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study (the 12 to 18 Project),1 which studied young people’s gendered
subjectivity and processes of identity formation over time. This project was
designed to enable prospective and retrospective understandings of iden-
tity—both the participants’ and the researchers’—and to provide an
opportunity to compare and move across and between the two: this is
discussed below with reference to one young woman in the study. This
approach also encourages a kind of reflexive self-positioning for both the
participants and the researchers and offers a way of reading interviews that
tries to respond to the problems of indeterminacy and endless contingency.
This process was not so much a form of ‘triangulation’ as an archive of
perspectives from different periods of time and vantage-points, one that
provides a rich and comparative basis for understanding patterns of
continuity and change in identity.

Second, the scope of longitudinal interviews means that they resist any
easy assimilation to one theoretical framework; which is not to say that
biographies and phenomena ‘speak for themselves’ or should not be sullied
by abstract theorizing. Rather, interpreting longitudinal qualitative ‘data’
requires multiple theoretical lenses, and the usual way of presenting
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individual inventiveness within these parameters. In emphasizing a relation
of ‘ontological complicity’ between ‘habitus . . . and the world that
determines it’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 20), it addresses the
inescapable insinuation of the social in the subjective. Bourdieu argues that
the past is in the present, and that habitus ‘is history turned into nature’
(1977: 78). In his earlier work particularly, there is a strong sense of the
fixity and permanence of habitus—a consequence of the structuralist
concern with establishing rules and principles governing the relation
between field and habitus (Bourdieu 1977). In later work, however
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, Bourdieu et al. 1999), there is a clearer
sense of the potential for improvisation: habitus does not institute strict
codes of conduct; rather it is ‘creative, inventive with the limits of its
structures’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 19). The focus on inventiveness
calls for more historical explorations of habitus, ones that examine how
‘improvisations’ take place within certain parameters, within particular
periods of time, and how habitus, although a ‘system of durable,
transposable dispositions’, is also a system of relations and orientations that
accumulate and shift over time. Following this reasoning, longitudinal
studies offer insight into the enactment of ‘ontological complicity’ and the
formation of habitus over time.

In the social sciences, there has been increasing attention to theorizing
subjectivity and researching identities. There are debates about how
subjectivity is ‘constructed’ and whether identity norms are destabilizing—
or re- or de- traditionalizing (Adkins 2000, Kenway and Kelly 2000). There
is much attention to the self as a reflexive, biographical project (Giddens
1991), regulated through therapeutic forms of subjectification (Rose 1999),
and continuing discussions about the impact of feminisms on young
people’s imagined futures. The 12 to 18 Project developed in dialogue with
this range of work, attempting to explore these ideas theoretically and
empirically.

Interviews have become a popular approach to researching identities
(Hatch and Wisniewski 1995, Kvale 1996). Life history, narrative enquiry,
discourse analysis, all offer the promise of capturing and analysing identity,
currently the object of both cultural and academic fascination. But identities
do not simply reveal themselves in interviews, particularly when there are
only one or two interviews. However, and importantly, nor are identities
necessarily more directly apprehended simply by having a larger number of
interviews over a period of time. In other words, while longitudinal
interviews do provide a substantial archive, simply having many interviews
does not solve methodological questions of interpretation and design. How,
then, did we structure interviews so that they might generate insight into
subjectivity, at both a conceptual and individual/embodied level? What
theoretical resources did we draw upon?

We have explored both the emotional and psychological dimensions of
biographies and the ‘pathways’ and sociological patterns and effects of
school, not as separate domains, but as fundamentally interlinked (Yates and
McLeod 2000, McLeod and Yates 2003). The need for research on young
people which bridges these two domains has been noted by others
(McRobbie 1996, Cohen and Ainley 2000). Although our intellectual
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to more general questions about friends, school, or family life offered insight
into how they saw and imagined themselves in the world. We employed a
range of different approaches to elicit narratives, as well as having a fairly
standard format and range of questions on self, school and future. These
questions or prompts were then developed and extended according to
individual responses. We occasionally used hypothetical questions, ‘What if
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self, and in encouraging reflexivity. Second, the length of the study was
suggested by the length of secondary school (6 years in Australia and we
added interviews in the final year of primary school and the first year after
leaving school). This design reflected our concern with the effects of
different kinds of schooling on subjectivity, and the accumulating effects of
that relation (McLeod 2000b, Yates and McLeod 2000).

