that is

inclusive of macro and micro factors, that operate in public and private domains.

To synthesise the various conceptualisations of young people’s experience and
discourse and suggest a new way of theoretical understanding through
developing the explanatory potential of existing theory;

To suggest ways of attending to the salient issues in young people’s
narratives, through recommendations for working with, and researching

young people.

Research sample

Data were collected from fieldwork with fifty six young people in 6 different locations

(sites) within the same town. Ages ranged from 14 to 19 years with the majority being 15
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Third, the data offer insights on future perceptions of subjectivities and practices, which

usefully adds to the literature on current identities and practices.

Theoretically, the strength of the thesis lies in the way that existing theory has been re-
evaluated for its capacity to explain young people’s experience, identity, discourse and
practice. Much of the theory that I have used has previously not been applied to youth
research, or, has remained at the level of ideas, with its explanatory ability limited or
questioned because of the absence of empirical substantiation. My analysis provides this
empirical substation. Also, my analysis is inclusive of issues or identities, that have, in the

past, been obscured, in or by, these theories.

Methodologically the thesis provides a model for qualitative research with young people.
The feminist principles for research that I deploy are not new, but the ways I have
operationalised them make a new contribution to methodological literature. My approach
suggests that strategies can be more effective if they are devised with a view to bringing

gains, not just for the researcher, but for all parties involved in the project’.

Ordering of thesis

The thesis is divided into four parts. Part 1 is an exploration and critique of literature.
Chapter 2 provides a summarising overview of literature on the origins of ‘adolescence’
and then focuses on sexuality as a typifying element in constructions of young people. In
general terms it lays out the broad maxims, and critique of, the essentialist perspective.
Chapter 3 concentrates on social constructionist articulations of identity, discourse and
practice. The latter focuses predominantly on four authors” work and their primary texts
which have been selected for the potential to explain aspects of young peoples’

experience not fully elucidated in the past.

Part IT (chapter 4) describes my methodological approach and methods. It documents
the dilemmas and decisions that I made concerning access to participants, fieldwork

methods, and interpretation of data. It intends to clarify my role and responsibilities as a

' I committed to a strategy that had positive gains for the research participants through their
participation, and for the agency stakeholders through information they derived from dissemination of
the findings.

9



researcher, together with methodological justifications based on consideration of

reflexivity, objectivity, validity and reliability.

Data from the fieldwork are referred to at various points in the literature review (Part I)
and methodology (Part II), in order to establish early links between theory, research

practice and analysis.

Part III documents the findings and analysis. Chapter 5 begins with a reflexive account
of the analytic framework adopted and considers alternative ways of analysing the data.
Character profiles of the participants from ‘Horton’ School are then introduced. Chapter
6 takes the reader through each of these analytic themes. Verbatim quotations from the
findings are used to substantiate the interpretative claims. Specific aspects of the analysis
are brought together in Chapter 7 as a means to depict the particularly processes that had

saliency for how participants understood and organised their lives.

Part IV is the final chapter (8). It draws out the main conclusions and contributions to
knowledge by returning to the research objectives and reflecting on the research process
and its limitations. The implications of the research are summarised in recommendations

for policy, practice and research.

10



PART I

Literature Review



Introducing the literature

The findings are situated in relation to a wide body of literature, selected to allow for a
critical exploration of the diverse knowledges that explicate representations of young

| people, identities, discourses and practices. Some of the literature focuses specifically on
youth, while others come from a broader perspectiw)e. The social sciences drawn on |
(sociology, social psychology, anthropology) provided an essential backdrop to the
critical theories of philosophy, psychology, social history, sociology of education and
policy, and cultural studies.

12



Adolescence and sexuality

Charting adolescence

This chapter summarises the origins and key features of the history of adolescence, and
positions sexuality within representations of youth. The two aspects are relevant because
of their impact on contemporary representations of young people in the spheres of

academia, politics, medicine, education and lay beliefs.

Psychology and psycho-analytic thinking

The cdncept of ‘adolescence’, as a distihct stage between childhood and adulthood, did
not exist in pre-industrial European societies (Aries 1962). The psychologist Stanley Hall
is credited with the ‘discovery’ of adolescence though his ideas were symbolic of late
nineteenth debates on education, the family, sexuality and employment (Springhall 1986).
Hall (1904) typified ‘adolescence’ as a biologically determined age category, driven and
shaped by sexual physiology around the onset of puberty (Griffin 1993). Through
synthesising positivistic psychology with biological science, Hall made the first
connections between young people’s identity and sex and characterised the time as a
period of storm and stress. Hall’s ideas provided support for middle class, social and
religious reformers, by creating categories of ‘normal’ (ideal, conformist, confident and
unspontaneous) and ‘abnormal’ (unconformist, undesirable) behaviours. Griffin (1993)
notes that the former was likened to young white middle class males but seen as desirable
for all young people. Hence, these typifications justified measures for regulating and
‘civilising” urban working class young people. A degree of freedom was advocated to
enhance full potential, but external control (by religious, educational and moral teaching),

and internal control, was necessary for the maintenance of order and self-discipline (Ross
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1972). The primacy of males in these agendas is particularly acute, albeit negative, in
Hall’s reference to the need for self-control in suppressing young men’s sexual drives,

and their so-called, universal mastubatory insanity’.

This set an agenda which gave prominence to studying young people’s identity and
behaviours on the basis of, first, biological (particularly sexual) imperatives; second, the
active nature of male sex drives; third, the characteristics of ‘normal’ (and by default
‘abnormal’) development; and fourth, the importance of self-control in preventing the
expression of deviant sexual impulses (such as masturbation). The emergent ideology of
adolescent behaviour centred on a norm of the white, middle class, heterosexual male,
with associated notions of virility and mascu]mlty in men and passivity and fragility in
women and girls (Fine 1988). Homosexuality however, was associated with sickness and
deviance (Weeks 1989b).

The basic tenets of Hall’s ideas on ‘adolescence’ were perpetuated in the work of
Benedict (1934), Sigmund Freud (1924,1935, 1950), Root (1957), Anna Freud (1969),
and Blos (1962, 1967). These authors enhanced perceptions of ‘adolescence’ as marked
by emotional turbulence, rebellion and troublesome (to themselves and others)
behaviours. Explanation rested within the individual w1th scant acknowledgement of
social and economic influences, or the role of adults in adapting to their relationships
with maturing teenagers. Thus, the supposedly universal conflict between young people,
parents and other adults remained as the fault of the ambivalent, non-conformist
adolescent. As Coleman and Hendry (1993) observe,

‘....[the] theme of nonconformity and rebellion [is] believed by
psychoanalysts to be an almost universal feature of adolescence’. (p.5).

While acknowledging that these conceptualisations were contaminated by the cultural
mores of the day, numerous authors maintain that the evidence is nonetheless
questionable (see for example, Gilligan 1982, Lips 1988, Chodorow 1989, and Thomson
and Scott 1991). The main criticisms are that this theorising is underpinned by a male
model of development; where women are included, evidence is deployed primarily from

clinical samples of middle class women; and the influence of social class, ethnicity, and

! Even at this early stage of theorising on young people, females are subordinated to a less visible
position than males.
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the economic patterning of identity and experience is negated. Overall, there is a

tendency to reductionism and generalisation.

Generalisations are also evident in Erikson’s (1968) theorising on the role of identity
crisis in mediating rebellious behaviour and adolescent turmoil. He argued that changes
in biology, ego defences, family, and social life during puberty precipitate the need for
individuals to make major decisions about their roles and identity. Because he saw such
crises as ‘normative’ of ‘everyday adolescent’ development, Coffield et al (1986) credit
Erikson ﬁth much of the responsibility for the

‘... widespread acceptance of adolescence as a deviant category’ (p.211).

The normal/abnormal binary justified constructions of homosexuality as deviant
aberrations from ‘normal’ development. For example, Erikson (1968) dismissed
homosexuality by promoting heterosexuality as the univefsal goal of mature sexuality.
Empirical investigation of Erikson’s work provides limited support for his generalisations
(Offer and Sabshin 1984). Coleman and Hendry (1993) also noted the neglect of |
empirical evidence in calling for some quantitative measurement of his ideas. It is ironic
that these same authors were criticised previously on the same accusation. Coffield et al
(1986) for instance, acknowledged the value in some of Erikson’s work (e.g. the
difficulties inherent in settling on occupational identity), but Coleman (1980) and Hendry
(1983) are accused of unsophisticated triviality because of their continuing tendency to
generalise findings and claims to be expldring the nature of adolescence in contemporary
Britain, while utilising tiny samples and without making reference to

‘.. class, culture, community, power, poverty or inequality.

Excluding both employed and unemployed young people ...’

(Coffield et al 1986:212).

Nearly a decade later, Brannen et al (1994) raise a similar point that this now huge body
of literature on ‘adolescence’ largely ignores the social and economic elements of young

people’s passage to adulthood, hence the thesis will explore the influence of macro

factors on mediations of identity and practice.

The work of Baittle and Offer (1971), Marcia (1966, 1980), R M Lerner and Spanier
(1980), Blos (1988), Muuss (1988), and Harriet Lerner (1987) adheres to Freud’s,

Blos’s and Erikson’s earlier themes of non-conformity and adolescent rebellion. Despite
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much of the empirical work occurring in clinical and therefore unusual settings, the
central tenets of these generalising arguments are retained. Furthermore, they are
rehearsed in numerous contemporary psychological texts on young people’s identity.
Notable examples are John Coleman’s ‘Adolescence and Society’ series which now
includes eleven edited texts, and Jane Kroger’s (1989) overview and update (1996) of
the major psychological theorists.

Sociological perspectives

Like psychological and psychoanalytic theory, early sociological studies of youth
emphasised the coding of adolescence on the basis of the ‘storm and stress’ thesis, while
applying different methodologies and research foci, for example, Margaret Mead’s
(1928) ‘Coming of Age in Samoa’ and Frederick Thrasher’s (1927) ‘The Gang’'.
Biological/hormonal explanations obfuscated the impact of structural factors until
Hollinghead’s (1949) study of ‘Elmtown’s Youth’. His recognition of social class as a
significant determinant in young people’s behaviour emphasised the importance of the
social over the biological. However, explanations based on the social structuring of
experience were not developed further for another two decades because of the 1950s and
1960s preoccupation with theorising on socialisation and role identity in sociology
(Parsons 1964) and clinical psychology (e.g. Thomas 1968, and Brim 1965%).

James Coleman (1961), like Parsons depicted a distinctive ‘youth culture’ which
separated ‘youth’ from the rest of society. Where Parsons noted the hedonism in youth
relations (particularly between the sexes), Coleman pointed out the relevance of popular
music and the consumptive element to young people’s identity and practice. Coleman
used the term ‘subculture’, a concept that predominated in studies on deviance (Becker
1963) and delinquency (A K Cohenv 1955). Within this field essen:cialising tendencies
arguably took on a new identity which centred on ‘youth’ that committed crime, e.g.
Stan Cohen’s (1967) work on gangs of ‘mods’ and ‘rockers’, Barker’s (1964) survey on
young male offenders, and Scott’s (1961) study of boys on probation. These
foregrounded studies by Patrick (1973) and those associated with the ‘Birmingham
School’ or Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS). Notable among these are

! Griffin (1988) cites this study as the birth of the ‘gang of lads’ approach to studying young people.
2 Thomas (1968) looked at different expectations ascribed on ‘roles’ and the tensions created by ‘role
conflict’ and ‘role incongruence’; Baumrind (1975) developed Brim’s (1965) work but called for
recognition of the effects of imposing roles on young people.
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studies by Hall and Jefferson (1976), Mungham and Pearson (1976) and Willis (1977).
The ‘social’ emphasis in these works raised contradictions for ‘biological’ determinism,
but the predictability of the phenomena described supported proponents of adolescence
as a “passing phase’. For example, Willis’s work (1977) on ‘resistance’ and young
unemployed people, is held up by psychologists such as Coleman and Hendry (1993) as
an illustration of the problems encountered by young people in trying to achieve the
transition to ‘normal’ adulthood. We find a similar emphasis in a number of sociological
studies from the 1980s. For example, Covington (1982) Marsland (1987), and Brake
(1985) look to conflicting external pressures (e.g. peer group) rather than internal
instability, but maintain the predictability of the turbulent transition to adulthood.

Feminists, such as McRobbie and Garber (1976) instigated correctives to the ‘resistance’
and ‘gang of lads’ discourse on young people. Clearer depértures from essentialist over-
determinism, blindness to gender, and cultural and ethnic diversity followed in the 1980s
and 1990s. For notable examples, see Anyon (1983), Heidensohn (1985), Leonard
(1985), Measor (1989), Holly (1989), Weiner and Arnot (1987), Henshall and McGuire
(1986), Phoenix (1987), Wulff (1988), Mac an Ghai11>(1988), Mirza (1992), Tizard and
Phoenix (1993). These works heralded transformations in representations of young
people by including the impact of culture, ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation
alongside class based structural theories. They also signalled a more inclusive version of
the social constructionist' perspective that underpins my conceptual and methodological
framework. However, traditional and conservative perspectives still persist in some
contemporary thinking, texts, and policies on working with young people (Banks 1994).
As Griffin (1993) contends,

‘... youth is/are continually being represented as different,
other, strange, exotic and transitory - by and for adults.’
(Griffin 1993:25).

Attention now turns to more detailed consideration of essentialist approaches to

sexuality, and the contribution of sexology research to reinforcing the essentialist view.

