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Abstract 

Any contemporary approach to the construction of the self must be able to deal with the prevailing context of ‘the entropy of the social’ and its impact on the self.  This paper: (i) examines the rise of ‘entropic’ views of sociality and destabilized selfhood and discusses the central difficulty traditional frameworks, based on two broad paradigms of understanding selfhood, have for indexing the stability of the self as a register of social change. As it stands current approaches leave us in a state of undecideability. (ii) following a genealogy of agency theory in the sociological canon, it argues that we can generate models of greater analytic depth to resolve ambiguity by re-aligning and relating two key features of reflexive selves in action: responsivity and recognition. Finally, (iii) this argument is developed in the context of empirical work on couples in cross-generational relationships which are by one definition entropic.  A new framework is proposed.
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Introduction

The sociological imagination now foregrounds technologically mediated global networks and flows (Vass, 2008) rather than underlying ‘solidarities and stabilities’ within which selves can be produced, such as were conceived in the first half of the twentieth century. Many have argued (see below) that ‘the social’ as conceived then has now become ‘entropic’ or ‘eroded’.  This has left the idea of the construction of selfhood at an impasse.  An influential summary of the sociology of the self (Callero, 2003) attempted to bring together traditional frameworks of the self and see commonalities within social constructionism, Foucault’s subjectivity and power theory and interactional models.  However, this theoretical parallelism is now increasingly difficult to sustain as our grasp of ‘the entropic social’ evades us.  They render our attempts to map social change via its effects on selfhood increasingly undecideable. Here I argue that we must return to the theoretical basis of selfhood as conceived by our understanding of the quality of engagement of selves. Firstly I outline sociology’s problem of selfhood and sociality; secondly, I examine two paradigms of social theory routinely deployed to understand the quality of the coherence of selfhood.  I then argue, via a genealogical review of social self theory in James and Weber, that a standard model of agency is the source of current undecideability about the impact of social change. Finally, I examine the empirical case of changes to contemporary relationships that enable us to enable us to propose an alternative framework.

Sociology, self and society: the emergence of two paradigms

Sociology, from the beginning, perennially teases us about the relationship between ‘individual and society’ by seeking an answer to the question: which one produces the other? The history of sociology has shown that the exploration of this relationship is fraught with definitional difficulties.  Principally, the insight that ‘society’ is characterised by pattern, regularity and order became the dominant leitmotiv of the investigation of sociality itself in the work of Durkheim and his followers in social theory (e.g. Parsons, 1937) and anthropology (e.g. Evans-Pritchard, 1979).  A corollary of this insight was that the investigation of individuals made sense only insofar as a link could be made between their behaviour, viewed as the pattern and order inherent in individual activity, and that inherent in the ‘structure’ of society.  Even in the competing classical framework of Karl Marx, where social order comprises more fragility in terms of contradictions and social class tensions, individual activity is seen as complicit with the social and economic patterns that result in a social order based on relatively stable social class structures (Giddens, 1991).

The sociological quest for the individual has always been fraught with definitional problems too. Personhood, selfhood, individual, subject, the ‘I’, ego, agent and actor readily appear interchangeable at a superficial level.  However, each, to a greater or lesser extent, attempts to express the production of the self as a relational intersection of more chronic structures. The term ‘individual’ in English is first used to describe people in their singleness around 1750 and represents an agentic view of humans, defined politically, as possessors of civic rights, duties and obligations.  This relationality of the individual, as an intersection of politically managed discourse, tempts us to explore the changing character of individuality through history as if it existed as an idea for all time.  So we trace the individual from religious jurisdictions, in early Europe, for example, where the social reflection on selfhood is couched within a notion of the self embedded in a ‘salvation journey’ (Morris, 1972, Foucault, 1984), to the Enlightenment view of the self as a rational cogito on a ‘journey of political progression’ (Toulmin, 1992; Vass, 1999).  But such histories are always fraught with category errors and reference failures.  In recognition of this Taylor (1992) prefers tracing the ‘sources’, or resources, which enable us to think of the ‘self’.  

