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Introduction

School is literally the biggest club on earth without music. There 
are so many chances to make conversation, so many chances to 
make bridges with people, so many chances to make relationships. 
It’s quite amazing … it shapes you out to be who you are in a way … 
you never think it will, you always think ‘f**k it, it’s just school’, but 
it really does shape you to be who you are.

—Jerome, Year Thirteen

At the time of my fieldwork, if you walked through a warren of school 
buildings, patch-worked together over decades of expansion, and slipped 
to the side of the sports hall, you would find the Misfits gathered. It was 
here one lunchtime, that James and Michael1 explained to me their position 
in the school. James, towering over us, his long hair hanging over his eyes 
and past his shoulders, said, ‘when you have to be friends with people be-
cause no one else wants to be with you that’s when you tend to find genuine 
friends, most of the other groups, they’re not genuine friends, everyone is a 
bitch … it’s like a blessing in disguise. I’m by no means Mr Universe, but I’ve 
got genuine friends.’ Michael, white shirt gleaming and hair neatly cut in a 
short back and sides agreed, ‘we’re a group of individuals. Does that sound 
ironic? We don’t fit in anywhere else, so we all hang out together.’

Continuing around the side of this building, you leave this enclave, and 
suddenly find yourself exposed, at the top of a school field, with a view 
past the school grounds and over the city of London, distant skyscrapers 
grazing the horizon line. While normally used by boys playing football or 
cricket, on a sunny day, the field is full of groups of students basking in the 
sun. It was here, on another lunchtime, that I was talking to Samiya, the 

Individually Ourselves 
Personhood, Ethics, and Everyday Life in School 

Sarah Winkler-Reid 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/WinklerReidIndividually 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/WinklerReidIndividually


2  z  Individually Ourselves

perfect flicks of her eyeliner framing her lively eyes and Tanya, her polish 
and maturity belying her fifteen years. This was not the usual spot of their 
friendship group ‘the It Girls’, who had a bench at the centre of the school 
grounds, but still, it was not a bad one for watching and being seen. They 
were reflecting on their history within the school and offered me some 
thoughts on growing up. ‘In younger years,’ said Tanya ‘you always had to 
look good, otherwise people would be like “urgghh”. There was a time when 
everyone wanted to look good, but as we got older people gave up on that. 
They found out there was no one to impress at the school.’ ‘So, what do you 
think people care about now?’ I asked. ‘Actually, still looks, kind of, in the 
sense of not looking good, but looking good for yourself,’ answered Samiya.

This book is the story of one year group, ‘Year Eleven’, fifteen- to 
sixteen-year-olds in their final year of compulsory schooling, within 
Collingson School, a high school in London. James, Michael, Samiya and 
Tanya were all members of this year group at the time of this fieldwork. It 
is an account of their friendships, hierarchies and shared history, all things 
that mattered to them greatly. It tells of the love and care involved in many 
of these relationships, but also the painful and sometimes brutal ways they 
sought to shape each other. And it is an account of how, through these 
relationships, these students were coming to understand themselves as 
particular kinds of people. As I will argue in this book, it is through atten-
tion to these actions, relationships and reflections that we can gain insight 
into the way individuality, as a specific kind of personhood, is produced in 
practice. This is not the abstract, generic kind of individuality often evoked 
as a superficial counterpoint to more sustained ethnographic explorations 
of other kinds of personhood, but rather, historically constituted and pro-
duced through specific understandings of sameness and difference.

Some familiar dimensions of individuality, as described in the academic 
literature, were part of this. The above reflections from students evoked 
particular understandings of the appropriate way persons should be, au-
thentic and with a hidden and essential inner self which one must strive to 
remain true to. As James and Michael conceptualized it, they were being 
true to themselves in a way many of the higher-status pupils were not. This 
meant that they did not fit in, but in not fitting in they found each other. 
As genuine selves, they were able to create genuine friendships, whereas 
by implication, the ‘fakeness’ of the high-status pupils led to bitchy, fake 
friendships. The appropriate self thus enabled the right kinds of friend-
ships, premised on this authenticity, rather than superficial appearances. 
Samiya and Tanya drew on a similar set of ideas; it was immature to be 
motivated by the superficiality of what others think, growing up was about 
doing things, such as looking good, for yourself. However, in these exam-
ples, we can also see how evaluations of self and others were fundamentally 
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structuring of the way these notions of individuality come into being in 
everyday life. Thus, as we will see in the course of this book, every aspect of 
the self, including authenticity, could be evaluated (and potentially found 
wanting) by peers.