! There is no easy or short definition of social constructionism. In broad terms I take it to mean an
approach that gives primacy to the social, to discourses and meanings, and processes of power (and
recognises historical and cultural specificity). It also takes a critical stance towards taken-for-granted
knowledge, particularly that derived from scientific positivism. Vivien Burr (1995) offers a detailed and
useful definition of social constructionism, and compares it with traditional scientific approaches.
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Essentialism & sexuality

Essentialist perspectives on sexuality have a long history, and, according to Segal (1994),
the sexual as axiomatic to the biological was borne out of the post-enlightenment period
and the concomitant primacy of scientific and medical thinking to define sexual normality
and its corollary, sexual deviance. Previously, the pre-industrial era in European societies
had regulated sexuality on the basis of religious and spiritual doctrine but these were
eclipsed by the more powerful and enduring scientific explanations that have heavily
influenced perceptions throughout the twentieth century (Harding 1998).

McFadden (1995) notes how biologically-based scientific explanations for sexuality
rarely define what it is they are explaining. She cites Padgug’s (1979) observation of
sexuality presented as,

‘A thing, a universal given, an essence - implicitly
understood, assumed by all, not requiring definition’
(McFadden, p2).

This treatment of sexuality in the Western world as rarely defined but nevertheless
assumed as a static entity, waiting to be expressed in a uniform and predictable wéy
(Segal 1994) derives from an unquestioning of the biological origins which are presented
as shaping identity and practice (McFadden 1995). This essentialist premise informed
much of the work of sexology authors between the period 1890 - 1980 who wanted to
bring sexuality under the control of science (Gagnon and Parker 1995). Sexology, under
the auspices of science, made claims to objectivity and impartiality that made the study of
sex respectable (Bland 1998). Despite varied methodological approaches, sexologists
were united in believing that ‘sex’ has a natural essence (driving force), and that it is
‘discoverable’ through the collection of empirical evidence. Weeks (1989b) argues that
most sexologists adopt a ‘naturalistic’ approach which aims to describe and classify
sexual practices and preferences, that is, sexual forms as they exist in nature. From this,
sexologists deduced that different biological functioning could explain, and hence be
used to define, female and male sexuality differently. For example, Ellis (1913) spoke of
the powerful male sex drive, and women’s pleasure was taken as derived from men; and
the Kinsey reports (Kinsey et al 1948, 1953) were consistent with medical discourse in
focusing on the “naturalness’ (ie biological imperative) of sexual outlets. Within this, men

are depicted as experiencing uncontrollable urges which should not be repressed, and,

18



women are seen in relation to men, as passive, reactively gaining pleasure from satisfying
men, and, ultimately reproducing. Irrespective of how ‘drives’ are explained, the
individual is the focus of research because the drive is accepted as embedded in the
‘individual (Harding 1998). These approaches are evident in the work of other
sexologists, such as, Hite (1976, 1981, 1987), Hutt (1972), and Masters and Johnson
(1966, 1970, 1975), and in large scale surveys of sexual attitudes and behaviour
conducted since then (eg Wellings et al 1994). Sheer Hite (1987) was critical of the
previous stances on female sexuality but appeared still to be concerned with describing
and categorising sexual behaviour (Thomson and Scott 1990) rather than offering
explanation for diversity or changes in attitudes to sexuality. In this way Hite’s work
reflects the naturalistic approach of sexology researchers entrenched in the essentialist
perspective (Weeks 1989b, Segal 1994).

Deconstructing sexology and essentialism

As sexology developed, so did feminism. Since the early twentieth century, feminists
have questioned essentialist constructs of female sexuality (Segal 1994). Jackson (1984)
argues that the emphasis on heterosexual identity and expression as both natural and
fulfilling, with penetration defined as the essential sexual act, subordinates the position of
women to the necessity of male penetration and leaves the power of men over women
unrecognised in sexology research. For this reason Vance (1984), Harding (1998) and
Segal (1994) insist that sexuality has to be seen through the lens of gender, because the
patriarchal nature of sex research undermines its claims to truth in failing to recognise the
different discourses that frame women and men’s sexuality, and in obfuscating the
inequalities in power between the sexes. The objectivity and lack of bias claimed through
allegiance to scientific methods is also questioned by feminists (see methodology for
further discussion). Furthermore, and, to reiterate a point made previously, it does not
accommodate homosexuality because of its heterosexist emphasis (Watney 1987, Patton

1994).

Thomson and Scott (1990), like Weeks (1985), have noted that studies of sexual
behaviour provide access to current forms of knowledge and ideologies which exist in
particular cultures. This is evident in some contemporary research on young people that

prioritises quantification of heterosexual behaviours, uses uncontested categories of ‘sex’
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to mean vaginal penetration and ignores non-penetrative acts (for examples see Ford
1987, 1988, 1991 and Mellanby et al 1995). This suggests a heteropolar bias which
highlights sexual acts with the potential for reproduction over other forms of sexual
expression. While many of these accounts raise anxiety at the extent of vaginal
penetration, this ‘extensiveness’ (or ‘majority’ experience) also legitimises it as the norm
and reproduces conservative notions of ‘real’ sex which are consistent with ‘family’

values.

In sum, despite a questioning of the essentialist view, constructs of sexuality based on a
biological given have prevailed in underpinning much research in biomedically oriented
studies. Definitions of sexuality are usually absent in these accounts but this non-
definition lends further support to accusations of essentialist assumptions. If within this,
sexual identity and practice are considered as immune to social context, it may account
for the failure to acknowledge the specific impact of social, political and historical mores
on expressions of identity and negotiation of sexual practice. The thesis will explore
these elements with particular scrutiny of the discourses that pervade institutional
responses to sexuality, and the significance of gender, social class and ethnicity. This
supports the case for an explicit reflexivity in my theoretical and methodological
approaéh (see chapter 4) to ensure that explanations for behaviour and identity are not

reductive.

Reconstruction - positioning the biological body

Chapter 3 will argue that a more useful understanding of sexuality as it relates to identity
and practice, emerges not from categorising behaviours, but from enquiry of the
meanings that construct sexuality, and the effects of these meanings on the ways that
individuals construct and organise their lives (Weeks 1995). However, this does not
mean that biology is unimportant, or that individuals are blank sheets on which society
writes its cultural messages with physiology completely disregarded. Neither does it
imply that biology predicates universal responses. For instance, compared to previous

generations, the average age of puberty begins at a younger age for females and males'

! This is attributed to changes in general health, diet, oestrogen in water supplies, and increased body fat
(oestrogen deposits in fat precipitate the earlier onset of menstruation).
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(Hill 2000), hence rendering the enhanced potential for earlier sexual activity among
young people. Also, the place of biology in facilitating expressions of desire is not easily
separated from the influence of hormones. This does not imply that I accept the
deterministic tendencies of essentialist explanations for young people’s behaviour or
identity, but rather that some aspects of sexual behaviour have explanation in biology, as
they do for all people irrespective of age. Schwartz and Rutter offer an ‘integrative
model’(1998:21) of sexuality. They argue that focusing on biological imperatives without
acknowledgement of social processes, or, focusing on the social constructionist view
without regard for hormonally influenced desire and pleasure, is equally reductionist.
Hence, they regard the social constuctionist view as more persuasive if biological

influences are considered alongside.

To summarise, while there are some broad assumptions that foreground the two

. approaches, it is most useful to view essentialism and constructionism not as exclusive
and unitary positionings on how each views the sexual (and its relationship to identity.
discourse and practice), but rather, as umbrella terms spanning a plethora of ideas,
research methodologies and political and theoretical perspectives. Ultimately, empirical
~ data contextualised in the social world of actors provides the support for legitimising
which aspects of theory hold the most reliable theoretical explanations. On this basis, the
thesis supports the position that explaining the biological imperative of sex as in a
majority of essentialist sexology research (Weeks 1989b) is less significant to the ways
individuals define and run their lives, than understanding the cultural meanings which
construct it (Weeks 1995).

I will now address literature that makes further contributions to the ‘sexualisation’ of

‘adolescence’, and maintains a heterosexist bias.

Sexualising adolescence

Unlike any other age range, constructs of adolescence are inseparable from those on
sexual proclivity. Indeed, Griffin (1993) argues, that in the same way as the concept of
‘adolescence’ has been criminalised, it has been sexualised. However, the manner in
which this occurred has varied. Previously I described the social reformists’ attempts to
regulate male sexuality, with the consequent invisibilisation of female sexuality or
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subordination to male desires. This trend continued more or less unchallenged for several
decades leading up to the ‘gang of lads’ model. But the latter provided only scant
opposition to original constructs m maintaining antiseptic, stereotypic and patriarchal
constructs of heterosexual identity and sexual relations, with sexuality (in the broadest
sense') never considered. Where sexual behaviour is mentioned in these accounts, it is
invariably brief, limited to over-simplistic essentialising explanations, and lacking in
critical analysis. F or example, in James Patrick’s (1973).A Glasgow Gang Observed the
sexuality of gang members is alluded to in only two (separate) paragraphs, and relates
entirely to; ‘sex [as a] commodity valued by the gang’ (p191) wherein girls are perceived
as ‘sexual objects’ with whom ‘boys were unable to enter into deep relationships’
(p151). Analysis remains at the level of sexual liaison conferring status and satisfying
male ‘adolescent’ need or curiosity. This is made transparent by Patrick’s use of
Yablonsky’s (1967) words:

‘... sex for the violent gang boy “’is an itch that is scratched
when the opportunity arises’’.” (Patrick 1973:191).

While feminist responses to the ‘gang of lads’ model (see above) countered the
privileging of young males in academic agendas, a heterosexist norm prevailed that
obscured young lesbians, gay men and bisexuals. Brake (1976, 1978) situated ‘queer’
and “’bent’? identity in the masculine model of ‘deviancy’ sociology of the time, but, with
the exception of Plummer (1989), gay, lesbian and bisexual experience outside this realm
remained marginal in mainstream UK sociology. It took the HIV/AIDS pandemic to
warrant further writing on the lives of non-heterosexual young people. Initially this was
within more biomedically oriented literature wherein gay young people were often
viewed as exhibiting pathological risky tendencies (see Aggleton et al 1989 for critique).
This has been countered by extensive sociological enquiries, with notable examples

in the work of Dowsett (1996), Aggleton (1996) Wilton (1992) and Patton (1990).
However these analyses reside in the HIV/AIDS paradigm and therefore do not

attract the same attention as mainstream research on heterosexual contemporaries.

There are exceptions to the heteropolar norm in literature that documents the

experiences of gay pupils and/or teachers in the UK heterosexist school system (see

Theoretical definitions of sexuality are critiqued further in relation to my data in chapter 6, theme 3.
2 At the time such terms signified heterosexist ideology and had yet to be reclaimed by gay activism in
efforts to diminish the impact of their use in homophobic discourse.
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Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Trenchard and Warren, 1984, 1987; London Gay Teachers’ Group,
1983, and Leicester NUT ,1987). These accounts refute the ‘passing phase’ thesis of
same sex relationships used by proponents of the traditional adolescent development
approach. Similarly, in the USA, Gonsiorek (1988) argues that it is not homosexual
identity in itself which is the problem (to be suppressed, marginalised or legislated
against) but rather the homophobic working of modern societies that create problems of
living for young gay women and men. In locating sexuality in broader contexts of the
social body, mental health, structural influences, and a detailed critique of ‘
clinical/psychological discourse, Gonsiorek provides convincing arguments against the
‘passing-phase’ thesis and the futility of searching for the causes of homosexuality.
Following this, I am not concerned to research why one is gay but rather zow one
experiences gay sexual identity within the confines and practices of schooling. This
prdvides another reason to look to literature that could accommodate the social
meanings of identity and discourse, and the inter-relatedness of macro and micro
determinants of experience and identity, and hence I found explanatory potential in the
work of Foucault, Smith, Giddens and Habermas (see chapter 3).

Social constructionist responses to essentialising sexuality

In the same way as the ‘social constructionist’ perspective challenged constructs of
adolescence, it problematised sexual essentialism by regarding sexuality not as inevitable
and unchanging but as the outcome of various social, political and economic phenomena
and circumstances. But, the various criticisms of the essentialist view adopt different
theoretical approaches and as Bristow (1997) suggests make clear a series of
contradictions to theorising constructionism. The interactionist work associated with
Ken Plummer (1975, 1995) and Gagnon and Simon (1973) situate the social
construction of sexuality at the level of the individual learning of sexual roles and
identities (Plummer) and in the ‘scripts’ that mediate ideological constructs (Gagnon and
Simon). Staying at the level of the individual but positioned within the Freudian
psychoanalytic tradition Jacques Lacan (1977) is concerned with how the subject
emerges within the linguistic order (Bristow 1997) and Juliet Mitchell' (1974) gives

greater credence to Freudian psychoanalysis with the thematisation of gender difference.

! Mitchell was central to the rehabilitation of psychoanalysis after many feminists had rejected Freudian
and Lacanian psychoanalysis. See Joseph Bristow (1997) for review.
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For historical social constructionists like Weeks (1989) who developed aspects of
Foucault’s work (see chapter 3), the solutions to constructionist theory lie in the

processes of history and wider society.

Foucault’s view spans continents and centuries and provides a sharp contrast with
Plummer’s micro perspective. The emphasis on languagé and scripts in Lacan’s
psychoanalytic perspective has some similarities with Foucault’s and. Weeks’ discursive
project; and Mitchell draws on Foucault’s notion of power but points up the absence of a
gendered sense of power'. Despite the differences and convergences, these approaches
ultimately agree in their rejection of the autonomous ‘naturalness’ of the sexual and give
some (if differing) recognition to the social, linguistic, historical and political sources of
sexual definition. As Rubin notes:

‘Once sex is understood in terms of social analysis. and historical
understanding, a more realistic politics of sex becomes possible.’
‘ (1999:150)

Put simply, depth understanding of the factors that mediate everyday experience is

arguably unachievable by reliance on typifications that compartmentalise and separate
sexuality from the social, historical and political body.

Contesting contemporary sexuality

In conclusion, there is wide ranging opinion and belief on how sexuality and sexual
activity might be defined, explained and regulated. In analysing these contestations,
Jennifer Harding defines contemporary sexuality as ‘highly plastic’ (1998:1). Here she
utilises Anthony Giddens term to mean

‘.. decentered sexuality, freed from the needs of reproduction.’