The problem is partly to do with the unhindered movement of our everyday notional uses of these terms in the formal investigation of social life.  This problem is most explicitly revealed within anthropological research, particularly where the ethnographic evidence concerns ‘traditional’ peoples who do not routinely refer to an ‘I’ (e.g. Lutz, 1998) in the process of reflecting on the experience of self in the context of a collective.  Ethnographic methods, in the Durkheimian tradition, seek to describe selves (referred to as ‘egos’) as identities constituted within stable social structures of kinship.  Personal identity has always been constituted in terms of an awareness of  its stability as a kinship position in traditional societies.  Such accounts have to be careful of constructing selves as ‘methodologically individual’ possessors of resources who exercise, for example, social freedoms autonomously in the pursuit of goals in such societies. The latter just happens to be part of  Western narratives of selfhood.  The stability of selves in traditional social groups that promote the ‘we’ over ‘I’, such as the Ifaluk described by Lutz (1998) lay in their ability to reflexively refer to, and justify, the experiences of selfhood through the social ‘we’.  The explanation of individual behaviour is always an invocation of the social by the articulation of a perceived collective regularity regarded reflexively as a social rule: ‘We, the Ifaluk always do X’; ‘We the Inuit never do Y’. (cf. Gilbert, 2000).

By contrast, the self as a rule-respecting, or rule-aware entity constituted by its experience of a relatively stable social order in Western societies is seen as a function of reflexive awareness of the distribution of social roles in our social ‘system’.  This is true for quite varied and opposing theoretical traditions (e.g. Parsons’ functionalism, Goffman’s Dramaturgy or Berger and Luckmann’s Phenomenology).  Thus, our understanding of roles such as ‘father’, ‘lover’, ‘bartender, or ‘teacher’, and the experience of ourselves in such roles, according to the theoretical canon, demands an awareness of the rules that constitute such positions.  In many ways the normative perspective that we impose on such roles supports the stability of the selves occupying them and vice versa.  This theoretical link ties together two kinds of stability: social order and the order of individual activity.  Goffman (1976), for example, achieves this through the concept of the ‘script’, seeing selves as performers who enter as characters with normatively derived scripts for ‘action’ in any situation.  Human performance derives its order from the structure of the script, and the social world is ordered through channelling actors’ activities through the form of a script. There are subtle differences between this view and those of functionalism and phenomenology, nevertheless they run parallel insofar as they make similar moves in showing how the ordering of self may be connected to the order assumed to inhere in the social world.  Likewise we see the same kinds of moves in those perspectives, derived from Bourdieu (1991), emphasizing the embodied, stylized self entering social ‘fields’ with the benefit of a repertoire of predispositions (habitus) to act in ways complementary to the demands of the field.  

This standard proclivity of sociology to link the stable ordering and production of selfhood to social order has come under critical scrutiny recently.  Broadly speaking, there are two major paradigms emerging.  The first paradigm contains what I refer to as the ‘social entropic’ class of theories which view the fate of the social and its stabilities as collapsing or eroding as a consequence of dramatic, cultural, economic and technological transformations sweeping through modernity at global scale (cf. Gane, 2004).  The second paradigm I refer to, crudely, as ‘agent ontologies’ and consists of groups of theories that prioritize the agentic characteristics of humans, and the networks they inhabit. For current purposes the argument of a first paradigm ‘social entropic’ type theory is that if the social world and its inherent order is de-stabilized as a consequence of irreversible changes then the effects of this will impact at fractal levels with consequences for selfhood and its stability.  The second paradigm is a somewhat looser bag of positions but generally shares a view to which sociology has been too much in thrall: the investigation of social order as a grounding principle for what is possible at the level of individual human agency (e.g. Ray, 2007; Holmwood, 2011; Shotter, 1993).  Other theories in the second paradigm such as Actor-Network Theory (ANT)  (e.g. Latour, 2005) extend the concept of agency by viewing it as distributed within a network of humans and things.  ANT eschews the standard sociological strategy of posing a link between selves and social structures, and instead simply imagines a network comprising organic and inorganic matter to which the term agent is attached. 

Both paradigms have produced rich seams of ideas and bodies of research that impact on the central question of selfhood and its experiences in late modernity.  I argue below that, while very different in orientation, both paradigms lead us to a situation where we are unable to decide about the impact of social change on selfhood.  In my research, for example, which takes a Lifecourse perspective on how people manage the complexities of contemporary living, to me the frameworks on offer in both paradigms provide deep insights for the interpretation of empirical evidence, but it is impossible formally to decide between them.  My contention is that this undecideability is a consequence of insufficient analytic depth of the frameworks that we can apply to the level of the practices of selfhood. As we approach these practices the more the competing paradigms look the same.  Paradoxically, perhaps, the reason for this is that both, I argue, are applying versions of the same basic model of activity. I briefly now consider the two paradigms and show how the issue of undecideability arises.