As I will argue, for the young people in this book, there was an ontolog-
ical quality to individuality, understood in terms of authentic depth, sep-
arateness from others and uniqueness. Notions of persons as existing prior 
to social relations, independent, responsible for their actions, with a true, 
inner and authentic self were elaborated through a peer ethics that sub-
jected persons and actions to persistent evaluation. As we will see, notions 
of appropriate personhood were interwoven in the qualitative distinctions 
of worth that were a pervasive feature of everyday life in school. Thus, I ar-
gue that the emergence of individuality in practice can only by understood 
through attention to the relationships and interactions that enable it to ap-
pear and take shape. It is through the mutually constitutive nature of sepa-
ration and connection, being part and being apart, shaping and unpicking, 
that young people come to understand themselves as particular kinds of 
individual persons, in a particular place, at a particular time.

Interrogating Individuality

Anthropologists have long argued that while the individual is often taken 
as the self-evident, natural and universal form of personhood, the ethno-
graphic record shows that this is not the case. Ethnography has enabled 
anthropologists to examine diverse forms of personhood – ‘[t]he full 
variety of ways in which humans comprehend and create themselves as 
self-conscious agents in the world’ (Bialecki and Daswani 2015, 272). An-
thropologists have thus examined the public models and concepts of per-
sonhood, observable in law, jurisprudence, religion and collective ideology 
(such as kinship and caste) as well as the more intimate and private pro-
cesses of self-making through which actors come to understand themselves 
as particular kinds of persons. Personhood ‘arguably extends a moral value 
to persons that non-persons are excluded from’ (Degnen 2018, 7). As such, 
the processes by which humans are made into persons, including descrip-
tion, evaluations, judgements and commitments, can be understood as 
ethical, and as constituting ethical persons (Lambek 2013).

A key question this literature has explored is the ways in which per-
sons are understood as connected to or separate from each other. When 
the individual, atomistic and indivisible person is taken as the starting 
place, relationships are imagined as external to, and happening after, 
the person (Lambek 2015). Key questions then become how individuals 
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become connected to each other. Thus, a huge amount of academic atten-
tion, across a range of disciplines, has sought to understand and explain 
the socialization or enculturation of children. These concepts rest on an 
idea of the baby as a pre-social ‘bio-bundle’ (Gottlieb 2004) that needs to 
be ‘socialized’ or ‘enculturated’ to become connected to other people. Per-
sons are a priori individuals who need to be made social by society, with 
society the necessary whole that encompasses and connects individuals as 
units (Strathern 1992; Toren 1999, 2012). However, as anthropologists have 
shown, different imaginations of the person posit a completely different or-
der of relationships and units. When relationships are imagined to precede 
and create persons, the notion that a child will need to be ‘socialized’ into 
relationships makes little sense (Strathern 1988).

These different models of personhood have often been characterized 
in anthropological debates in terms of a distinction between ‘individual’ 
(autonomous, sovereign and indivisible) and ‘dividual’ (relational, com-
posite and divisible) personhood. While it would be hard to overstate the 
influence of this individual-dividual contrast in structuring discussions 
of personhood in anthropology (Degnen 2018), there has been much de-
bate about what these distinctions describe. Individuality and dividual-
ity, as mutually exclusive categories, have been employed to characterize 
whole societies, modes of life, or types of person (Schram 2015). And they 
join other contrastive pairs that are often mapped onto distinctions be-
tween ‘the West’ and ‘the Rest’: egocentric versus sociocentric, bounded 
versus relational, monist versus dualist, or autonomous versus dependent 
(Lamb 1997).

These dichotomous distinctions have been challenged from a number 
of perspectives. For example, attending to histories and flows of colonial-
ism, missionization and capitalism, scholars have highlighted the range of 
individuating practices, ideologies and cultural formations that such things 
as nationhood, liberal democracy, civil rights, electoral politics and Chris-
tianity both rest upon and continually recreate (LiPuma 1998; Sykes 2007 
and contributors; Bialecki and Daswani 2015). Others have highlighted the 
way logics of individuality (for example autonomous intentionality) are not 
unique to the West and emerge through their own histories (Course 2010; 
Walker 2012). Furthermore, scholars have been critical of the flattening 
effects of labelling all different kinds of persons as dividual/relational, with-
out attending to the particular forms of connection and divisibility observ-
able in specific places (Busby 1997; Boddy 1998). As such, over the last few 
decades it has been widely recognized that it is not possible to maintain 
a sharp binary between ‘individuals’ and ‘dividuals’ and instead, attention 
can be paid to how persons can be both, although these different dimen-
sions of personhood may be variously foregrounded or cultural elaborated 
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in specific ways (Englund and Leach 2000; Smith 2012; Lambek  2015; 
Degnen 2018).