(Giddens 1993:2).

She uses the term loosely as a means to stress the variable ways in which sexuality
manifests and the many different meanings it holds. But it is arguable that constructing
young people’s sexuality as ‘plastic’ is useful only in so far as it captures the variable
potentialities for sexual expression; taking the definition more literally negates the
influence of dominant discourses to restrict sexual identity and practice. To illustrate,

young people may be involved in sexual behaviour without motivations for procreation

! The importance of gender to constructs of identity and practice is discussed further in chapter 3 and at
several points throughout the findings.
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but this does not imply that they are freed from the normative cultural expectations that
control whether sexual behaviour of this kind will be legitimated. It follows that the
meanings that teenagers give to their behaviour should not be separated from the
knowledge of how ‘others’ (Gilroy 1999), that is, adults in the main, construct
adolescent sexuality. The thesis explores the meanings and social reality that result from
the complex system of languages, symbols and interactions that juxtapose at the
private/public interface.

The potential for the social control of identity and practice, the centrality of power to
achieving authentic identities and the importance of intersubjective relations in the
regulation of behaviour and identity prompted exploration of the theoretical ideas of
Michel Foucault, Anthony Giddens, Dorothy Smith and Jurgen Harbermas. These and
other relevant works assisted my understanding of the ways in which young people
conceptualise their identity and practice and give it meaning, and explicate the reasons
for the minimal recognition of young people’s narratives in representations of youth, and

the practices and content of schooling and educational policy.

These theoretical considerations and those that follow were of considerable influence in
analysing the findings from my study; where there are criticisms of the social
constructionist perspective they are not intended to diminish the merits of the different
approaches but rather to suggest that the theories have not been extrapolated to their full
potential. It is only with the impetus demanded by the data that a more sophisticated
interpretation has been possible. This underscores the explanatory liixlitations 'of abstract
theories that are not illustrated by empirical primary evidence, as in some of the

perspectives highlighted.

25



Discourse, power, and
identity

Introduction

In this chapter I lay out key aspects of work by Michel Foucault, Dorothy Smith,
Anthony Giddens, Jurgen Habermas, and Seyla Benhabib that have contributed to my
interpretation of how young people’s identity and practice are shaped in the
contemporary context. In broad terms, the concepts 1 focus on are:

e discourse

" the processes and uses of power

reflexivity

the interconnectdness between the macro and the micro.

Foucault, Smith, Giddens, Habermas and Benhabib have not positioned young people in
their theorising. My critique facilitates both an application of their ideas to young
people, and a synthesis that brings together the relevant aspects of each authors’
theoretical formulations. This renders a more rounded model for understanding the
experiences of young people, and crucially marries theorising with empirical evidence.
Measor et al (2000), and Aggleton (1998) have argued this is essential to achieving a

fuller understanding of the issues, and to devising effective policy and practice responses.
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The significant aspects of each of the author’s ideas are laid out in turn, with a critique of
each laying foundations for, and justifying the inclusion of those that follow. The chapter
begins with Foucault.

Michel Foucault

Foucault’s work is central to much recent work on the dynamic between discourse,
power, knowledge and subjectivity. Foucauldian (Foucault 1979a, 1980) and neo-
Foucauldian theorising (Weeks 1995b, 1989b, Poster 1984, Layder 1994) draws
attention to the significance of historical discourses on contemporary constructions of
sexuality, and explores how power operates through the construction of particular
knowledges to define and regulate sexual identities and practices.

Foucault (1979a) rejected biological essentialism in proposing that there is no innate
form of sexuality to be expressed, repressed or emancipated. Rather, there are ‘.. ideas
about sexuality which are put into words - discourses’ (Harding 1998:18). These
discourses are multiple and produced by ‘a whole series of mechanisms operating in
different institutions’ (Foucault 1979a: 33). Foucault argued that power has different
mechanistic forms which have varied over centuries. He identified three forms of power,

sovereign power' (1980), disciplinary power” (1979b), and biopower (1979a).

Biopower is the most relevant to sexuality. Biopower works through the administration
of dominant ideologies, interventions and regulatory controls. These serve to define the
‘norms’ and limits of identity, and hence affect how individuals construct their identity
and give it meaning (Weeks 1991).

! This was as an absolute form of power that dominated through the appropriation of goods and wealth,
from the feudal monarchies of the Middle Ages, the religious wars between Catholic monarchists and
Protestant anti-monarchists of the sixteenth and seventeenth century, to the parliamentary democracy of
the French Revolution in the eighteenth century.
2 This developed during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and was the antithesis of sovereign
power in exercising power, ‘not over the earth and its products ... but over human
bodies and their operations.” (Foucault 1980: 104). It involved not specific physical punishments (as in
sovereign power) but by placing bodies under constant surveillance they were rendered visible at all
times. This form of power worked through psychological rather than physical constraint. The strategies
formally used in monasteries, prisons and asylums were applied in institutions of the military, medicine
and schooling with the architecture and regimes designed to make so obvious the surveillance that
individuals knew they could not escape the ‘gaze’ and so developed a mechanism of self-regulation
(Foucault 1979b).
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There are a range of political ideologies and social discourses about sexual behaviour and
sexual relations that influence how people locate themselves (or ‘be located’, Ingham and
Kirkland 1997:153). A number of theorists contend that these discourses are complex
and fragmented, and position individuals differently at different times and in different
contexts. For example, Hollway (1998) looks at gender and identifies three culturally
salient discourses which offer men and women different subject positionings; and Rubin
(1999) and Butler (1990), in different analytic modes, explore the influence of the
bipolarity of heterosexuality and homosexuality. While individuals are positioned variably
in relation to these discourses, and there are choices involved (Weeks 1985), some
discourses hold greater power. For instance, Weeks (1989b) suggests that discourses in
the media, medicine and education have been particular instrumental in ‘normalising’
some identities and practices and ‘ab-normalising’ others. So, procreative, heterosexual
sexual practice within the confines of marriage is legitimated by some dominant

. discourses (ibid.), whereas sexual behaviour between other groups such as teenagers and

gay people is condemned (Wilton 1997).

Professionals and the discourses used (in education and health particularly) can be crucial
to maintaining norms for identity and practice'. Moreover, discourses re-enforcing
specific ideologies can become internalised through “capillary action’ (Grbich 1999:39)
which contributes to individuals self-regulating themselves and others. Thus, biopower
becomes operationalised through an unconscious process of permeation, exercised not
through edicts from above but within and through society. As Layder (1994) contends, it
is this element of the affects of power relations in specific contexts that Foucault was
more interested in (rather than the substance of power) for its influence on how subjects
are constituted in terms of self-identity, psychological predisposition, and attitudes and
beliefs.

Young people in Foucault’s lens
I will now consider young people in relation to Foucault’s theorising. The methods and
discourses used in the teaching of sex education and in sexual health clinics can be used

to illustrate Foucault’s analysis (1979a, 1980) of power, knowledge and discourse.

! This does not imply there is only one discourse used in sex education; of late there have been moves
towards more radical and effective practice that acknowledge a range of different discourses (see SEU
1999).
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The power of language is particularly significant in these contexts. The knowledge and
resources that young people have access to can be limited by the language and wider
discourse of the cultural context in which sex education and communication on sexual
issues occurs (Wilton 1997). This can constrain views of sex and sexuality to a
particularly scientific and impersonal framework (Watney 1991). For instance, technical
and medical terms can alienate young people both because of stylistic inaccessibility, and
in emphasising the chasm between formal (that is, accepfable) language and that used
informally between peers or sexual partners (Aggleton and Kapila 1992). There is no
evidence to suggest that young people use a formal discourse in their everyday lives, and
whether this is due to unwillingness or inability is not the issue. Rather it is the effect of
internalising a discourse that is not theirs that is significant. '

Foucault (1979a) points out the multiple effects of biopower in part 5 of Volume One of
The History of Sexuality but he concentrates on the macro, that is, consequences for the
regulation of populations. Feminist criticisms of Foucault’s work (Ramazanoglu 1993,
McHoul and Grace 1995) argue there are also several observable effects at the micro
level of individual and inter-subjective relations. This is the aspect I wanted to explore in
my research: was there any evidence of regulation through the discourses and strategies
used in education and sexual health services? If so, what were the effects on young

people’s sense of self?

Foucault (1979a) argues that the internalisation of norms for identity and practice leads
to people self-regulating through concealing or fabricating' (Ball 1997) their authentic
identities, practices and discourses. This self-regulation can be analysed as a regulative
agent in maintaining the status quo of the normative discourse. Because actual
behaviours and discourses are concealed, they are not acknowledged in official/ public
discourses, so the dominant framework is not challenged and hence has potential for

reproduction.

In sum, I wanted to establish whether the discourses used by teachers and clinicians
created definitions of ‘normality’ and deviance that contributed to ‘norms’ for action and

behaviour (Foucault 1973). If this is the case, the social construction of sexuality by

! This phenomenon is developed below, see ‘Fabrication: reactions to the dominant discourse and
practice’
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professionals stands alongside essentialist constructions (see chapter 2) in replacing one
reductionism with another. For those who are aware that they do not meet the criteria
for ‘normality” laid out in ‘official’ discourse, there is the potential for feelings of
alienation to be enhanced (Rubin 1999").

Positive power

Foucault’s concept of power tends to construct subjectivities rather negatively, as not
only shaped by disciplinary power or the ‘force relations’ (Poster 1994:139) in society,
but also dominated by the technologies of powerful discourses and practices that operate
within institutions (whether they be schools, asylums, prisons etc.). But as Heaphy
(1996) points out, because Foucault (1979b) conceptualises power not as something that
is possessed but exercised it can also be construed more positively as being productive of
knowledge and subjectivity:

“We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power

in negative terms ... power produces ... reality; it produces domains

of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that

may be gained of him belong to this production.” (Foucault 1979b: 194).
_ In other words, knowledge is not produced through the activity of the subject of
knowledge; rather, the corpus and forms of knowledge are determined by ‘power-
knowledge’. Foucault emphasises how disciplinary strategies support power-knowledge
relations, and through normalisation processes can be used to subjugate bodies thus
rendering them objects of knowledge. The pre-given and unchanging nature of identity
(or subject) is directly challenged here and replaced by the individual as discursive
construct through a gradual process of the actor being erased, ‘.. like a face drawn in
sand at the edge of the sea’ (Foucault 1970:387). This decentering of the subject by
power mechanisms that operate independently of people is commensurate with
Foucault’s insistence that the subject is ‘dead’ (Layder 1994:102). This contrasts with
feminist thought (see Butler 1990, Chodorow 1994) that insists the subject is capable of
resisting mechanistic determinism and this invests a potential for agency than Foucault

appears reticent to engage with.

Despite this, in his later work, Foucault (1987, 1988) does acknowledge that

micrological strategies of power (i.e. not the individual as possessed of power) can resist

! See chapter 7 for further discussion.
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hegemonic and normalising discourse and counter the imposition of decreed identities. It
is only in societies that adopt a repressive relationship between sex and power, Foucault
(1979a) argues, that emancipation' from silence and/or condemnation is necessary.
Merely speaking about sex can appear as deliberate defiance of the prevailing power.
This is particularly relevant to analysing contemporary representations of sexual identity
which appear as deliberately transgressive in naming and describing an alternative
discourse and form of the sexual. For example, social movements such as Gay
Liberation, Feminism, and Black Activism have consciously challenged dominant
morality and definitions of norms and conventions relating to sex, gender, and family
relations (Clark and Hirst 1996).

However it is relevant to note that the impact of any challenge to dominant discourses
can have both positive and negative repercussions, as Harding argues:

“They may ... help to constitute and reinforce a boundary between public

and private domains, even as they appear to erase it’. (Harding 1998:19).
This is relevant to my research questions particularly if we add the dimension of context.
The situational specificity of where one speaks out in ways oppositional to the dominant
position may influences the outcome. It may be that counter discourses are not declared
in public realms (of the classroom or home environment for example) for fear of
reinforcing negative perceptions of youth and/or incurring puhitive sanctions. I wanted to
create contexts for research interviews wherein young people felt safe to share the
alternative ‘story’ (of what takes place in the private domain of youth) and hence
challenge the normative framework via a third party (i.e. documentation from the study).

‘Coding’ the body

Foucault (19792) insists that bodies are inherently meaningless without the inscriptions
of cultural and historical mediations. So in addition to constructing identity via
discourses of the sexual, meaning is also given to bodies through categories/codes of
race, gender and able-bodiedness etc. that also operate through the power-knowledge
process. Constructions of dichotomised gendered bodies as male/female are enforced by
norms of appropriate male and female behaviour (Butler 1990). For instance, sexual

! According to Weeks (1989) Foucault rejects the concept of liberation. It is not the release of a hidden
or blocked essence that should be the target of sexual radicalism... but conscious intervention at the /level
of the definition of appropriate sexual behaviour’ (p10, my emphasis).
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freedom is oft regarded as demeaning for women but enhances masculinity, with sexual
experimentation and pleasure seen as male but not female privilege (Schwartz and Rutter
1998). Pini (1997) develops Foucault’s ideas in suggesting this constitutes the self as
always embodied, and with different inscriptions yielding different selves or
subjectivities. Just as Foucault observed the female body coded as ‘hysterical’, or the
coding of the ‘mad’, ‘deviant’ or ‘criminal’, Pini suggests that power has also been
employed to code the black body as ‘deviant’, the disabled body as “invalid’, and the
teenage body as ‘rebellious’. This éupports assertions I made in chapter 2 on the power

of essentialist constructs of youth.