The social entropic paradigm

Bauman (2002, 2006) laments the demise of ‘society’ insofar as the ‘liquefying’ forces of contemporary modernity unravel the supports that once gave stability to peoples’ social worlds. In particular people experience a hollowing out of the ‘quality of their engagements’ with each other.  Bauman sees, what he terms, our ‘liquid modernity’ as having dire consequences for the coherence of selfhood.  Taking different paths both Giddens (1990) and Habermas (1986, 2001) arrive at similar conclusions.  Both argue that the conditions in which selves engage with each other and establish stability and coherence, within the communicative resources available to them, are comprised by rapidly changing contexts that ‘disembed’ activities from their localities, import to people’s localities a plethora of alternative moralities and other destructive media-driven discourse.  These compromises are ‘entropic’ to human practice insofar as Giddens (1991) argues selves are left with a feeling of moral expropriation and ontological insecurity, and Habermas argues that modernity undermines the sincerity that selves, in their mutual engagement, are able to attach to their expressed promises or trust in the obligations and reciprocities that can be conveyed in language.  In all three examplar approaches the image emerges of the self set adrift from the links provided by social rules that guarantee coherence and stability in the context of any reflexive awareness of social being.  Thus Bauman (2002) observes that married couples’ reciprocities are corroded, wherever society remains ‘under siege’, insofar as their expressed commitments are compromised by a lack of certainty about the increasingly contested rules that now apply to their roles in marriage.  The elaboration of married life, he suggests, is as much about the search and testing for appropriate rules (for any new circumstance that actors may find themselves confronting) as it is about just getting on with life.  Indeed, this apparent need to invent new rules, for Bauman, adds to the work and burden of contemporary marriage.  In Gross’s (2005) observation of same-sex partnerships he notes that many gay couples are much more observant of the rules and mores surrounding traditional marriage than heterosexual couples tend to be.  The entropic view of this however is that the adherence to traditional rules in this new context leaves participants open to the entropic forces of irony and cynicism insofar as their active search for and imposition of these explicit rules of engagement must be part of their reflexive self-awareness.  This approach clearly indicates that the entropic production of ‘social constructive labour’ has a deleterious and negative consequence for the elaboration of selfhood in turbulent social contexts.

The agency ontology paradigm

Recently, and by contrast with the negative view taken above, we have seen a distinct new burgeoning interest in the social sciences in Pragmatism (Simpson, 2009) in the wake of trying to understand how people creatively adapt torapid social change.   Creativity in practices emerges as both the organizing theoretical principle as well as the distinctive marker of contemporary pragmatism (Colapietro, 2009; Vass, 2013b) from its early influence in American social psychology and sociology since the 1920s.  Colapietro (ibid.,: 1-2) in particular, drawing on the seminal work of Joas (1993) argues that the new pragmatism differs from the old in that the new takes a firmer grip on the concept of selfhood and focuses not only on the ‘socially situated’ definition of actors, so important to Symbolic Interactionism (SI), but also directly on more current concerns of creativity and corporeality essential to an understanding of agency and selfhood (Vass, 2008).  I refer to such approaches as an ‘agency ontology paradigm’ because these theories make routine reference to the inalienable mental, embodied and social capacities of human agents.  These capacities seem to provide for extreme flexibility: i.e. we may always become different kinds of selves and produce diverse ‘socialities’ in response to diverse conditions.  Yet, note that the very capacity for diversity remains an ontological feature of being human in this view.  This view of human capacities should be strongly contrasted with any sense of foundationalism within our understanding of agency. Many I place in this paradigm energetically and instinctively oppose any ‘essentialist foundationalism’ in the social sciences.  Shotter (1984, 1993) routinely demonstrates that, despite the hegemony of Cartesianism in psychology, the pursuit of any foundational essentialisms that define selfhood is fruitless.  Likewise Holmwood (2011) is vehemently opposed to the foundationalism assumed by Habermas and Parsons whereby the patterning of human ‘associative life’ is derived from pre-existing social structures.