At the same time, however, there remains a lack of ethnographic re-
search on personhood in ‘Western settings’. Personhood in ‘non-Western’ 
locations has been examined through close ethnographic attention to the 
words, actions and lived experiences of interlocutors. In contrast, ‘para-
digmatic conceptualizations’ (Sökefeld 1999) of Western personhood have 
been readily accepted, evidenced through reference to ideas, texts, juris-
prudence or anecdote (Ouroussoff 1993; Kusserow 1999a, 1999b; Sökefeld 
1999; Carsten 2004; Laidlaw 2013). As such, in the anthropological litera-
ture on personhood, recourse to the possessive, bounded Western individ-
ual can arguably still be viewed as a ‘rhetoric so routine as to have become 
reflex’ (Laidlaw 2013, 33).

This lack of attention is not trivial. Assumptions of the rational Western 
individual have provided the unexamined lens through which the ‘other’ 
is understood as different, and further reinforce, rather than deconstruct, 
longstanding (and long critiqued) notions of rational, free West versus ex-
otic, culture-bound rest (Ouroussoff 1993; Sökefeld 1999; Laidlaw 2013). 
This then obscures the histories through which individuality has been 
produced through the abjection and exclusion of racialized, enslaved and 
colonized ‘others’ (Hartman 1997; Wynter 2003). While anthropological 
debates on personhood have worked to challenge and parochialize the as-
sumptions of the universal individual, they have also reinforced this sub-
ject, by using it as the unexamined counterpoint against which contrasting 
ideas of relational, dividual person are elaborated (LiPuma 1998; Laidlaw 
2013). Thus, I use ‘West’ and ‘Western’ with caution in this monograph, 
recognizing them as highly problematic terms that have shaped, and con-
tinue to shape, academic debates on personhood and conceptions of indi-
viduality (see also Degnen 2018). As I aim to explore, this category informs 
what is hidden in the making of persons and so requires interrogation.  

As Adrie Kusserow further highlights, when attempts have been made 
to disaggregate notions of individualism, this often takes the form of iden-
tifying particular groups in society (such as women, or the working class) 
which are more ‘relational’ or ‘sociocentric’, rather than examining the 
actions, concepts and discourses through which differing modes of indi-
vidualism may be manifested (Kusserow 1999a). Importantly then, unin-
terrogated and empirically unfounded notions of the individual work to 
reproduce understandings of the individual not only as abstract and un-
changing, but as tacitly white, male, middle-class and middle-aged (Kusse-
row 1999; Degnen 2012).

Scholarship that does attend ethnographically to personhood and self 
in Western settings has produced work that highlights how dimensions 
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of relationality, connectedness and plurality emerge as part of Western 
people’s concepts of themselves, and also interrogates and disambiguates 
manifestations and conceptions of individualism (Degnen 2018). For ex-
ample, considering adoptees’ narratives of searching for their birth kin, 
Janet  Carsten argues that their articulation of their selves as ‘fractured 
and partial … suggests a notion of personhood where kinship is not sim-
ply added to bounded individuality, but one where kin relations are per-
ceived as intrinsic to the self ’ (Carsten 2004, 107). As Carsten further 
argues, there is a ‘very ordinary quality’ to this kind of relationality that is 
woven into Western everyday life; however, this is often obscured in the 
anthropological literature that draws on more ‘rarefied’ sources.