There are subjective as well as objective dimensions to systemic classifications. While
power-knowledge operates in yielding ‘objects of truth’ (Foucault 1979b:194) subjects
also play a part in imbibing and resisting classifications. People ‘know’ themselves
through mechanisms of disciplining and naming but also construct alternatives that resist
the normative expectations of dominant morality. However, individual and subcultural
codes are still bound up with a historical discourse that gives them meaning and indeed
potency if they contradict the expected or permissible features of a particular identity
(such as adolescence). While subjective classifications may be censored in the public
domain, they can represent a resistance to regulation in the private realm. Resistance in
the private sphere of young people’s lifeworlds cannot be readily constituted as a
‘reverse discourse’ as in Foucault’s (1979a) example of the gay liberation movement
‘speaking out’ to legitimise itself, since no such legitimisation occurs among those who
would benefit from hearing it (e.g. teachers). Nevertheless, for young people these
oppositional discourses may be one way of appropriating some power, and this will be

pursued in my analysis.

While power may invest some agency in the private realm, Mary Douglas (1966) reminds
us that tensions can arise from the contradictions posed by knowledge of ‘good’ and
‘bad’ or ‘clean’ and ‘dirty’ sexual morality'. The symbolism conveyed by these
oppositional classifications can affect individual and collective confidence in the authentic
self. Another issue that is salient here is who is using the discourse, for what purpose and

in which context. As Pini (1997) suggests, this has been significant in queer and black

! See chapter 7 for further discussion on the symbolic classification of identity.
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activism which set out to reclaim the same appropriations (e.g. ‘faggot’, ‘queer’,
‘nigger’) that had been used to problematise the identity. It will be interesting to explore

young people’s perceptions of ascriptions that create tensions for sense of self.

Evaluating Foucault

The preceding discussion demonstrates that aspects of Foucault’s ideas are useful to
understanding identity and practice, but there are ambiguities and omissions in his work.
The following section attends to some of these weaknesses and signals why the work of
other theorists has been utilised.

Micro-macro dualism

Many authors have argued (Giddens 1984, Smith 1988, Habermas 1986, and others) that
there is a complex and variable relationship between the micro (as in personal and social
interactions of daily life) and the macro (as in larger scale features of society, institutions,
organisations and culture) and the related dualisms of agency and structure. Theoretical
appreciation of this is restricted using Foucault’s ideas alone because he does not
satisfactorily explore the synthesis between the micro and macro. The overall impression
from evaluation of Foucault’s writing is that he remains enmeshed within the structural |
level though he vigorously repudiated this and attempted to dismantle structuralism
(Poster 1984). Derek Layder (1994) provides a thorough critique of this dismantling and
concludes that Foucault remained unwilling to position himself or his notions of power
within the micro. As a consequence, he does not offer a convincing analysis of the
microscopics of everyday life, nor the pertinent aspects of agency and meaning (McHoul
and Grace 1995).

This said, in his later work on ‘technologies of the self’ and power (Foucault 1986,
1988) there is a switch in emphasis to individualism and notions of psychological self-
constitution (Best and Kellner 1991). However this did not extend to considering actual
or situated intersubjective behaviour in or between intimately connected individuals. This
is a key omission because of the importance of intra-subjective relations and collective

identity to individuals’ narratives of self (Smith 1988, Benhabib 1992).
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Possession of power

Foucault’s ubiquitous notion of power as never ‘possessed’ by individuals or groups
suggests that power is exercised separately from the actions of individual subjects. Thus
we have little sense of who or what the substance of power is, and only the effect of the
processes of power (Layder 1994). Hence, the limits and control of power are difficult to
define. This is in sharp contrast to feminists who have a clearer sense of who owns the
dominant power and moreover the power of the owned discourse to decide what
constitutes dominant identity, discourse and practice (see McNay 1992, Ramazanoglu
1989, Srnith~1988, Warnke 1995). The significance of the relational between macro and
micro contexts is relevant here. That which counts as legitimate rests on the qualities that
are valued by a given culture and society and their operationalisation by those with
power at the interface of public and private domains. Seen in these terms it is necessary
to address power as an entity if we are to fully understand the implications for identity

and experience.

Related to this is that within Foucault’s discursive frame of analysis there is also the
capacity to lose sight of the subject and the specific, individual, inter-subjective, cultural
and local factors that influence identity. More definitive notions of what power is and the
variable .modes in which it operates (and not just what it yields) are relevant to
appreciating differences and inequalities between classes, ethnicities, sexes and sexual
orientations. Different social groups are constituted, as Foucault (1979a) would agree,
on the basis of ethnicity, culture, gender, sexual orientation and social class, but identities

cannot be fully explained on the basis of discourse, other resources and factors come into

play.

* Indeed, Poster (1984) argues that Foucault’s emphasis on knowledge/power discourse
leads him ‘against himself to a totalising view of the history of sexuality’ (p136) that
does not allow comprehension of sexuality in ways other than collectively. Specifically
regarding social class, he argues classes differ more than they are alike and their sexuality
cannot be explained on the basis of one unifying discourse. Thus he calls for a more
adequate theory of class sexuality. Similarly, some feminist critiques of Foucault (see
below) call for a more explicit appreciation of the influence of gender inequalities on

identity. Foucault is also accused of inattentiveness to issues of racial difference because
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his discursive formations make it difficult to give priority to the influence of ethnicity,
race and racism (Stoler 1995). I would add that nuanced understanding of sexuality and
identity needs to be linked to regional and/or local particularities and the specifics of
familial and cultural/religious influences.

Gender and Foucault

Foucault’s work has contributed to understanding on the social construction of female
sexuality, and hence lent more fuel to the feminist project than that of essentialising
constructs that render women passively and immutably repressed (Jackson and Scott
1996). However, there is considerable scope for a more sophisticated reading of
gendered power and its regulation of female sexuality, with a feminist critique now well
established which debates the various interpretations of Foucault’s reading of gender (see
Ramazanoglu 1993, McNay 1992, 1994, O’Farrell 1989, McHoul and Grace 1995,

. Bordo 1999).

A significant element of this critique rests on Foucault’s minimal recognition of the
subject. As mentioned previously, this connotes notions that are amorphous and
unspecific, and in doing so fails to give due prominence to gendered subjectivities, and
female agency. Connected to this is Foucault’s resistance to naming who holds the
dominant power as discussed above. Inevitably, as feminist critiques (referred to above)
have highlighted, the uncovering of these machinations of power, and the significance of
gender within them, will rest on who and what is being researched; by whom it is carried
out; and the pre-suppositions and analytic frameworks that are brdught to practice.
Similarly, Cuff et al conclude in their commentary on Foucault’s ideas, particular epochs
and structures of thought create

‘.... an underlying matrix of presuppositions which confines the mind in

a given period and makes only certain kinds of thought thinkable.’

(Cuff et al 1998:259; my emphasis). .

It is within this notion of what becomes thinkable, by whom and in what context, and
with implications for the scope of knowledge, which prompted exploration of the work
of Dorothy Smith (1988), to which attention now turns. Additionally, Smith’s ideas offer
responses to other ambiguities and omissions raised by my evaluation of Foucault’s

work.
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Dorothy Smith

This section begins by locating Dorothy Smith’s work in relation to that of Foucault,
then takes up specific aspects, namely, the workings of power, the impact of the macro
on the micro, and finally, methodological considerations necessary to privileging the

subject in theorising and researching.

If, as Foucault contends, specific epistemes are created by discourses that are historically
and politically situational (under specific historical conditions, rules regulate
vocabularies, ways of speaking, who can say what and with what consequences) then it
follows that there is a fluidity to what constitutes as dominant in different times and
places. While this is no doubt valuable to appreciating how certain institutions and |
practices come into being, it cannot be separated from his own insistence that discourses
create their objects and by implication bring things into being (Foucault 1970). I agree
with Smith (1988, 1978) that this is problematic if we do not consider the
methodological and theoretical implications for how we come to create certain epistemes
and act on what they signify since, as intimated previously, that which emerges as salient
to the debate is dependant on the presuppositions of the researcher and her/his
relationship to what is studied. But, Foucault was not particularly concerned with
subjective evidence or with clarifying the influence of his own centredness in what
becomes thinkable. This omission of an explicit reflexivity and data on subjective
experience in Foucault’s work runs para]]el with other contentions. For instance, the
‘evaluation of Foucault’s work (above) points up the absence of a convincing
acknowledgement of intersubjectivity, the lack of synthesis between macro and micro
influences and minor emphasis on the significance of the microscopics of everyday life.
Lifeworlds cannot be satisfactorily explained without closer analysis of these aspects.
The next section therefore considers some elements of Smith’s work for she draws
attention to the micro, to everyday experience and the pertinent aspects of agency and

meaning, and in contrast to Foucault, makes visible the perspectives of women.

Smith on power

The next section elucidates, in greater depth, the divergences between Smith’s and
Foucault’s thinking. In striving for a feminist sociology Smith (1988) makes clear that
her notion of power is less ubiquitous than Foucault suggests (1979a) in that it is
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tangible and identifiable. There are two discernible but interconnected elements to this
thesis. The first evolves from her position as a woman in sociology in that she believes
the ‘gender subtext’ (1988:4) has been invisiblised by those in possession of power and
influence, in the traditional institution of academic sociology; and the second tries to
understand this observation in wider terms of ‘relations of ruling’ or ‘ruling apparatus’

(®3)-

Smith (1988), like other feminists (see Ramazanoglu 1992, and Stanley and Wise 1990,
1993) argues that what is studied and given primacy has until recently, been influenced
by a discourse devised and controlled by men, especially within sociology. In effect, this
has obscured the female standpoint. Thus, she attempts to thematise gender in
sociological study and moreover argues this can only occur by problematising
universalising forms of theorising and aspects of discourse and methodology that rely on
impersonal and so-called objective social enquiry:

“The “’established’” sociology .... gives us a consciousness that looks at

society, social relations, and people’s lives as if we could stand outside

them, ignoring the particular local places in the everyday in which we

live our lives. It claims objectivity not on the basis of its capacity to speak

truthfully, but in terms of its specific capacity to exclude the presence

and experience of particular subjectivities. Nonetheless, ...they are there

and must be.” (Smith 1988: 2). '
Smith argues that the ways in which sociology claims to know society ‘constantly leaks
into the general currency of thinking about society’ (p2) thus establishing itself in the
dominant ‘relations of ruling’ that systematically privilege the interests and perspectives
of men. So insidious is this patriarchal form of power that it permeates social
consciousness and controls how we come to know ourselves, which is particularly acute
in its effects on constructions of women. In contrast to Foucault, Smith ‘names’ or

identifies power in various agencies, institutions, and legislative decrees (Smith 1988).

In this system of what she terms ‘extralocal’ (1988:3) modes of ruling, the actualities of
everyday lives become abstracted and generalised to yield impersonal and objectified
representation. Texts and documents are significant to this thesis on the social
organisation of knowledge: the local actualities of everyday life, Smith argues, become
constructed and mediated by texts and documents (medical, health, tax, and police

records, financial profiles, academic certificates, employment contracts) that are

37



constituted externally to individuals, kinship ties, familial relationships and localised
practices. A standardisation of consciousness and experience results that is not the
property of individual subjects but the property of organisation and discourse, rendering
the ‘knowledge’ as partial and unrepresentative. As Smith applied this to explain the
subordinate position of women, the working classes and ethnic minorities, it can be
appropriated to explain the experiences of young people controlled by the exigencies of
educational bureaucracy and ideology. Brown (1999) has argued that the everyday lived
experiences and relationships of many young people often do not figure in the making of
forms of thought and images that abound, rather they are manufactured as a product of
ideological mechanisms that operate in educational and political systems and modes of

communication prescﬁbed by professionals occupying positions of power.

If young people have little or no power in the relations of ruling it will mean their
experiences and perspectives are rarely involved in producing or developing the debate
on young people and youth culture. The following extract captures the essence of this if
Smith’s reference to women is substituted by ‘young people’:

“The means women have had available to them to think, image, and make
actionable their experience have been made for us and not by us. It means

that our experience has not been represented in the making of our culture.
There is a gap between where we are and the means we have to express and
act. It means that the concerns, interests, and experiences forming “’our”’
culture are those of men in positions of dominance whose perspectives are built
on the silence of women (and of others).” (Smith 1988:19-20).

Whether or not young people’s authentic experiences are acknowledged in the making of
representations of culture, and more specifically, in the devising of sex education
doctrine and practice, is an area for research exploration. But, my experiénce to date
suggests that mechanisms exist that can contribute to a way of knowing the world which
excludes young people’s perspective. Hence my research questioning will scrutinise
‘images, vocabulary, concepts, abstract terms of knowledge [that] are integral to the

practice of power, to getting things done’ (Smith 1988:17).

Smith provides detailed examples to illustrate and it is this aspect of her work that is
particularly useful in satisfying a tangible grasping of what power is that is unclear in
Foucault’s more abstract concept of power. Further, Smith develops notions of exclusion

to include not just the invisiblisation of certain groups and the role this plays in
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structuring society and creating certain ‘knowledges’, she also acknowledges the broader
effects on the individual of internalising (c.f. Foucault’s capillary form of power) these
relations of ruling, that is, the relation between the macro and the micro:

‘... the ways in which we think about ourselves and one another and about
our society - our images of how we should look, our homes, our lives, even
our inner worlds - are given shape and distributed by the specialised work of
people in universities and schools, in television, radio and newspapers ...
forming the “’ideological apparatuses®’ of the society'.” (p17).
My intention is to explore both yoﬁng people’s awareness of the agents and agencies of
power and any linkages to normative conceptions of identity and practice, self-concept,

aspirations and future subjectivities.

This account has summarised Smith’s identification of (some of) the exclusionary
mechanisms and their effects on individuals and groups. She takes this a step further than
Foucault by considering the methodological implications for correcting the bias in
constructions of thought and ways of seeing and knowing. Before discussion of this
aspect and by way of repositioning Smith in relation to Foucault, the next section

presents a brief overview of Smith’s line of thinking vis-a-vis the macro-micro debate.

