Liz Stanley - Biographical Journey in Sociology

The quest for sociology(1)
My first sociological autobiography involved ‘writing on the borders’ of remembrance and theory to explore how inhabiting what Mannheim called ‘the interstices’ (social, ethnic and other differences existing as ontological ‘gaps’ between social conformities) helps drive the sociological imagination(2).   However, when asked to write this account for ‘newcomers’ to sociology, I decided to write it as a quest, a journey in which sociology was the Grail finally grasped. But quests are as labyrinthine as Cervantes’ Don Quixote, as perplexing as Joyce’s Dubliners, as subject to sequels and prequels as the ‘Star Wars’ movies, so my sociological Grail has been broken into three fragments.

Fractured feminist foundationalism and the method of the life we all live(3)
Coming from a very working class background, there was never any idea that higher education was a possibility – I’m still one of only two or three in my extended family to have gone to university. From loving primary school, I hated grammar school and its humiliating treatment of working class kids and emerged having failed most ‘O levels’ (the precursor to GCSEs). A horrible couple of years working in Woolworths, as a filing clerk and then a wages clerk, confirmed that what I liked best was reading and writing, so I enrolled in the local Further Education college while working part-time, eventually applying to various universities for degrees in English Literature. But I ended up taking a University of London BSc (Econ) degree in Politics, Economics and Philosophy, for reasons lost to time but involving the man who owned the local shop saying it was ‘a good thing’. It was, providing my first experience of working across discipline boundaries.

‘Moral sense’ and analytical reflexivity(4)
The politics bit of my degree enthralled me, as did political philosophy, and during this period I became very politically involved, combining far-left reading groups on Marxist theory and membership of the local Labour Party (a radical one with its roots in the old ILP). Economics annoyed me - its scientistic pretensions forbade engaging with questions like how to have more just society that I was grabbed by. Also I’d shared a flat with someone doing a Sociology degree, with many conversations involving her telling me about her courses – I read some of her textbooks and found them dull but devoured Peter Berger’s Invitation to Sociology. 

After this, I worked as a social researcher in Milton Keynes New Town Development Corporation for about a year and then, fired by politics but also love, moved to Manchester. The gay movement had started; as well as falling (briefly) in love with someone very involved in it, I became a more or less full-time activist - my job in industry was a boring intrusion into my ‘real life’ in political action. I’d earlier applied to Salford University for a multidisciplinary MSc in Urban Studies, but no grant meant no study; however, moving to Manchester enabled doing it part-time and paying the fees myself. I started systematically reading sociology books, including the wonderful Education and the Working Class by Brian Jackson & Dennis Marsden, Poverty: The Forgotten Englishmen by Ken Coates & Alan Sillburn, and Erving Goffman’s Asylums. It was the moral sensibility underpinning such writing I was attracted to, as I was to Alvin Gouldner’s work after starting my PhD. The sociology lecturers on the MSc course encouraged my application – successful - to the then Social Science Research Council for a grant to research men and women’s different work/leisure experiences, based in the sociology department.

‘Ain’t I a woman?’ gender performances and the phenomenology of everyday sociology(5)
My tripartite life continued: omnivorous reading, a range of political involvements, and work in my PhD research. I read Westergaard & Ressler’s Class in Capitalist Society soon after publication, along with Howard Becker and others on ‘deviancy sociology’. I’d previously read a lot of urban sociology; I now found Chicago School sociology and was knocked out by the ethnographies in particular. However, my research topic changed substantially.

Soon after starting, I presented a discussion paper on the large differences between women and men in official statistics on crime and on mental illness in a graduate seminar. Staff and PhD students alike were dismissive - this was a non-topic completely unconnected with sociology. Such things were also a no-no in the gay movement: the place of women was to serve male interests, not to ask awkward questions about sexism or to dispute power hierarchies. Needing a minor gynaecological operation, a friend gave me a copy of Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch to take into hospital; the rest, as they say, is history. I read from Greer to Rowbotham, Mitchell, Oakley, Milman & Kanter, Brownmiller…  to re-conceiving my PhD as a study of the discipline of sociology and how it ‘handled’ the perceived relationship between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’. 

Sociology matters!

Having sketched out the ‘what shall I do, yeh, follow my nose’ years leading to my PhD, how did the transition to ‘professional sociologist’ happen? Even with the PhD thesis and viva successfully completed, I still didn’t know what I wanted to do, and still most liked reading, writing and talking to people about such things as sociology. At a loss about ‘the future’, to buy time I applied for many lecturing jobs I didn’t get. Finally, I got a one-year job in the Sociology Department at Manchester; after a long delay, because of the financial cuts imposed on HE at the time, this was made permanent. 

I loved the job, I still love it, partly because I was doing the things I most liked doing, partly because I’d inadvertently joined a large department immensely tolerant of its staff pursuing their intellectual and political interests ‘at the borders’ of sociology with a range of other things. I felt at home, I was at home, within this tolerant and transgressive sociology. More recently I’ve worked in departments in New Zealand and South Africa, as well as different places in the UK. But I still experience sociology as an exciting and challenging base for interdisciplinary explorations ‘at the borders’; it is my intellectual home and the place where I most ‘belong’. 

[1] This title paraphrases AJA Symon’s The Quest for Corvo, a quest which ended with him finding that Corvo was a chimerae, a fantastical self-creation (by Corvo, but also his would-be biographer), making the point that all biographies and autobiographies are artful versions with a complex relationship to the ‘lived life’.

[2] See “Writing the borders” in my Knowing Feminisms (Sage Publications, 1997).

[3] See Sue Wise & Stanley “Fractured feminist foundationalism” in eds Kathy Davis, Mary Evans & Judith Lorber Handbook of Gender & Women’s Studies (Sage Publications, 2006); for Olive Schreiner’s ‘method of the life we all live’, see my Imperialism, Labour & the New Woman (sociologypress, 2002).

[4] Both terms come from Alvin Gouldner, ‘moral sense’ from For Sociology, and reflexivity from The Coming Crisis in Western Sociology, both major influences on other sociologists of radical inclinations in the mid and late 1970s.

[5] Emphasising her toughness against ‘feminine fragility in 1851, the ex-slave Sojourner Truth also insisted ‘ain’t I a woman’; Erving Goffman wrote about gender performance in Gender Advertisements 25 years before Judith Butler; Alfred Schutz’s The Phenomenology of Everyday Life was another major influence on my thinking.