Focusing on prospective/retrospective accounts works against reproduc-
ing strictly linear conceptions of identity formation and individual develop-
ment because it illustrates the recursive, shifting and uneven ways in which
identities ‘take shape’, and in which we come to recognize and represent
ourselves as certain kinds of people. Harriet Bjerrum Nielsen (1996) writes
of the self as a ‘magic writing pad’, a kind of palimpsest, which ‘all the time
receives new inscriptions upon it without having the old ones erased’
(Nielsen 1996: 7). Trying to capture the accumulating versions of the self
can also illuminate some of the improvisations within habitus.

It could be argued that our attention to reflexivity is symptomatic of
living in late modernity (Giddens 1991, Beck et al. 1994), and, we would
add, a characteristic of our (the researchers’) class location and the kind of
work we do. We are accustomed to talking in this way, of experiencing the
self as a biographical project and expecting others to be equally interested in
this mode of reflection. This did not work for all students, which raises
questions about macro social theories of modernity and subjectivity and
their insensitivity to social differentiation. It is not possible to develop this
point here, but it was an approach that worked particularly well with middle-
class girls, but did not work very well with working-class boys and with one
of the boys from an ethnic minority background. Middle-class girls’ capacity
for reflexivity is double-edged, signalling both a heightened self-awareness
and a form of self-scrutiny, producing a relentless desire to please and re-
invent oneself: this is discussed by Yates (in this issue).

What is involved then in working with retrospective accounts of the self
and inciting reflexivity? I have space here to provide a snapshot of only one
of the participants, Leonie, who lived in a regional Australian city and
attended a traditional high school with a reputation for valuing sport,
discipline, school uniform and academic performance. The school takes in
students from a mix of class backgrounds, but is generally perceived as a
high-status government school, one that is constantly and favourably
compared with local prominent private schools and other government
schools. It takes on many of the outward attributes of a private school—
uniform, sport, music—with students frequently telling us that it ‘is as good
as the private schools’ and that they are getting a good education and have
a lot of opportunities.

Perspectives on work and ambition

A recurring theme in Leonie’s interviews is the importance of hard work, of
getting work done, of planning to make things happen. She is busy, takes
several dance classes, plays basketball, and from age 15 has had a part-time
job, and a boyfriend she sees regularly during the week. She seems to be
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tended to do a lot of things because I didn’t have to think home so I
guess I, in a way, I really did use those things as an escape . . . I used a
lot of it to not be there’ (first year university). Of the final 2 years of
school, when she seemed in interviews to be happier and more in charge
of her life, she subsequently reflects that: ‘It’s kind of strange because,
um, I felt so stressed at those times. I don’t really remember a lot of
those years. When I think about them, like I remember just like, um,
either really hating me at home or something like that, but I don’t
remember a lot of happy times’ (first year university).

One possible analysis is that Leonie takes on the responsibility of
work, of trying to make her father happy and of compensating for her
family’s social and class dislocation. It is a gendered story too, of women
taking responsibility for the emotional well being of others. Leonie’s
ambitions and hard work could also be motivated by a determination not
to become like her father and brother, and to ensure that she has work
that she finds purposeful. Hollway and Jefferson (2000) employ the
concept of the ‘defended subject’, which is ‘simultaneously psychic and
social’ (2000: 24) to understand the dynamic and narratives produced in
interviews. It is ‘a product of a unique biography of anxiety-provoking
life-events’ and of how ‘they have been unconsciously defended against’
(2000: 24).