Smith on dualism

Smith’s position on the macro-micro linkage is clearer than Foucault’s more ambiguous
stance. Where Foucault rejects dualism, Smith accepts a version of dualisms (1978,
1988) that sees the two sides as closely interwoven. Her work also differs from Foucault
and supports my methodological approach (and that of several feminist authors, see
methodology, chapter 4) in asserting that analysis of macro-micro linkage can be usefully
approached from the direction of the micro, hence her emphasis on the everyday
experience of actual people (Smith 1988). The emphasis on capitalist systems evidences
her Marxist political leaning, but her prioritisation of feminist ideology in approaches to
understanding provide an important corrective to work emanating from the male ‘gaze’

of Foucault.

Hence, her engagement with the macro/structure debate centres on the influence of

patriarchal societies in situating female subjectivities in general, but specifically she

! Smith acknowledges the taking of the term from Althusser’s concept of ‘ideological state apparatus’,
though has not applied it with the same theoretical rigour.
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challenges the ways in which ‘knowledge’ is created by the universalising concepts
evolved out of male standpoint sociology that then permeate and become instructive in
mainstream society. In this way the macro and micro are regarded as inseparable, thus
Smith does not conform to dualistic thinking that analyses the macro and micro as
oppositional or mutually exclusive. Her dualism is apparent here in that she discerns
social reality on two levels but they are intertwined as opposed to being mutually
exclusive: the first order addresses the minutiae of everyday lives (the standpoint of the
subject) and the lived experience of localised practices (i.e. micro view). This must be
appreciated first, and then contextualised with the second order or macro level, with an
exploration of how ... [experience] is shaped in the extended relations of larger social

and political relations.’(Smith 1988:10).

So it can be seen that Smith does not reject the macro but instead regards its influence as
more effectively understood from the position of the actor rather than the external
observer or macrosociological perspective. As the next section illustrates, this leads to

particular methodological preferences.

Methodology - ‘Subjects as knowers and actors’

Smith’s primary motive to establish a standpoint sociology for women inheres in
particular research methods and analytic procedures that ‘preserve the presence of active
and experiencing subjects’ and ‘values subjects as knowers and actors’ (Smith
1988:105). Acknowledging the everyday world as problematic (Smith 1988) means to
look for the inner organisation and practices, contingencies, and internal and external
influences that generate the ordinary features of people’s lives. It is to gain a grasp of the
world from ‘where she stands’ (p106). Smith’s concern to provide such accounts that
privilege empirical evidence and the microscopics of everyday existence contrast
markedly with Foucault’s unwillingness to position himself alongside the actors in the
micro. This is well illustrated by Smith’s preference for the ethnographic approach
wherein she rejects research practices that begin with the generalised; rather, she stresses
that one must begin with and be faithful to the actualities of particular experiences and
settings, and discover how things work and how they are actually put together. Then and
only then should this be related to the generalised and generalising relations of ruling.
This practice is supported by much feminist research especially in education (see for
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instance, Measor 1989, Mirza 1992, Griffin 1986, Bannerji 1999). It can mean asking
questions more than once, rephrasing questions, or asking questions that participants
might construe as naive, but which are necessary to gain reliable data on seeing the world

from the nuanced perspective of interviewees.

As Smith argues, this is a type of inquiry that from the-outset creates a space for the
absent subject wherein external pre-givens and presuppositions have no place - it is the
actualities of everyday worlds and spoken words that matters. Centring primarily on the
subject diminishes the tendency towards the universalising of experience and in turn
problematises representations that have dominated normative or popular conceptions.
Regarding contemporary young people, this would mean problematising representations
that are based almost entirely on sexual and/or drug using behaviour (Aggleton 1998,
Griffin 1993).

However hearing the subjects’ perspective does not automatically translate into
producing authentic accounts of reality. As Smith points out, to preserve the presence of
the subject, it is imperative that the subject is understood as a second-order subject
shaped by history and experience and that the researcher/reader of such accounts is also
situated in a particular context with an individual history:

“The constructs of the social scientist are, as Schutz (1962) has pointed
out second-order constructs. The phenomena which she studies and seeks
to explain are already structured by the interpretations and characterizations
of those she studies. That structure is an essential feature of the phenomena,
not something added to it which she must strip away to get at “’how things
really are””.” (Smith 1978:23). ‘
This indexicality between subject and researcher/reader, both as second-order constructs,
must be consciously acknowledged for it shapes the resultant meanings. Such a
consciousness is arguably more achievable with methods that endeavour to gain depth
insight of subjects’ histories and experiences and then analysing these alongside the
researcher’s presuppositions and history. Reflexivity then, becomes a salient aspect of

this type of research enquiry.

In looking for research methods that do not transform the subject to an object, Smith has
understandably been influenced by qualitatively oriented traditions, such as the
aforementioned phenomenological approach of Alfred Shutz (1972) and the work of
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Harold Garfinkel (1967) on ethnomethodology. This distinguishes her from Foucault.
However, Smith did not embrace phenomenological sociology wholesale, for it did not
satisfy her combined interest in the micro and macro (or ‘relations of ruling’ in her
terms). Phenomenological inquiry might satisfy the requirement for beginning with the
subject, but this is not the same as feminist sociological inquiry because it does not
provide for examination of the ‘relations of ruling’, so essential to visiblising the feminist
standpoint:

‘It has been suggested to me that a phenomenological sociology is a
feminist sociology merely because it begins with the consciousness of the
knower and is hence ‘’subjective’’, but the phenomenological perspective
remains within the conceptual abstracted world and begins from there,
taking for granted the material and social organisation of the bifurcated
consciousness, and does not render its organisation and conditions
examinable.” (Smith 1988:86). '
The contention is that while we need to understand everyday life and practices of local
"worlds, these cannot be understood entirely within their own terms; the relations of
ruling organise these local worlds and therefore, must be accounted for:

‘.. it is a commitment to an investigation and explication of how €’it”’
actually is, of how €’it>* actually works, of actual practices and relations.’
~ (Smith 1988: 160).

As previously mentioned, to get at ‘how it is’ requires that which is reported in the scope
of everyday practice to be understood in relation to external determinants of experience.
While Smith is clear that individuals are the experts on their everyday worlds, and
accepts that extralocal factors determine e_xperience, it does not mean that subjects can
explain the relation between the local and nonlocal (or organisation of the ruling
apparatus). Analysing and explaining this connectedness becomes the responsibility of
the researcher and hence signals Smith’s dissent from the more purist phenomenological
project. Here the researcher’s principles, research tools, histories and social relations
become part of the ethnographic way of seeing, because they constrain methods if they
are not accounted for'. Hence, reflexivity pervades rigorous ethnographic researching,
alongside others tools, such as, observation, interviewing, personal recollection, and
textual analysis - the researcher is never anything other than situated and always part of

the anatomy of the final account.

! The idea that emotional selves, personal identities and relationships are implicated, constructed and
reproduced in and by research practice and ethnographic writing, has been developed by other writers
(e.g. see Measor and Sikes 1992, and Coffey 1999).
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Summary

In critiquing Smith’s work alongside that of Foucault, they offer different, but not

irreconcilable insights to understanding which I will now summarise:

1. Foucault recognises multiple powers and discourses that operate from the
macrological level; Smith’s analysis permits a naming of some of these powers (or
‘extralocal’ (1988:3) modes of ruling) and their inﬂuence‘ in the world of the subjective
everyday, and at particular moments in time. But, Smith concentrates on class and
patriarchal domination, and in rather a conventional sense, by seeing them only ina
constraining and prohibitive role. Whereas, Foucault’s conception of power may be less
graspable, but it does acknowledge multiple forms (other than patriarchy and class) and
allows for the enabling or productive aspects of power to be considered (see ‘Positive
Power”). As a feminist I am persuaded by Smith’s and others’ standpoint (notably
Ramazanoglu 1992; and Stanley and Wise 1983, 1990, 1993) for visiblising female
subjectivity in theorising and research, but Smith’s analytic reliance on class and
patriarchy leaves other structural mediators unacknowledged. For instance, the influence
of spatial and geographic location, familial norms, schooling, cultural and ethnic
affiliations, and the ramifications of the dominant discourse on youth, may all ultimately
relate back to patriarchy and the organised workings of the capitalist system, but their
specific influence needs teasing out, if we are to avoid reductionism in the search for

explanation and nuanced understanding’.

2. While Smith offers useful insights in her critique of external macro structuring agents
and their influence on social relations, she, like Foucault, resists thorough debate with the
macro-micro question, or indeed using the term dualism. Perhaps this is because of her
insistence that such debates stem from the universalist premises of the male gaze (Marx
excluded) - a position she will not affiliate with despite the more sophisticated analyses
of latter day social theorists.

! In addition, restricting analytic frameworks to class and/or patriarchy repeats earlier studies of youth,
such as that of Patrick (1973), Willis (1977), Corrigan (1979), Jefferson (1976), Clarke (1976) and
Jenkins (1983). Gender was introduced to these studies of ‘lads’ by the work of McRobbie (1980) and
Griffin (1985b, 1986). While this writing is significant and indeed, taken together, reflects Smith’s
Marxist and feminist premise, it is difficult to abstract a sense of the complexities of the wider
interaction order and how these connect, complement or contradict at the level of the public and private
domain.
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- 3. Smith’s theorising is useful in her engagement with issues of methodology and
reflexivity, and her call for transparency in the process and product of research. This
renders a different way of seeing from that of Foucault who relied on historic archives
and other secondary source documentation, and rarely justified his preferred method.
Smith’s humanist orientation counters some of the weaknesses inherent in relying on
secondary source evidence, and eliminates the possibility of obfuscating active subjects
by reducing them to objects of social systems.

In conclusion, for a less restrictive analysis of power, a synthesis of Foucault’s and
Smith’s ideas is more useful. But, the concepts used remain too abstract to enable a
firmer conception of how power works in micro and macro domains, and its implications
for subjectivity (its reproduction and production) and agency. For these reasons, I have
added to my synthesis ideas proposed by Giddens, Habermas, Benhabib, Ball, and
Furlong and Cartmel, which are considered in the ensuing discussion. These authors
contribute complementary tools for seeing the world (Foucault 1980) of young people
through increasingly cumulative and complex knowledges. The ideas of Anthony
Giddens are explored first.

Anthony Giddens

Giddens’s ideas on identity in contemporary contexts permit an analysis that necessarily
recognises the complexity and multitude of influences that operate in individual’s
lifeworlds. The ensuing discussion focuses on this aspect of Giddens’s work but I begin
with a brief overview of ideas from his earlier work (1971-1984) that are relevant in
attending to questions of how the macro-structural intersects with the micro-subjective

world of social life.

Convergences between the macro and micro

Where Smith concentrates on the micro and subjective realm of experience and Foucault
dwells on the exogenous processes that operate through discourses and power-
knowledges, Giddens bridges the two by breaking down the oppositions and exploring
the overlaps between them. He moves beyond ‘traditional’ dualistic thinking by placing
his Theory of Structur&tz’on (Giddens 1976, 1984) between the two positions of theories
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of collectivities and theories of the individual (Giddens 1977). In effect he regards
constructs of the macro-micro, structure-agency, or society-individual, as two sides of
the same coin, with the relationship between them being messy and complex. The
complexity of his ideas forms the main contention of debates on the practical utility of
Giddens’s structuration theory. This is extensive and involves varied opinions (Archer
1995, 1996; Held and Thompson 1989, Clarke et al 1990, Craib 1992, Cassel 1993) but
most are agreed there are unnecessary obscurities that impede useful application. Despite
these obscurities, Giddens’s structuration theory is useful for looking at and synthesising
the various possibilities, potentials and mediators of social life. Methodologically he
opens up the debate on what fo look for in society rather than suggesting a clear

hypothesis of what actually happens.

The two fold themes in Giddens’s work, modernity, identity and everyday lives (see
‘Identity in high modernity’ below), and the cbnstitution of social life as conceptualised
in structuration theory, rest on the central premise of social praxis (or the transformative
nature of human action and interaction) ‘to the production and reproduction of society’
(Giddens 1982:115). While Giddens recognises the influence of institutions, social
structures and systems (Giddens 1984), he argues they do not operate independently of
the reflexivity and motivations of human beings. Thus Giddens problematises objectivism
(1982) and ‘universal laws’ for explaining social life, in similar ways to Smith (1978,
1988) because impersonal and external observations do not provide full answers to
understanding the subjective motivations of individuals and groups. The logic deployed
in causal laws of natural sciences and positivism cannot be applied to understanding
varying motivations, meanings and consequences that arise from different contexts of
time and space. This problematises a deterministic relationship between cause and‘ effect

because illogicality and irrationality are observable components of praxis and individual

agency.

Giddens is committed to believing that social theory has concentrated on epistemological
issues (how we know what we know as the foundation for knowledge) at the expense of
ontological issues (the nature of being and the things we know). He claims the priority
should be ‘with reworking conceptions of human being and human doing’ (1984:xx) in
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order to produce realistic accounts of actual experience, behaviour and social situations'.
However, while the reality or ontology of human social life is no doubt important,
theoretical conclusions are more robust if they have embraced epistemological questions
of how we come to make these claims. In dissenting from concern with epistemological
issues, Giddens undermines his own stance on the centrality of the reflexive self to
human practice, and the epistemological potential of human beings to ask questions of
themselves of how they come to believe certain things as important to their ontological
security or insecurity. In this way Giddens shows some reductionist tendencies with his

excessive reliance on ontological security as the basis of consciousness (Stones 1998).

Overall, Giddens refuses to accept a view of social phenomena that is independent of
individuals. If actors are ‘objectified’ and constructed only as a product (and
reproduction) of the constraining influences of social structure, it leaves no scope for

appreciating the potential for production.

This chapter goes on to look at some specific concepts in Giddens’s later work on
identity. These are subjectivity and the reflexive self, the saliency of time and space to
articulations of identity, ‘fateful moments’, and fragile identities and personal

meaninglessness.