Meanwhile, drawing on her ethnographic material from four differ-
ent pre-schools in three socio-economically different neighbourhoods in 
New York, Kusserow argues that while individualism is a structuring dis-
course for parents in all neighbourhoods, and shapes their child-rearing 
practices in important ways, these notions are refracted through classed 
experiences of inequality. As such, in the two working-class neighbour-
hoods of Queens, parents often focused on ‘the importance of moving 
from soft selves to hard and tough selves’ (Kusserow 2004, 35). Porosity 
entailed danger, the penetration of negative influences from the street (e.g. 
drugs, prostitution). Meanwhile, parents in privileged upper East-side 
Manhattan described the importance of a child opening up to the world 
and emphasized the importance of developing ‘psychological uniqueness 
and individuality’ (Kusserow 2004, 82). Similarly, Hyang Jin Jung (2007) 
focused on the role of teachers, administrators and parents in shaping 
young personhoods in a Junior High School in Midwest United States. 
As Jung shows, educators sought to encourage individuality through the 
regulation of emotions, placing value on both self-expression and self-dis-
cipline. Students were encouraged to act as individuals, the separate and 
internal self being ‘the source of power and locus of control in dealing with 
the external world’ (2007, 42). As Jung further argues, the hegemony of 
this white middle-class way of understanding personhood and emotions, 
and associated interactional expectations, had important implications for 
students of different racial, ethnic and classed backgrounds whose self-
understanding and interactional style may differ from the specific kind of 
normative individuality valued in school.

Thus, in contrast to the taken-for-granted way individuality has been 
present as a counterpoint for other kinds of personhood, these ethno-
graphic accounts foreground and make visible the intersubjective making 
of particular kinds of individuality. As I will discuss further in the next 
chapter, individuality is so tied into standard modes of analysis that with-
out conscious interrogation its invisible assumptions may be inadvertently 
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reproduced. As such, exploring individuality ethnographically, without un-
critically re-inscribing individuality analytically, is one of the aims of this 
book.

Submitting individuality to the same kind of critical attention that has 
been extended to other forms of personhood, I examine how it is pro-
duced in everyday life at school, through a mutually constitutive interplay 
of separation and connection, continuity and discontinuity, uniqueness 
and sharedness. Emphasizing the ethical aspects of these dimensions of 
personhood, Michael Lambek has delineated ‘forensic’ and ‘mimetic’ as 
both ideologies of the person and dimensions of the self (Lambek 2013). 
Forensic dimensions encompass self-sameness, and continuity over time, 
and foreground the ways people are held accountable for their actions and 
the commitments they have made. Meanwhile, mimetic dimensions en-
compass continuity with other people, and the imitative, iterative and dis-
continuous aspects of selves and foreground the way new commitments 
can be made, and how what people say and do builds on, and is shaped by, 
the words and actions of others.

As I will argue, individuality was an important part of young people’s 
experience and self-understanding. Although this does not exhaust the full 
possibilities of experience, and often we can see alternative understandings 
of persons and relations come into view, I contend that taking seriously 
young people’s perspectives is also to take seriously the experience of being 
an individual and feeling separate from other people. Utilizing forensic and 
mimetic as analytical strands helps us to understand the fundamentally in-
tersubjective nature of these processes. By paying attention to the specific 
nature of sociality in school, we will see how students tenaciously shape 
each other, and at the same time, constitute themselves and others as indi-
vidually responsible for their own actions.

Taking seriously young people’s conceptualization of themselves as 
individual persons also necessitates recognizing the ethical dimensions of 
these processes. As we will see, life at school was saturated with ‘people’s 
evaluative perceptions, reactions, understandings, and claims concern-
ing subjectivities, actions, persons, qualities, and ways of life, in terms of 
whether these were admirable, despicable, unremarkable, or otherwise dis-
tinct in worth’ (Londoño Sulkin 2012, 3). These qualitative evaluations are 
centrally important to how students were constituting themselves and each 
other as particular kinds of ethical persons according to a range of histor-
ically constituted criteria. Attending to these ethics of everyday life helps 
us to recognize what matters to young people and what is at stake in the 
making of persons.

The students in this book are centred, as reflexive people being, becom-
ing and making sense of themselves and each other anew, in a particular 
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time and place. As I will explore, the pervasive ethical judgements that 
constituted personhood in school were shaped by both ideologies of the 
individual and historically constituted specificities of social difference. As 
I will discuss, some kinds of sameness and difference were considered by 
students to be particularly important to who you were as a person. Boys 
and girls were understood as different kinds of persons, who were legiti-
mized in doing different kinds of things, acting in different ways and judged 
according to different kinds of criteria. To be a boy or girl was considered 
self-evident and unchanging and, as we will see, these apparently binary 
gendered distinctions were structuring of everyday life and held great ex-
planatory potential for students. Reflecting the intensely cosmopolitan na-
ture of London, where the school is situated, students traced a multitude 
of global ‘routes and roots’ (Gilroy 1993) and in these classifications and 
identifications of sameness and difference some people were [black, white, 
Asian, mixed race], some were from [a location in the world] (in addition to 
being from London as their taken-for-granted shared location), and some 
were both. These were understood as fixed aspects of persons, as well as 
in terms of a geographical history shared with parents, grandparents and 
ancestors, and they had important implications for the way persons were 
understood. 