Pragmatist approaches draw on John Dewey, William James, Charles Cooley and George Mead to examine the problem of selfhood and sociality.  All four were central to the development of SI in the twentieth century; a return to these canonical sources is now providing new insights.  Recent empirical studies are finding new ways to grasp the role of self reflexive awareness in understanding social processes that demand creativity.  For example, Pachuki et al (2010) investigated how campus students became reflexively aware of their own creativity when developing means to engage with others across social networks, social media, and a selection of other forms of engagement.  The investigation analyzed students’ subsequent ‘creativity narratives’ and concluded that ‘a perception of the creative self’ is strongly correlated with activities associated with ‘intense sociability’ across a range of events where participants responsively engage with others. This contrasts significantly in the study with the kinds of self awareness that emerge from individually oriented performances. Participants may, in any context, revert to the ideology of individualism when reflecting on their creativity, but their search for ‘creative resource’ looks to something within their responsive awareness of sociality itself.  This echoes Holmwood’s (2010) underlining of the sources of human activity dependent on the embedment of selves within ‘associative life’, a term derived from Dewey.  

My own research (e.g. Vass, 2012; 2013b) concerns the ways in which unusual, but significantly trending, forms of ‘cross-generational partnerships’ (where there are significant age differences between members of a partnership) entail creative solutions to increasingly complex lifecourse situations. In such relationships we find growing non-normative distributions of lifecourse events.  Rather than couples completing education, finding parallel career opportunities in the labour market, marrying, saving, mortgaging and having children and pensions at the same time in their respective lifecourses, we see highly complex arrangements requiring unusual non-normative problems to be solved by couples.  We are generally unaware how much normative expectations about co-generational (i.e. roughly same age) partnerships are built into so many social policies, financial products and leisure pursuits.  Built in expectations assist in the routinizing of the kinds of problems met by normative couples.  Reflexive awareness on how to proceed with non-routine problems make greater demands on people’s creativity but also impact on their senses of their relationships and their places within them.  A younger woman with an older man who has already had a marriage and children may find that the process of aligning ‘unsynchronized’ lifecourse horizons creates new connections with, for example, attitudes to money and saving and making judgements about how the relationship defines the meaning of home or the importance of having children.

Undecideability between paradigms 

Both paradigms discussed above rely on an understanding of practices of reflexive self-awareness and how selves achieve this through the way a capacity to direct attention toward regularities within sociality is exercised.  In both cases we find selves creating stability and coherence in life by searching for strategies and rules derived from perceptions of social patterning, both pre-existing and emerging.  However, is this extra searching as Bauman’s interpretation: Must we work harder simply to cope with a less stable, more ‘liquid sociality’? Or are we dealing with the ‘inalienable creativity’ of selfhood within diverse and new forms of ‘associative life’ as Joas and Holmwood might suggest? How can we distinguish these positions?  They certainly give radically different interpretations to the empirical evidence.  

My own analysis of this problem (Vass, 2012, 2013a) has also been filtered through the problem of understanding selfhood and sociality in the digital domain where the problems of online activity, cyber-identities and ‘distributed agency’ across the World Wide Web have very much stretched the terms of reference of traditional social theoretical language (cf. Gane and Beer, 2008).  Indeed, in a recent survey of research in digital sociology (Orton-Johnson and Prior, 2013) one clear message emerges: the impact of digitalization on human practice and sociality is ‘very difficult to assess’.  The reason for this undecideability, across very different domains of social research, I argue, lies in the foundational formulations of social theories of agency themselves.

The formulations of agency, selfhood and interactivity relevant to the problems raised in the aforegoing, with the exception of ANT, can be traced back to Weber’s model of the intersubjective organization and patterning of goal-directed activity.  This model was the inspiration for theories of agency in all the frameworks listed in both paradigms.  Weber’s concept of social action is explicit in the work of all social entropic paradigm theorists and also to Foucault (1982). It is cited in the later work of the Symbolic Interactionsist developments of American Pragmatism (Charon, 2009).  G.H.Mead heavily influenced SI and Mead is drawn upon heavily by, say, Habermas in establishing both his general understanding of communicative action and his social entropic view of its current state in modern societies.  There is a clear Weberian development of Mead’s thinking between his paper on the social self (Mead, 1913) and his 1934 concept of the self as a parameter of ‘the social act’ (Mead, 1962). 

Weber sees the patterning of social life emerge from the way actors formulate, pursue and reflect on socially definable goals.  To elaborate social activity we must assume a relationship between reflexive, interpretational, or hermeneutical, activity in the context of embodied awareness of the direction of skilled action towards goals (cf. Shotter, 1984).  I call this basic formulation the hermeneutical-embodied (H-E) model.  Key differences between very different theoretical paradigms turn out to be variants of this basic model.  Parsons in systems theory (Bortolini, 2007), Giddens (1984) in structuration theory, Habermas in communicative action theory (1987) and Schutz and Luckmann in phenomenology (1983) merely differ in how they position and characterise the autonomous self’s reflective awareness of its organization of activities and goals.  