Identity in ‘high’ modernity

While Foucault’s work is useful in focusing on the domination of individuals through
discourses and practices and social institutions, and Smith positions the perspective of
the subject and everyday experience in this debate, neither author satisféctorily explores
the role of the active subject and their negotiation of the macro-micro interface in

shaping and defining identity. Giddens offers useful insights here.

In recent writings Giddens has been primarily concerned with agency, concepts of
identity, and their relationship to ‘high’ or ‘radical’ modernity (Clark and Hirst 1996).
Where Foucault’s work has been criticised for limited accounts of agency and for an
overemphasis on the repressive workings of modernity (BeSt and Kellner 1991), Giddens
(1991) not only attends to these issues but takes them a step further in considering the

influence of present day political issues and the changing nature of institutional forms and

! This position is somewhat weakened by Giddens’i1 }Sack of empirical evidence to support his theorising.



social orders. He believes that the differences between ‘old’ and ‘high’ (or
contemporary) modernity must be recognised because they radically alter the nature of
everyday social life and personal experience. His argument is thét in late modernity,
globalization, increasing secularisation and the diminishing significance of traditional
beliefs and customs, renders more dynamic forms of social order and institutions, which
in turn create increasingly complex and problematic connections with individual life and
the self. It is these changes in post-traditional settings and their influence in shaping the
differing nature of present political issues that Foucault is accused of neglecting (Best
and Kellner 1991). Giddens, like Smith but unlike Foucault, does not minimise the
influence of capitalism but provides a more robust analysis than Smith (1988) of its
connectedness to the self and the implications for individual agency. Where Smith sees
capitalism (and patriarchy) as almost entirely constraining, Giddens considers too, some

of the progressive aspects of this and other institutions.

Subjectivity and the reflexive self
Giddens argues that the complexity of multiple systems of thought, power and expertise
in late modernity create a ¢ puzzling diversity of options and possibilities’ (1991:3). For
ontological security, the way in which individuals negotiate the chances and uncertainties
inhered by such contexts, is linked to identity, subjectivity and a reflexive self:

¢ - the self, like the broader institutional contexts in which it exists,

has to be reflexively made.’ (op. cit.).
This positioning of active subjects contrasts with Foucault’s notion of subjectivity and
identity conceptualised in relation to strategies of normalising capillary action and
resistance. In Giddens’s conceptualisation, strategy is linked to subjectivity and the
reflexive self, but risk is also fundamental to the way the social world is organised. He
suggests that a notion of the self as a reflexive project means a constant reflexive
ordering and re-ordering of social relations (1990) by both the ‘lay actors and technical
specialists’ (1991:3) involving the trading of rewards and satisfactions against a shifting
array of risks and insecurities (1991, 1992).

A key determinant of the reflexive self in this analysis (as emerging from Giddens’s
project on modernity) is the growth of “abstract systems’ that contribute to the plurality

of choices that individuals have to negotiate. By ‘abstract systems’ Giddens means
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systems of expertise and symbolism (1991) that can de-skill, alienate and fragment the
self (Clark and Hirst 1996) from day-to-day life by appropriating local skills and '
knowledge and reorganising them in the light of technical knowledge:

‘The reflexive project of the self, which consists in the sustaining of

coherent, yet continuously revised, biographical narratives, takes place
in the context of multiple choices as filtered through abstract systems.’
(Giddens 1991:5).

Thus in their search for ontological security, mdividuals routinely have to recreate
themselves in order to sustain any sense of who to be, how to be or how to act'. This can
be problematic because while modernity may present choices, as Giddens suggests, it
might not offer appropriate guidance on which options to take, hence the potential for
alienation and de-skilling. He contends that lifestyle’ is particularly significant here. The
more that tradition loses its hold in shaping a sense of identity, and the more
controversial the abstract system and diversity of authorities, then the more the individual
has to negotiate lifestyle choices. Individuals attach importance to these choices and thus
they become increasingly important in mediating self identity and behaviour. Risk
assessment, couched within the imponderables of the abstract system, is vital here:

‘Reflexively organised life-planning, which normally presumes consideration
of risks as filtered through contact with expert knowledge, becomes a central
feature of the structuring of self-identity.” (Giddens 1991:5).

Existential dilemmas may arise if the reflexive sense of ‘who to be’ is constantly unsettled

by contact with abstract systems.

The influence of ‘expert knowledge’ (Giddens op. cit.) on self-identity has some parallels
with Foucault’s (1979a) notion of capillary action and the permeation of power that
renders self-regulation, and also ties in with Smith’s ‘extralocal’ mode of ruling (1988:3)
and the influence on the everyday. However, neither Smith nor Foucault adequately
envisage the capacity of the reflexive self to resist internalisation of the expert view, or

! The introduction to chapter 5 reviews the work of theorists on gender and sexuality who argue that
identity is performative and involves selection from a range of different discourses. This has different
implications for masculine and feminine subjectivity.
2 Where Giddens uses the term “lifestyle’ he does not mean in the restricted sense, as used by the media
and advertising, to promote certain ‘lifestyle’ commodities as consumed by the more affluent classes.
Poorer members of society are more or less excluded from making “lifestyle choices’ in this sense. His
use of ‘lifestyle’ and ‘lifestyle choices’ refers to decisions and actions taken on a day-to-say basis under
conditions that recognise structural inequalities and material constraint.
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moreover, that even if the expert view is sub-consciously internalised, individual agency
may disregard it and consciously act oppositionally to the prescribed way of being.
Therefore, Foucault’s and Smith’s ideas on the effects of power are more useful if
contended as potential effects, rather than universal or absolutely repressive in their

influence.

In sum, the reflexive self-potential of human beings is the crucial factor that
problematises Foucault’s universalising notion of seif-regulation. Furthermore it
addresses the potential for production as well as reproduction of norms and behaviours.
Having said this, the intention is not to underplay the capacity for reproduction since
abstract systems are likely to have a cumulative impact and therefore greater potential for
reproduction, if considered over time and in specific contexts. The next section considers

the mutualistic dynamic between time, space and identity.

Futures, time, space and ‘fateful moments’

Giddens analyses the relationship between the self, social context and the temporal. He
regards three characteristics as significant. These are (i) the reflexive ordering and
reordering of social relations; (ii) the disembedding of social systems; and (iii) the
separation of time and space (Giddens 1990). For Giddens, self identity results from the
interplay between reflexivity and the situations in which it takes place, in other words, it
is embedded in social relations in particular contexts. But, the ‘symbolic tokens’ and
‘expert’ knowledge of abstract systems create disesmbedding mechanisms which separate
interaction from the particularities of these situations or what Giddens terms ‘locales’
(1991:20). Differing aspects of time and Space add another important dimension to
articulations of self-identity and social relations. The spatial features of social lives in
specific locales mingle with different conceptions of time: patterns of biographical time
(related to individual lifespan) intersect with the more routinised encounters of daily
activity, and these intersect with institutional or organisational time, that is, for instance,
the demands of government institutions, educational establishments and industry. These
latter aspects of time influence the intrinsic day to day interactions of social relations. But
these then become diffused by a separated and more extrinsic notion of time and space
that has emerged in the late modern age. The here and now of time and space interaction

is displaced by the effects of globalization and electronic techniques of surveillance and
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communication; together with the more abstract social relations of class, gender,
ethnicity, employment and economic standing that stretch away over wide spans of time

and space.

This is salient to appreciating the impact on identity of transitions, say from school to
college or work. Such transitions present a host of new and different (and often
distanced) domains of abstract systems. In formal contexts individuals will inevitably
meet new and unfamiliar systems of institutional thought and expertise; and in the
informal coﬁtext, old and familiar social/friendship networks might become fragmented
and replaced by new relationships. This poses challenges for the connectedness between
current social milieu, practices and self identity because mediations of experience are no
longer restricted to the specifics of knowable locales and abstract systems. Rather, self-
identity must acknowledge the added dimension of new time-space transformations on

social existence.

But, conceptions of self in the present are not separated from perceptions of self in the
past and the future. As Giddens suggests:

“There is no society in which individuals do not have a sense of

future, present and past.” (1991:16).
One of my research objectives is to explore perceptions of self in relation to current

social milieu and those anticipated for the future.

Giddens contends that it was in pre-modern settings that ‘time and space were connected
through the situatedness of place’ (1991:16) but it is arguable that this still occurs in
modern times but the degree of connectedness depends on the point in the lifecourse that
is under study. Thus ‘situatedness’ is best understood as relative to the positioning of the
subjects (with age and autonomy being salient) and the degree to which this is influenced
by the separation of time and space. Hence as time and space become stretched out,
there is the potential for more insecurities to be introduced and tensions created because,
as indicated earlier, there may be more options to be negotiated, but not necessarily the
guidance on choices to be made. This process holds the potential for alienation and

deskilling. These concepts are developed later (see ‘Fragile identities and personal
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meaninglessness’) in looking at the relationship to ‘existential separation’ (Giddens
1991).

Understanding people’s abilities to create a meaningful sense of self in new contexts is
helped by Giddens’s concept of ‘fateful moments’'. These are episodes in the lifecourse
where lifestyle is thrown into question:

“They are phases at which things are wrenched out of joint, where a
given state of affairs is suddenly altered by a few key events.’
: (Giddens 1991:113).
Some fateful moments include elements of choice and therefore risk and this

responsibility for self-destiny can create anxiety:

‘Fateful moments are those when individuals are called on to take decisions

that are particularly consequential for their ambitions, or more generally for

their future lives. Fateful moments are highly consequential for a person’s

destiny’. (Giddens 1991:112).
Giddens offers examples of fateful moments, such as, decisions to marry, seek
employment, or more genérally, putting ‘time to good use’ (1991:113). Notions of
fateful moments from the perspective of those entering the transition to leaving school
are particularly interesting and likely to add different examples to those Giddens provides

that refer only to adults.

The role of abstract systems and the degree of separation of time and space is variable. In
some situations the ‘extralocal’ (Smith 1988) expert-knowledge-system is what creates
the fateful moment, and decisions have to be made on this basis. For instance, decisions
whether to accept a form of employment might be judged not on the basis of suitability
but on the option to have some or no money. The distant and centralised expert system is
primarily concerned to reduce unemployment rates,‘ rather than matching job to
individual needs and desires. But quite often the decision is not clear cut and information
derived from the expert system may influence the risk assessment but it is the individual

who has to run the risk and by definition take responsibility for the fateful decision.

! Aspects of Giddens’s “fateful moments’ have some commonalities with Norman Denzin’s (1989)
notion of ‘epiphanies’ as episodes in the lifecourse that have the potential for turning- point
consequences and/or transformational experiences.
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Given different structural positionings some individual’s fateful decisions will involve not
choice but rather a pragmatic acceptance of ‘what life throws at you’. Giddens (1991)
refers to this as an approach to life of generalised coping. This acknowledges the
possibility of reaching a crossroads in existence and self-identity where self-reflexivity
might suggest several options but these become limited by an awareness of a macro-
embeddedness and maferial and/or socio-cultural constraints. Feeling poorly resourced
on economic and material grounds renders the greater possibility of taking the option
that holds best guarantees of security, even if this undermines other aspirations, of say
independence or emotional well-being. Reflexivity is still present in these fateful
moments but limitations are evident. This is consistent with Scott Lash’s (1993) critique
of the limits of reflexivity. In contrast to Giddens, Lash suggests that reflexivity has
limited impact on agency and that late modern subjectivity is marked by contingency and

contradiction.

The embodiedness of embeddedness

Another strand in the embeddedness of self identity is how one element of self connects
to others. Giddens’s ideas and literature on the sociology of the body are useful to
appreciating the significance of this.

Constructs of the ‘self® cannot be separated from discourses on gender and sexuality that
present different implications for identity and subjectivity (Hollway 1998). Linked to this
are other mediations of the body and identity such as physical appearance and fashion.

This can lead to perceptions of ‘fragile’ self identities.

The concept of ‘self’ as fragile project is not new (see Berger and Luckmann 1971,
Lasch 1980) but ties in with more recent interest in the sociology of the body (Frank
1990, Turner 1992, Scott and Morgan 1993, Shilling 1993) that recognises the important
role which the body has in the reflexive ordering of self and social identity. The body as
possessing value in certain social fields is important here and Shilling cites Bourdieu’s
(1984) contribution with his notion of the body as physical capital. Like Shilling, Giddens
bridges the gap between sociologies of the ‘self’ and the ‘body’, because crucially for
Giddens, the reflexive self is also an embodied self. In late modernity, the surfaces,

experiences and images of the body become central to conceptions of the self (Clark and
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Hirst 1996). This is most obvious in areas such as fashion, body size/shape and dieting,
but most crucially (especially for teenagers) in fateful moments relating to sexuality and
gender when the smooth workings of abstract systems are called into question. Giddens
argues that because of modernity’s overriding emphasis on control, moral principles
endowed by abstract systems often run counter to concepts of risk. This can have
implications for young people if they experience reflexive tensions between trying to
structure a sense of their own self identity (and the risks intrinsic to this) and the power
of socially organised knowledge ahd claims on ‘who to be’ and ‘how to act’. This is what
Giddens terms an ‘internally referential system of knowledge and power’ (1991:144).
Within this the individual is inseparable from wider contexts of social events:

‘....the self establishes a trajectory which can only become coherent

through the reflexive use of the broader social environment’ (p148).
But, as a consequence of the centralising aspects of modernity, Giddens suggests that
certain aspects of day to day life, such as sexuality (among others'), become sequestrated
by modern constitutional forms of control, thus removing them from everyday
experience. In effect this means that sexual experience becomes routinely hidden from

view.