The notion of the ‘defended subject’ was not one that informed our
initial thinking about the project. But in reviewing Leonie’s transcripts, and
after the final round of interviews in which participants saw ‘their video’ and
we asked many retrospective questions, themes of ‘hard work’ and her
relationship with her father came through strongly. These themes were noted
in earlier interviews, but positing a link between them was a more
incremental understanding, a result of accumulating perspectives, as well as
some serendipity in reading about the ‘defended subject’ at a time when I
was immersed in the transcripts. Thinking about Leonie as a ‘defended
subject’ helps us to understand her busyness and struggles to succeed, and
to see her hard work to overcome difficulties, to please her father, and to
defend herself against failure and unhappiness.

There are dimensions to Leonie’s orientation to work and the future,
however, that are not necessarily made evident in analysing her as a
‘defended subject’. Asking questions from within a more sociological
framework generates other insights. The school she attends espouses a
strong meritocratic ethic, values self-discipline and self-reliance and
encourages enterprising behaviour. All except one4 of the students we
interviewed there shared Leonie’s ‘can do’, optimistic and strategic
approach to the future. They were all conscious of the reputation of the
school and the good education they were receiving. None of the students got
their first preference for a tertiary course, but all were undertaking or
intending to begin further training and had a series of plans to achieve their
clearly articulated future goals. Leonie’s story is also partly an account of
how the ethos of that school shaped students’ orientations and cultivated
particular dispositions—the relation between field and habitus. Particular
biographies can amplify or mute these effects, as is evident in Leonie’s
case.
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Reflecting on interviews conducted for The Weight of the World (Bourdieu
et al. 1999) Bourdieu argues that:

Contrary to what might be believed from a naively personalist view of the uniqueness of the social
persons, it is the uncovering of immanent structures contained in the contingent statements of a
discrete interaction that alone allows one to grasp the essential of each girls’ idiosyncrasy and all
the singular complexity of her actions and reactions. (Bourdieu et al. 1999: 618)

Reading interviews in this way underlines the constitutive effects of social
processes and historical locations, but it risks flattening out the emotional
and psychological dimensions of subjectivity. The interpretive challenge is
actively and methodically to listen for both ‘immanent structures’ and
emotional investments, to play them back against each other.

The Weight of the World is a powerful account of how ‘ordinary people’ are
negotiating lives in a time of major social, cultural and economic upheaval.
The many interviews and the structure of the book present the perspectives
of different groups of people who are affected by a common experience—for
example, life on a housing estate. Bourdieu describes this as a necessary
‘perspectivism’. ‘We must work’, he argues, ‘with the multiple perspectives
that correspond to the multiplicity of coexisting, and sometimes directly
competing, points of view’ (Bourdieu et al. 1999: 3–4). I have tried to show
how a version of ‘perspectivism’ has been a central feature of our
longitudinal study. This perspectivism comes from comparing retrospective
and prospective accounts of the self, from inciting degrees of reflexivity, and
from self-consciously employing different analytical perspectives.

While acknowledging the relevance of methodological cautions about
the limitations of interviews, I have argued that eliciting prospective and
retrospective reflections over time offers one way of living with contingency.
Such a focus promotes reflexive and comparative analysis, and recognizes
that understandings, for both the researcher and the researched, are
incremental and recursive. There are many stories to be told, and while this
is a caveat that can apply to other kinds of qualitative research, it is
exaggerated in longitudinal studies. To say that there are ‘multiple stories’
might appear to be a kind of lazy postmodernism, but this is not a call for
‘anything goes’ or for the reiteration of indeterminacy. Rather, each account
needs to work with its ‘evidence’, to show how one story is possible, how it
might be more convincing than another, and to work reflexively with
‘perspectivism’. Finally, it is fruitful to read across and against dominant
interpretive modes, and rather than aiming for synthesis, to work with their
distinctive insights and silences in order to try to capture the complexity of
subjectivity in longitudinal and historical perspective.

Notes

1. The 12 to 18 Project is jointly conducted by Lyn Yates and Julie McLeod and was funded by the
Australian Research Council, 1994–1995, 1996–1998, 2000–2001, with additional funds from La
Trobe University, Deakin University and University of Technology Sydney.

2. ‘Doing the deb’ refers to participating in a debutante ball, a tradition that is currently undergoing
some revival in Australia.