The problem has been how these approaches have historically developed following Weber’s initial insights into the intellectual content of activity and the kinds of ‘feelings’ people have in the way goals, actions and selves become coherent or incoherent in the context of problems they come to face.  Schutz and Luckmann(1983), for example, drawing on Shutz’s (1964) critique of Weber, imagine that the present moment is always (i.e. at all times, not just in periods of rapid social change) fragile and tending towards incoherence for the self.  The essential resources that are developed by the self to maintain coherence of meaning and to sustain co-operative projects with others in the world is a form of past and future oriented ‘accountability practice’.  That is to say, the self, while in a fragile present may narrate coherent ‘stories’ about its past and future which give it a sense of location and orientation.  The terms of these stories are derived from shared social resources and meanings.  The micro-sociologies of the 1970s onwards, according to Campbell (1998), over-developed the social interactionism of accountability practices through the desire to have social research methods that opened up the empirical domain of interaction to sociological analysis at the expense, so Campbell argues, of Weber’s primary drive toward the subjective locus of meaning in the individual social actor.  However, I believe Campbell himself misses an earlier ‘pre-individual’ aspect of Weberian agency I which something like a more contemporary ‘dyadic structure’ structure of interacting selves is mooted.   Campbell sought to recover Weber’s sense of the ‘autonomous self’, possessed of its intentionality and thought that the micro-sociologies of recent decades had dissipated this autonomy into ‘social contextualism’.  To some extent Giddens (1976, 1978) very much drawing on the same Schutzian sources, was sensitive to the same issues.  Giddens’ solution in structuration theory was to develop a much better account of how social actors sustained autonomous selves in the same flow of activity by which they produced the social contexts that embedded them: the ‘duality of structure’.  However, neither Giddens nor Campbell have produced a satisfactory account, using their own theoretical languages, of the pre-individual, dyadic conditions under which autonomous selves are produced.  The seeds of such a view are there in early Weber and William James, but became obscured by the growing dominance of the frameworks discussed above.

It was the standard H-E model that became deeply embedded in these frameworks. One theoretical consequence was a greater separation between hermeneutical action as a cognitive practice and embodied action as a skilled practice aimed at goals.  Yet, these separations exist neither in Weber’s early formulations, nor in the early pragmatist accounts of selfhood in William James.  Indeed, one has only to read Weber (1978: 30) and James (1890: 199) to see where both are attempting to grasp the embodied ‘sensuous’ side of reflexive, hermeneutical activity and the roles feelings have in cognition.  This is important. It gives us insights into how we are to understand why selves might be stable or unstable (see Vass, 2008 for a discussion in the work of Habermas). James describes an already multiple, inherently unstable self which exhibits a primordial instability most in its interplay with social life.  Similarly Weber works through conversation scenarios between intimates, just as James does, and becomes interested in how hermeneutical and communicative forms are used ‘to sense the emotional contours of an interaction’ – not by constructing a hermeneutically derived definition in an ‘interpretive act’ but by ‘sensing’ and searching in an embodied way a means for ‘carrying on’ regardless of goals.  This contrasts critically with the way H-E models later showered importance on ‘goals’, that is, as primarily individually ‘selected’ from a range of available normatively set out choices.  Both James and Weber, in the broader elaboration of their projects, assert more centrally the interplay of either the recognition of otherness within social interaction, or modes of responsivity to otherness but never bring them together. James (1890: 294) invokes the goalless stability of selves in love as dependent entirely on the recognition by the other, the loss of which results in the dissipation of the self.  Elsewhere, though, when looking at the self in terms of its relation to moral judgements, stability, he argues, is achieved through a responsivity to the external social patterns that invoke moral questions.  Neither James nor Weber resolved the relation between recognition by otherness and responsivity to it as a feature of their analytical frameworks. In post-Weber and James developments of H-E type models in social theory these key dimensions of action were pushed further apart. We lost track of these key early insights into the essentially dyadic quality of interactional agency. The stark separation of reflexivity and embodied action is remarkably crude in contemporary thinking. The H-E model needs much greater analytic depth. To start it is fruitful to pursue the recognition-responsivity issue.