However, at the same time as modern societies remove sex ‘behind the scenes’, running
in parallel is the hypersexualised society of the media and commodification of sexuality
to promote consumerism (Bordo 1993). In this way the ‘sexual’ and sexual satisfaction
become reconstituted and inseparable from the reflexive project of the self, and are in
turn both present and absent from social relations. Both aspects influence internally
referential systems of reflexivity”. It is arguable (and this is pursued in my research
questioning) that the ‘hidden’ and the ‘reconstituted’ serve different purposes: they may
be present at discrete moments in public spheres (of say schooling and government
ideology) when they serve a pedagogic or political purpose (eg sex education as

stipulated by the National Curriculum; government targets for reducing teen conceptions;

! Giddens (1991:168) points up other aspects of life that become sequestered e.g. madness, criminality,
sickness, death and nature.

2 As Giddens reminds us, this relates to Foucault’s (1979a) various “discourses of sexuality’ and self-
regulation but I contend that Foucault was less keen than Giddens to acknowledge the power of
individual agency and the potential of the reflexive self to resist or reconcile contradictory mechanisms
of control.
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or for party political point scoring), but, remain absent or segregated from wider
discourses of routine day to day activity. The latter concealment or denial of sexuality to
everyday identities and experiences, or, the visiblising of sexual behaviour to suit certain
ends, contributes to conceptions of how ‘experts’ view sexuality in the moral order of
things. It is all too easy to apply Foucault’s thoughts on earlier modernity to summing up
the state of affairs in contemporary settings:

“What is peculiar to modern societies, in fact, is not that they consigned
sex to a shadow existence, but that they dedicated themselves to speaking
of it ad infinitum while explaining it as the secret.” (1979a: 35).

On government strategy that condemns teenage sexuality or lone parenting to reduce the
costs to welfare budgets and losses to economic labour allegedly created by early
motherhood (MacDonald 1997), Foucault is similarly erudite in his observations:

‘All this garrulous attention which has us in a stew over sexuality, is it

not motivated by one basic concern: ...in short, to constitute a sexuality

that is economically useful and politically conservative.’ (1979a: 36-7).
The institutional processes that take knowledge and information and reorganise and
reconstitute it before placing it back in the public sphere, is what Giddens refers to as
‘institutional reflexivity’ (1991: 20). My research explores whether youhg people
experienced any intimations of morality that derive from institutional reflexivity, whether
this contributes to the reflexive ordering of identity, and whether this necessarily leads to

repressive consequences.

The capacity for contradiction and contingency as characteristic of subjectivity (Lash
1993) requires recognition here. While Lash proposes that these characteristics limit the
extent of reflexivity, I suggest that they are best viewed as another element in the
reflexive equation that creates more possibilities. This is related to the embeddedness of
reflexive identity and returns me to Giddens’s notion of time and space. It is important to
encourage research participants to discuss their identity in relation to the immediacy of
temporal and spatial ‘locales’ and their previous experience, but also to project to
different times and places in the future. Future lifeworlds will be indefinite and it will be
interesting to gain a sense of any contradictions or contingencies that participants

envisage.
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In looking to their futures, it can be predicted that 15 and 16 year old young people will
be aware of the imminent crossroads in their existence, that is, fateful moments,

‘... when the individual must launch into something new, knowing that

a decision made, or a specific action followed, has an irreversible quality,

or at least that it will be difficult thereafter to revert to the old paths.’

(Giddens 1991:114).

However, and this is the crux of my argument that ‘eiperts’ have a duty to provide
appropriate guidance to teenagers, these fateful moments do not necessarily mean that
things will go awry or that individuals must necessarily lose out. With meaningful
support, young people can be helped to believe in and develop the skills and abilities of
‘authentic’ (Giddens 1991:9) selves, and henceforth more confident and able to confront
risk environments without the consequences of getting it wrong. This will not be possible
for all young people, but more guidance would help in turning fateful moments into
opportunities for reskilling and empowerment:

“In any given situation, provided that the resources of time and other

requisites are available, the individual has the possibility of a partial or

more full-blown reskilling in respect of specific decisions or contemplated

courses of action’. (Giddens 1991:139).
There is specific significance here regarding the imposition of notions of ‘bad’ sexuality
or sexudl behaviour by extrinsic agents/processes, as mentioned above. This can
obfuscate other aspects of bodily identity and subjectivity and trigger processes of self-
doubting and personal meaninglessness. Giddens suggests this can lead to a biographic

fragility and struggle ‘to keep a particular narrative going’ (1991:54). Attention now
turns to notions of fragile biographies and the relationship to the future.

Fragile identities and personal meaninglessness

Giddens (1991) asserts that existential questions of self identity are bound up with the
fragile nature of biographies that individuals supply about themselves. For ontological
security, the nature of being presumes a continuity of self identity or a ‘persistence of
feelings of personhood in a continuous self and body’ (Giddens 1991:55). Insecurities
creep in when both previousness and futures feel under threat. Giddens’s reference to
Charles Taylor (1989) illustrates this:

‘In order to have a sense of who we are, we have to have a notion of how
we have become, and of where we are going’. (Giddens 1991:54).
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My research explores factors which influence feelings of personhood both now and in the
future, with particular attention to familial biography, wider community culture and
religious and ethnic upbringing. Giddens argues that some factors are more effective in
establishing the protective cocoon ‘which filters out ... many of the dangers which
threaten the integrity of the self’ (1991:54). Those who are more certain of what futures
look like are likely to be less fearful that fateful moments might lead to them ‘losing out’.
This leads to an acceptance of

‘integrity as worthwhile ... [and] .. sufficient self-regard to sustain a sense

of the self as “’alive’” - within the scope of reflexive control ...” (op. cit.).
Recognition of the effects of differences in personal biographies adds another dimension
to the limits of reflexivity. Heaphy (1996) points out that overemphasising reflexivity
risks underplaying the extent to which identities are marked by difference and
complexity, and any questioning of identity must recognise variability in terms of
_ personal experience and histories, and differing social and cultural positionings in terms
of gender, ethnicity and sexual orientation. Because local and distanced abstract systems
intermingle with the influence of cultural and ethnic mores, it renders a variability in the
degree to which any is influential. So ‘expert’ systems on sexuality (schooling and the
media for instance) may be less powerful than familial/cultural norms and religious social
orders, with the latter providing greater (present and future) ontological security for
some young people. Whereas those with less familial support, shorter term sense of the
future, and less coherent cultural boundaries may experience the ‘expert’ system as more
dominant in its influence on the reflexive ordering of self and the creation and moulding

of identity.

The greater the influence of present and future abstract systems, the greater is the
potential for influencing some reconstruction of identity. The individual’s potential to
maintain processes of ‘self-actualisation’ (Berger and Luckmann 1967) within ‘new’
worlds will vary. Those with the most genuine acceptance of self, and ability ‘to keep the
narrative going’, are likely to have the greatest potential and confidence in their future
and reconstituted self.

Sexuality, as a key aspect of the embodied and embedded self, and as one of the areas of
life that risks sequestration, poses particular existential questions for young people. The

56



form of these questions is not universal and varies between individuals, and time and
place. As Giddens notes, the ‘reflexive project of the self generates programmes of
actualisation and mastery’ (1991:9), but faith in an ‘authenticity’ of self is of pre-eminent
value in creating a framework for ‘self-actualisation’. Giddens is clear that some choices
lead to self-actualisation (and thus recognises the progressive aspects of strategies of
power) while others lead to marginalisation and exclusion. If the authentic self is denied
or questioned, feelings of personal meaninglessness arise and are rife with unanswered
moral questions. Giddens uses the term ‘existential separation’ (p9) to describe this:

‘Eﬁstentid separation is not so much a separation of individuals from others

as a separation from the moral resources necessary to live a full and satisfying

existence.’ (op. cit.).
If young people are denied support for reskilling and developing the necessary resources
for life, there is greater potential to develoia existential isolation and the ‘the feeling that
life has nothing to offer’ (op. cit.). However, Furlong and Cartmell (1997) suggest that
young people often take personal responsibility for perceived shortfalls in resources. The
significant difference is that it is not ‘life’ that is the problem, but them in that life - in
other words, young people see themselves as responsible for the position they find
themselves in. Rather than seeing society, with its structural inequalities and over
stretcﬁed institutional resources, as excluding them, they take personal responsibility for
their lack of resources to make them worthy of inclusion. This idea will be explored in
the thesis.

Strategies that can contribute to a sense of isolation and alienation are developed in

relation to Habermas’s theoretical formulations in the next section.

Jurgen Habermas

The intention here is not to provide a comprehensive review or critique of Habermas’s
work for its contribution to modern sociological theory. Rather, it is to depict those
aspects of Habermas’s voluminous writings that first, offer an alternative way of seeing,
or counter the omissions or ambiguities in the authors’ work discussed previously; and

second, are considered particularly significant for their explanatory power in revealing
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the systematic mechanisms that can operate to influence the experience, behaviour and

identity of young people.

While the scope and stylistic complexity of Habermas’s work defies easy summary, the
broad themes presupposing the relevant ideas are sketched out first, followed by a more

detailed consideration of some specific elements.

Habermas’s work draws on three broad domains of thought: the neo-Marxist tradition of
the ‘Frankfurt School’ of critical theory; phenomenology; and hermeneutics (or
interpretive sociology). Following a similar trajectory to Giddens, but unlike Foucault,
Habermas grounds his original theoretical formulations in the work of grand theorists.
His ideas were synthesised though critiquing the work of Mead, Marx, Weber, Durkheim
and Parsons, but in contrast to Giddens (and Foucauldian thought) Habermas does not
reject structuralism outright, and incorporates both system and action theory in his work.
Like Giddens’s ‘structuration theory’ (1984) Habermas attempts to marry false
oppositions but where Giddens rejects the validity of the ‘objective’ or independent
stance of systems, Habermas regards systems as distinct (and objective) entities that
operate through the partly independent operations of power and money. Moreover,

Habermas sees systems as having increasingly greater impact in late modernity.

Phenomenology and hermeneutics become salient in his proposition that social life can
not be understood entirely in terms of the ‘system’ (or economic power) and must
embrace the interpretations and meanings of active subjects and their everyday
interactions. Smith’s ideas are reminiscent of this notion (1988) but Habermas
problematises Marx (and the traditional Frankfurt School thinkers) for éxcluding the
world of the everyday in a more systematic and engaged manner than Smith. However,
Habermas reproduces the malestream perspective of his critical theory predecessors in
failing to thematise gender in his theorising (see below, ‘Absence of gender in

Habermasian theory’, for further discussion).

Habermas’s concern with the importance of the everyday naturally leads to a specific
methodological stance. Here he reflects Giddens and Smith in rejecting positivism and

objectivism because of the reductionist tendency to understandings of social life. Hence
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his leaning towards phenomenology (particularly the work of Schutz and Winch) in the
search for more meaningful answers. However, Habermas still maintains the importance
of the external observer’s perspective to yielding more complete answers.

Hermeneutics (or interpretation) is regarded by Habermas as particularly significant to
communication in the public sphere (Habermas 1962). Later, these thoughts are
developed in the Theory of Communicative Action (1986), wherein Habermas addresses
what he regards as crises in contemporary society, characterised by loss of individual
motivation and personal meaninglessness. The ideas espoused in this theory give some
legitimacy to the ‘truth’ of what people disqlose about their worlds and the importance
of appreciating how people communicate. It also facilitates analysis of the power of
professionals and Giddens’s (1991) notion of the rise of ‘experts’ and expert systems’ to
decide that which is not allowed to be said or construed as illegitimate, within public

settings or abstract systems (Giddens 1991) of schooling and sex education in particular.

Habermas’s model of social life

Like Dorofhy Smith, Habermas sees logic in Marx’s ideas but problematises the failure
to integrate notions of communicative interaction (1986). For Habermas, society consists
of ‘networks of communication’ that are geared towards establishing mutual
understanding with a shared sense of norms and assumptions that people draw on and
which order their everyday interactions (Habermas 1989). Discourse and speaking, and

meaning, in the cultural context, are key to this type of action and agency.

Communicative Action

In Habermas’s model of action (1986), there are three aspects to communicative action
which individuals draw on in seeking to validate the claims they or others make: (i) the
objective, external and factual worlds; (ii) the social world of interpersonal relationships
that are regulated by the stock of norms and assumptions that people utilise; and (iii) the
world of subjective experience, to which the speaker has privileged access (1986:84).
Habermas emphasises that ‘the communicative model of action does not equate action
with communication’ (Habermas in Outhwaite 1996:148). Language is just one of many
devices that individuals use to achieve specific ends. In this respect, actions are also
influenced by non-verbal means, such as body language; the use of space; personal

motivations; manipulative strategies or ‘egocentric calculations of utility” (op. cit.).
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The thesis will explore the relevance of Habermas’s ideas to analysis of interactions
between young people and teachers/health professionals in the domains of sex education
and sexual health provision. Particular scrutiny will be given to Habermas’s breakdown
of action into different components and the relationship to different worlds of validity
claims. This underscores that it is not just what is said, but how and where it is said, and
the stock of values and ideologies that individuals call on to evidence or authenticate

their own or others’ (e.g. teachers, clinicians, parents) claims.

Key to social interaction then is language and communication, but this is heavily
dependent on a background world of values, assumptions and stocks of knowledge,

derived from what Habermas calls the lebenswelt or ‘lifeworld’ (1986).

The ‘Lifeworld’ and the ‘System’

Habermas sees society as determined by the two concepts of the ‘lifeworld’ and the
‘system’. Appropriating Schutz’s term (1972) the ‘lifeworld’ refers to the milieu of
individual actors which, through communicative action, brings together the various
aspects of social life concerned with trying to understand one another. These include the
stock of knowledge, regulative norms and assumptions, and mechanisms for the
maintenance of identity, that inform shared understanding. The ‘system’ refers to things
not linked by this ‘communicative action’ such as capitalist economics and bureaucratic
state rule. Money and power function though actions that are intended to ensure the
system realises its goals of efficiency and profit. In contrast to communicative action
which engages actors in open dialogue and is integrated by consensus, the system has no
regard for the quality of life, is not ‘subjectively coordinated’ (Habermas 1987:150) and
imposes norms and regulates discourses and individual decisions to achieve its ends.
Thus Habermas adopts a dualized conception of society:

¢ ... society is conceived from the perspective of acting subjects as

the lifeworld of a social group ..... from the observer’s perspective

... as a system of actions such that each action has a functional

significance according to its contribution to the maintenance of the

system.” (Habermas 1987:117, his emphasis)..
For its functioning, Habermas regards the systemic mechanisms as necessarily anchored
in the lifeworld. But in late modernity and a context of increasing rationalisation of

systems, beliefs and practices (e.g. scientific and technologically based knowledges and
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skills, and virtual systems) and globalization and media technologies, that contribute new
and invasive expert systems, the lifeworld becomes overloaded by the plethora of
competing expert systems. The imperative of expert systems is not communicative
action. Hence, it becomes less possible to reach shared understanding or allow the
perspective of active subjects and their lifeworlds to contribute to the dominant norms

and constructions of society.