The logic of the situation can now be summarised in the following way.  The social entropic paradigm uses the stability of selfhood as an index of the impact of social change.  For Giddens (1990) the forces of late modernity disassemble the anchor points of more chronically stable socialities and the consequence is greater ontological insecurity in the experience of selfhood.  Habermas and Bauman rely on a similar logic.  Yet, when we examine the foundational formulations of the agency concepts that the social entropy model relies on we find that selfhood is conceived as always-already inherently unstable.  Similarly, social constructionist accounts of social life in the agency ontology paradigm historically obscured the founding, fluid characteristics of that ontology through the establishment of the H-E model. 

Lifecourse, selfhood and cross-generational relationships

Empirical work, following social entropic logic, largely tends to look for situations that exacerbate the difficulties of selfhood in order to better explore how activity is organized around self and setting.  For example, Kontos et al (2009) investigated the presumed loss of selfhood exacerbated by Alzheimer’s disease and dementia and focused on the subtle, embodied tacit cues that enable a ‘distributed self’ to appear within acts of caring.  Dyb and Halford (2009) examine the experiences of midwives and pregnant women where social contextual difficulties are exacerbated by the mediation of Web technology.  Doctors in mainland Norway ‘examine’ patients on offshore islands through digital links.  Here the sociality is distributed via an electronic network with consequences for the experiences of mothers and midwives in terms of losses of control, sense of questioned professionalism and similar sensory factors leading to a de-stabilization (and its resistance) of selfhood.

I have examined how people in cross-generational relationships sustain coherent senses of themselves in unsynchronized lifecourse situations (Vass, 2012, 2013b).  Typically, both partners’ difficulties are exacerbated by being ‘out of phase’ with the key lifecourse milestones that normally engender a self’s sense of normative temporal location.  As one partner is approaching retirement the other may be looking to start a family.  The stability of selfhood in these relationships is often dependent on their internal dynamics since reflexive awareness of normative socialites outside the relationship are not easily deployed as resources to elaborate the relationship.  There is evidence that the cross-generational partnership is a growing demographic constituency based on UK evidence from the Labour Force Survey (Vass, 2013b) but unlike other non-normative forms of partnership (same-sex couples) this constituency has no developed public resource of discourse about the experience and practice of cross-generational living available to self-reflexivity. The articulation of promises and commitments and how the self becomes stabilized seems to be more dependent on how couples focus intently on the meanings that can be attached to the management of joint bank accounts, liabilities for loans, arrangements made for children of former marriages or households and how all this impacts on the joint planning of the new relationship.  An older man who thinks of his home as an asset for his previous children’s future education may not be in alignment with a younger female partner whose understanding of ‘home’ gestures towards the future of the new relationship, its aspirations and possibilities.  

Promises and expressed commitments are key discursive moments in the elaboration of social bonds for theories of action in the social entropic paradigm.  Within the agent ontology paradigm, however, they are linked, somewhat haphazardly, to the processes of recognition and responsivity discussed above.   The polarization of the connection between interpretation and embodiment in H-E models has not assisted our grasp of how to deal with the kinds of qualitative evidence that emerge from accounts of dynamic relationships.  I have argued (Vass, 2013b) for an alternative way of viewing the evidence that enables us to grasp how interpretative moves made by one member of a couple are not merely ‘social constructive’ moments when aspects of identity or social position might be established or foreclosed.  Couples may use the ‘discursive resources’ they develop in the course of their relationship as a kind of ‘sensuous instrument’ (Vass, 1998) for probing the contours of new, non-normative features and events that emerge in such relationships. When a man from a previous marriage keeps a joint bank account with his former wife for ‘practical reasons’, discussions in the household about opening a joint account for the new partnership are charged with an emotionality that connects to the way both members subsequently reflect on their future possibilities as a couple. The younger female partner may get a situated responsiveness from the male, but her position as partner has an unstable recognition with regard to how the female appears to herself reflexively.  The role of discourse has to be construed as more than a ‘hermeneutical device’.   Viewing it as an embodied instrument through which the female seeks to resolve instability takes us back to key, but suppressed, insights of Weber and James.  This research has prompted the search to develop a new investigative framework.
Qualitative data on cross-generational couples’ selfhood and sociality

The present evidence to support the theoretical call above for a new framework is based on a two phased study. 

Phase One consisted of interviews (together and apart) with 14 couples from the UK Southern Counties where at least one partner had attended financial literacy workshops at local centres between 2005-2010.  The couples had age gaps of between 9 and 22 years and were from across the range of UK ONS socioeconomic groupings.  Two couples were same-sex.  The interview themes were designed to explore the relationship between the way the couples elaborated their lifecourses and the kinds of financial decisions and planning they did and was particularly interested in the peculiar difficulties arising from cross-generational status.  

Phase Two consisted of 9 focus groups of five persons per group.  Each focus group was a convenience assembly of friends and acquaintances of one member of each group who had attended at least some of a financial literacy programme.  The purpose of this was to examine the discursive resources available to peer group discussants (see Gibbs, 1997) in elaborating and or resolving selected problem situations often presented by cross-generational couples as illustrated above.

Previous analyses of the data (Vass, 2012; 2013) used thematic codings for the attribute of creativity in aspects of couple relationship development, issues faced, lifecourse reflexivity and financial planning.  The current analysis is a summary based on a review of the two main datasets thematically coded for experiences of uncertainty and instability with regard to attributes of relationship, planning, commitment and security. 

Sources of unstable selves

The majority of younger partners were women whose senses of insecurity were more frequently tied to how they sensed their male partners’ financial arrangements with previous households might be detracting from promises made concerning the current relationship. Thus Nancy, 29 years partnered with Sid, 51 have been discussing children for some time.  Sid has grown-up children from a previous marriage. Nancy says,

“He has promised me that we won’t stop trying for kids as I feel I’m getting on now, though I can see why he’s a bit reluctant…I mean I’m not far off […] his eldest daughter’s age now.  That’s a bit weird when I think about it and like it gives me goosebumps”

Sid says,

“It’s when I think about my current children really…do I still owe them anything I don’t know financially probably what happens if they are unemployed some time? I’m a dad now and know how expensive they [children] are and I’m not sure Nancy fully gets it…but it’s a practical problem we can stick on the table and try to sort out moneywise”

Sid and Nancy are explicitly responding to each other’s avowals of commitment and show awareness of the importance each places on finding ways to achieve aspirations.  But, like many other couples in this dataset, they discursively interrupt the internal dynamic of the relationship by foregrounding questions about recognition of the other self: in Sid’s case through the assertion of his normative fatherhood status.  This sits starkly against Nancy’s unstable self-recognition of potential motherhood.  Her status as future mother are linked to an uncertain promise that always invokes other commitments outside the relationship, but also the awareness that having children with Sid will bring her into non-normative alignment with the ages of Sid’s other children.  Sid, on the other hand, attempts to deal with the situation by constituting it as a practical financial issue.  

Strikingly, all of the focus groups, at some stage, while focussing on the unusual problems of cross-generational couples, agree that it is much easier in general to think through other people’s problems than their own.  Disengagement from situated responsiveness (a condition of our times according to entropic theorists) seems to lend itself to trouble-shooting relationships by firstly anchoring selfhood within a framework of normative expectations about behaviour. This is Focus Group 1 (five women between 36 and 43, three married with children, one without and one single) and they are discussing what it would be like to be a young woman in a relationship with an older man.

Jan: Financial (as well), well they wouldn’t be able to go out because they wouldn’t be able to afford it you know?  There is if…[overtalking]

Sue: And then you’re stuck because you can’t go out, you can’t be free.

Jan: Yeah.

Kay: The cycle.

Jan: They lose confidence.

Sue: And they never meet another partner, a partner [K and J: no] because you can’t go out.

Jan:  They lose confidence, you know?  And also like they wouldn’t be able to wear the best fashions so they won’t want to go, you know, want to go out because they wouldn’t be able to afford it, wouldn’t be able to keep up with their friends.  And that, that sort of age, that is really important for them isn’t it?  You know, to fit in with their peers, you know, it’s only as later on in life that you don’t really care [laughs].  But when you’re that sort of age you do care, you know?

To help think through how to engage with these problems all focus group participants imagined the normative role difficulties of women in cross-generational relationships.  The mutuality of role recognition by age peers was frequently aligned with the perceived self-confidence of younger women.  The only exceptions to this were in a focus group containing Asian British men where cross-generational relationships were more normative.  Here the themes of commitment and security were tied to the ways in which relationships are situated within a broader kinship network which manages family resources.