Such is the power of expert systems, that knowledge of the everyday both becomes
sequestered by the system, and is diminished in its power to endorse lifeworld validity
claims for actual discourse and behaviour. Eventually, the systemic mechanisms of
economics, politics and various institutions, become independent of the lifeworld and in
effect un-coupled (Habermas 1987) from it. Hence, lifeworld validity claims compete
with expert system validity claims and their camulative de-ciphering becomes more
complicated. Individuals become increasingly removed from the control of validity claims
and lose a tangible grasp of the social processes that are operating to affect their day to
day lives and events. In seeking to regulate normative ways of being and doing, the
expert system overrides the alternative linguistic communication of the everyday, and the
status of shared understanding is ameliorated in its contribution to the system.

Effectively the two orbits of the lifeworld and the system become separated with the
lifeworld losing any notion of control. To avoid the repercussions of such an unequal and
ill informed knowledge of society, Habermas (1987) insists that the perspective of
individual actors must be appreciated but not just restricted to ‘trivial’ everyday
knowledge (as in the phenomenological perspective) but conceptualised alongside the
external observer’s perspective on how the everyday functions in the operation and

integration of society.

Colonisation of the lifeworld

In modern societies, Habermas regards the lifeworld and system as distinct but tensions
(or crises) arise when they intersect at the point where the éystem’s imperatives of money
and power colonise (1987) the lifeworld, with a lack of concern for the integrative goal
of mutual understanding. The system organises institutions, like education and

commerce, in ways that commodify them, not for the promotion of interaction,
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communication or mutual understanding, but for profit, social and political power and
other ideological ends:

‘In the end, systemic mechanisms suppress forms of social integration even in
those areas where a consensus-dependent coordination of action cannot be
replaced, that is, where the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld is at stake.
In these areas the mediatization of the lifeworld assumes the form of a
colonization.” (Habermas 1987:196).
In other words, the system’s dominance allows it to penetrate the lifeworld, manipulate
certain aspects and reproduce it ‘in the image of the system’ (Waters 1994:165). This
threatens everyday life and practices that depend on communicative action, in areas
which Habermas (1987) regards as particularly necessary such as education, socialisation
and cultural activities. The moral and practical concerns of communicative action
become secondary to the technical and utilitarian values of the expert system, especially
in systems like that in the UK which are oriented by consumerism, materialism and

economic gain.

However, unlike his predecessors in the Frankfurt School, Habermas is not as
pessimistic, and sees scope for production as well as reproduction of social life. He
argues that it is possible for the system to be forced out of the lifeworld and hence the
potentiai for more egalitarian forms of society. He envisages that political and social
movements, such as environmentalism and minority group activism, can reclaim some
aspects of the lifeworld from the colonisation of the system (Habermas 1987). This
contrasts with Foucault who saw little scope for emancipation or liberation (1979a) and
regarded Habermas’s work as naive and utopian (Stones 1998). Habermas’s work _
presents an optimism similar to Giddens (1991) with an emphasis on the subjective and
collective potential to resist hegemonic and normalising strategies. For Giddens, and to
reiterate points made earlier, this stems from the importance of praxis and the reflexive
self in maintaining ontological security; whereas for Habermas there is scope for
production through rational communicative action and its goal of understanding and
agreement. Both of these perspectives emphasise the significance of the conscious, active
subject, and their lifeworld, to conceptions of society. This is in marked contrast to
Foucault and his consistent decentering of the subject that renders people as subjugated
objects of knowledge (Foucault 1970). To position Smith in this frame, she reifies the

importance of the subject and the everyday but remains focused on the repressive
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workings of capitalism and patriarchy to exploit subjective identity and experience, and

thus does not position the role of agency in the systems debate.

In sum, while there are criticisms of Habermas’s work (see ‘Habermas appraised’
below), his work is useful in advancing Giddens’s synthesis of self and identity because
he moves beyond ontological questions alone and engages with the epistemological bases
of knowledge. He is also more effective in dealing with how the dual domains of the
lifeworld and system intersect through a complex web of relations, rulings and actions.
Habermas’s model counterbalances Giddens’s structuration theory in providing a clearer,
more intricate view of society that marries the influences of capitalist exploitation and
bureaucratic state rule with the implications for the meanings and interpretations that
actors give to actions and behaviour; and, as mentioned aboVe, recognises the

significance of discourse, culture, and communication, in contemporary contexts.

Habermas appraised

Habermas’s emphasis on rational communicative action for the goal of understanding is
undoubtedly feasible, but he idealises the capacity of human beings to share the desire for
consensus (Habermas 1987). Moreover he assumes that agreement also derives from
communicative action. Communication is not always as logical and clear cut as this -
contradiétion, ambiguity and irrationality infuse many aspects of communication. As
Turner (1988) comments, Habermas ignores that communication is inherently distorted.
Distortions might not be conspicuous to the speaker but the capacity for
misrepresentation is enhanced when translated into verbal communication for the hearer,
hence a greater potential for distortion in interaction. Habermas’s notion of
communication for agreement also negates the reflexive aspects of subjectivity and
interaction that create resistances to agreement and do not necessarily yield
understanding. Arguably, it is this potential for dissent that distinguishes the active

subject from a more passive and utilitarian construct of humanity.

In part Habermas’s sometimes over optimistic and utopian view may be due to his

particular way of conceptualising subjectivity. Though he stresses the importance of the
subject theoretically, he focuses methodologically on the linguistic nature of the self and
social activity. A rounded and depth sense of the person cannot be fully grasped entirely
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in terms of conscious expressions of language since this excludes the influence of the
unconscious, of bodily drives, and emotionality, which may have just as great an
influence on actions (Hollway 1998). Such a ‘rounded’ conception of human beings
seems to evade social theorists in general with each attaching varying degrees of
importance to different components of identity and behaviour. This does not invalidate
Habermas’s ideas or those of other theorists reviewed so far. Rather, it means that it is
left to those engaged in research to synthesise the various strengths of different

theoretical accounts and yield more composite representations of reality.

Absence of gender in Habermasian theory

Habermas and Dorothy Smith are similar in conceptualising society from the neo-Marxist
frame, and neither offer a systematic way of incorporating gender into theorising.
Habermas appears gender blind'; in contrast, Smith emphasises the importance of gender
to understanding social life but does not develop her ideas sufficiently clearly on how
gender might be thematised in theorising on capitalism. Rather she remains at the level of
defending Marx’s lack of real engagement with stratification on grounds of gender, but
does not offer solutions. More recent feminist writers (see Meehan 1995, Fraser 1995)
recognise strengths in both authors’ work, and have developed, in particular, Habermas’s
reconceptualisation of Marx to integrate gender into routinised thinking on capitalist

society.

The part played by the subtext of masculine and feminine roles and identities in
communicative action and dialogue is salient to interaction in the private and the public,
and at the point where the system meets the lifeworld (Fleming 1995). The thesis
explores the relevance of this to situations where young people’s lifeworlds are open to

public scrutiny in contexts of sex education and sexual health advice-giving.

The significance of gender to lifeworlds raises the question of why some professionals
and indeed some academic theorists have been so slow to take on its relevance. The
answer might lie in that theorising and research has not effectively stepped over the
dividing line from the public to the private; and that the thematisation of gender is much
more well developed in the realm of the public than is its implications in the realm of the

! This is perhaps because Habermas is a product of patriarchal ideology and the malestream sociology
that Smith (1988) criticises.
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private. For instance, equal opportunities policies and practices might be increasingly
more commonplace in the public sphere with implications for identity and life chances,
but their relevance for the private sphere are far from transparent. Seyla Benhabib (1992)
suggests that social theorists who have dwelt on the public - private debate in the past
actually know very little about what happens in the private:

‘... the “’privacy’’ of the private sphere .. [is] .. an opaque glass

rendering women and ... their activity invisible and inaudible’ (1992:12).
This, she argues, creates a systematic skewing of theories and therefore epistemological
deficits. Encompassing gender in a non-universalising way (Cohen 1995) requires an
interpretive-pluralistic approach (Warnke 1995) that does not just recognise tokenistic
difference in identity, values, beliefs, and experiences, of women and men, but hears and

endorses ‘... the legitimacy of many different voices’ (Warnke 1995:258).

Benhabib takes this further in contending that because of the ‘dichotomous
characterisation’ (1992:158) of structure-agency, society-individual, and public-private,
inherited from the modernist tradition, two standpoints have developed: that of the
‘generalised’ and ‘concrete’ other. A weakness in universalist theory is the view that the

two perspectives are incompatible, even antagonistic.

According to Benhabib, the ‘generalised other’ is an external view of individuals as

rational beings, in whom we ascribe the rights and duties we want for ourselves. She
argues this perspective is infused with assumptions: we assume the ‘other’ shares the
same concrete needs, desires and behaviours as ourselves, with interaction governed

primarily by the norms of the institution and public sphere (op. cit.).

The standpoint of the ‘concrete other’ demands acknowledgement of every rational
being and action as an individual with a concrete identity, emotional constitution and
history. In this way the individual is recognised as having concrete (rather than assumed)
needs and capacities. The norms of interactions are usually, though not exclusively,
private and non-institutional. Though this will vary between individuals and genders,
friendship, love, care and intimacy will be of importance. In contrast to the ‘generalised’
other, Benhabib argues these norms respect humanity and individuality. Identity in this

frame is more concrete and true to the embedded and embodied individual; it allows for
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coherent narratives of people’s life stories, the impact of birth origins and family, and

Iingujsfic, cultural and gender identity.

To create a mutual and reciprocal understanding of ‘otherness’ requires a dialogue that is
truly open and reflexive:

‘Neither the concreteness nor the otherness of the ’concrete other’” can
be known in the absence of the voice of the other.... one needs principles,
institutions and procedures to enable articulation of the voice of the “’others™.’
(Benhabib 1992:168; her emphasis).
From this Benhabib postulates a revision of Habermas’s model of discourse ethics that
integrates the private and marginalised groups and renders the relationship of the
generalised to the concrete other, not as distinct, but as relative positions along a

continuum.

Envisaging this in my analysis, the thesis is that it holds potential to advance theory and
practice as it relates to young people, with the delineation between the ‘generalised” and
‘concrete’ other recognised as artificial and obstructive to understanding. Visions of
society are arguably more robust if they include a representative version of the ‘concrete’
young person in perceptions of the ‘generalised’ young person. In these terms the norms
and values of the public/institution (that is education, the state, media and the family in
my study) and the private/intimate (authentic worlds of young people) become more

easily reconcilable and moral judgements less confused and oppositional.

The next section progresses the application of Habermas’s ideas, together with the
reformulations suggested above, and some ideas in the work of Ball, and Furlong and

Cartmel, which extend Habermasian theories.

Young people in the Habermasian frame

Habermas orients his thinking towards a materialist conception of society in which the
system exerts a domination over action. As already mentioned, Habermas draws
attention to the importance of education and socialisation for the effective functioning of
society, and his notion of colonisation will be used to explore whether sex education and
sexual health programmes do or have the potential to undermine young people’s
productive (rather than, just reproductive) contribution to this functioning.
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Dominance of the expert discourse

Habermas’s discourse ethic (1987) focuses on the importance of practical discourse,
rather than wider ethical prescriptions that are more diverse and less easily generalisable
in their effects. The thesis utilises Habermas’s idea to look specifically at what happens-in
situ and the practical resources that young people and professionals have access to, and
discourses in sex education and sexual health provision that can be considered in
Habermasian terms as potentially colonising young people’s realities by imposing
unnecessary forms of social control. The question is, do those with power within the
expert system colonise young people’s lifeworlds by attempting to replace ‘lifeworld’
(Habermas 1970, 1986) communication with other discourses that non-experts cannot
utilise? These discourses and their potential effects can be understood not only in
Habermasian terms, but also through the analytic frameworks of Giddens, Smith and
Benhabib. Habermas’s ideas also depart from Foucauldian analysis in that Habermas
permits analysis of power as an entity that is actively and consciously possessed and

used.

Using Habermas’s analysis in this way tends to concentrate on the mechanisms of
control utilised by prbfessionals. However, as the next section illustrates, this is only one
aspect of the interaction equation because lay individuals can also influence the outcome
of interaction between themselves and professionals by enhancing the colonising
potential of ‘expert’ discourses. My thesis explores this by appropriating the ideas of
Stephen Ball (1997) and Andy Furlong and Fred Cartmel (1997) and applying them to
teenagers’ experiences as subjects in the classroom (students) and as ‘clients’ in sexual
health clinics.

Fabrication: reactions to the dominant discourse and practice

The contribution of self-regulation to maintaining ‘official’ and dominant discourses and
practices was discussed previously (see ‘Young people in Foucault’s lens’). Taking
Foucault’s broad ideas a step further, and in trying to understanding more precisely how
and why this might occur, my analysis was spurred by.Ball’s (1997) article on the
manipulation of school development planning in preparation for OFSTED inspection. He
argues that school inspections submit teachers to the ‘gaze’ of policy and serve as

‘disciplinary technologies of surveillance’ (p.317) that encourage teachers to manipulate
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