Discussion: towards an alternative investigative framework

Looking across both datasets we observe that the attributes of relationship and commitment co-occur most frequently in the context of narratives of recognition of selfhood as particular types of aspirational or established identities (e.g. fatherhood or motherhood).  The narrative form, such as in the Focus Group 1 extract above, are deployed by interview respondents in situations where they struggle to establish a sense of how their partners are responding to their own senses of selfhood.  In what entropic theorists would regard as relationships exhibiting ‘liquid sociality’, the agent ontologists can identify exacerbated root instabilities of selfhood.  The bridge we can make between them, however, is through the clear link between practices of responsivity and recognition, working in tandem.  Although the force of each practice may vary in any encounter of selves, we can re-define people’s strategies of self-stabilization in terms of their modes of recognition and responsivity.

Drawing together the issues and insights of the aforegoing discussion and evidence, we may readily see that the quite disparate legacies of selfhood sociology can be reconnected more securely through a revision of the central principles of selfhood within agency theory.  To do this means reconstituting the main issue areas of the socially constructed self, the interactional self, the self as subject of power and the self as an object of social processes as functions of the key aspects of action discussed: recognition and responsivity.  By combining these key dimensions anew we can begin to articulate a theoretically inclusive new analytical framework by dimensionalising (cf. Dowling, 2009) the modalities of recogniton and responsivity. Table 1 shows the possibilities available to us now to unify disparate theoretical traditions on selfhood by focussing on these modalities.

[Insert Table 1 here]

Rhetorically the terms expressed in Table 1 request that we attend to the dynamics of responsivity and recognition within the interactions in which both formed and formative selves achieve (or fail to achieve, or are prevented from achieving) autonomy and identity.  But the organization of the dimensions described here also suggest that we can also review quite disparate theories of selfhood, power and agency and see such phenomena as aspects of a larger, more integrated picture.  The origin of this integration, through an understanding of responsivity and recognition as ‘strategies of selfhood’, lies in some early obscured insights of Weber and James as discussed earlier.  Analytically the terms of the table would formally require us to establish the distinctness of recognition and responsivity which is difficult to do in practice.  It might be argued that recognition, for example, is a kind of responsivity.  It is certainly a kind of ‘response’, but responsivity and its variability in the elaboration of social action needs to be viewed as a modality of activity.  Treating the terms of Table 1 as analytical we can begin to integrate what otherwise appear to us as distinct paradigms of social contexts of selfhood.  The following, by way of illustration, indicates how selfhood as a production of power, subjectivisation, consumption of developmental psychology etc. could be re-integrated by focussing on the the strategic dimensions of Table 1.

Definitionally, the kinds of ‘high quality’, non-corroded forms of self-aware engagement, the loss of which is mourned by social entropic theorists, would be characterised by both high levels of responsivity between selves and high levels of recognition of the other’s co-present biography and joint productive status such as in fully equal friendships.  High responsivity but low recognition suggests forms of engagement and reflexivity of more capable and less capable selves such as those in care and cared-for roles.  Mothers are highly responsive to their babies but have to ‘work’ to produce recognisable personhood in them through accountability practices (cf Shotter, 1984, 1993). On the other hand, it seems to me, that Foucault’s (1982) understanding of the manner by which powerful discourses ‘fix’ subjects with identities open to ‘managerial strategies’ is an example of high recognition of identity precisely at the expense of responsiveness to the spontaneous autonomy of the self.  And finally, to complete the picture, we can make a more than educated proposal that when we examine the literature on media consumption and politics (e.g. Merrin, 2005) we find arguments suggesting that the contemporary constitution of active and inertial consumers entails that recognition of selfhood becomes a data profile with which media interact minimizing any responsivity as defined here.  Selfhood is reduced to statistically mediated engagements between actors based on data accumulations.  These paradigms of the various ways in which selves can be produced, identified, contained and fixed have been shown to depend on strategies of selfhood that also provide for the autonomy of selfhood as conceived in the insights of Weber and James.  And so ultimately the basic resources of the self, however corrupted by inimical social forces, always have the pragmatic drive to restore autonomy.
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[Vass CSS Selfhood Paper: Table 1 to be inserted as indicated in text]

Table 1 Strategies of selfhood stabilization expressed as modes of responsivity and recognition

	
	Recogntion

	Responsivity
	High
	Low

	High
	Intimate or equal friendship roles


	Caring/Nurturing in unequal roles

	Low
	Exercise of power through role identity – e.g.  Foucault’s identity ‘fixing’


	Selves as ‘data’ objects in practices of consumption