At the same time as I seek to hold steady the way young people are 
active, critical and reflexive meaning-makers, and attend closely to their 
conceptual work, I also seek to locate them within the wide and deep global 
histories through which they draw meaning. As I will explore in more 
depth in the next chapter, understandings of individuality, and gendered 
and racialized/ethnicized repertoires of understanding, have been consti-
tuted through and are bound up with processes of capitalism, colonialism 
and racialization.

The claim of this book is not that this exploration of personhood among 
young people in London can somehow speak for a Western personhood, 
but rather can speak to it: revealing the processes through which particular 
kinds of individuality are constituted and come to appear as self-evident in 
a particular time and place. Thus, this book joins a long history of critical 
scholarship in anthropology and beyond, that engages in the task of defa-
miliarization, making visible what appears or has been made to appear as 
natural, self-evident and given in the nature of things. The focus on young 
people in the process of growing up offers a valuable way to study processes 
by which understandings of persons and individuality, which subsequently 
come to appear as self-evident, are learnt (Toren 1999). It centralizes young 
people as worthy of being listened to, granting them determination of 
their own conceptual understandings at the same time as these are traced 
historically.
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The Importance of School

School emerges in ethnographic accounts as a particularly intense site of 
sociality for young people. Their institutional organization into narrow 
age-specific groupings enables a compression and thus intensification of 
peer relations (Amit-Talai 1995). Classmates are often with each other 
seven hours a day, five days a week. As such, school is the locus of many 
important relationships, friends, ex-friends, love interests and enemies. 
Even forty years after graduating high school, Sherry Ortner found that 
her respondents – fellow classmates of the class of ’58 – recalled its friend-
ships, cliques and hierarchies so vividly, they were ‘burned like a tattoo’ 
on their memories (2002). This recognizable patterning not only emerges 
in personal histories, but in the cultural imagination of Euro-America, for 
example in the many influential high school movies made over the last five 
decades (Bulman 2015).

As I argue in this book, by paying attention to peer relationships and 
everyday life at school, we can recognize the way these are deeply impli-
cated in the production of personhood. This book focuses on everyday life 
in school, rather than other sites of young people’s lives. Whilst recognizing 
the partial nature of this exploration (as I will discuss further in Chapter 2), 
school represents an intense site of action and investment. While the focus 
of this book is what happens at school that is not formal education, formal 
education also shapes understandings of individuality and its invisibility in 
numerous ways (Jung 2007; Winkler-Reid 2017).

The focus of this book is one year group in particular, Year Eleven, 
fifteen to sixteen-year-olds preparing to take their GCSE national exams 
at the end of the year. The students in this book joined the school aged 
eleven and progressed reliably through each school year together.2 As many 
students would leave to continue their studies at other schools or colleges, 
Year Eleven students were approaching the end of their time together as a 
group in its existing form. Over these years together the young people had 
created and maintained relationships, friendship groups and a hierarchical 
social order through the sheer force of their actions. They engaged in man-
ifold acts of judgement and evaluation, love and care, punishment and re-
crimination, and they actively and tenaciously shaped themselves and each 
other according to particular ideas of what it means to be an acceptable 
person. It is these relationships and actions that are the focus of this book.

While the students disagreed upon many things, the importance of hav-
ing friends in school was not one of them. Friendship could provide love, 
belonging and security, but was also a public requirement. Friendship in 
school was both contingent on being assessed as an acceptable person and 
a necessary pre-requisite for being viewed as acceptable. Being friendless 
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was not only a lonely and isolating experience, but also an unequivocal sign 
of social failure. Likewise, a person with only one friend might be suspect, 
positioned perilously close to the boundaries of acceptability. While the 
quality of friendships was also judged by students (for example, having lots 
of friends but no close friends might lead to judgements of ‘superficial-
ity’), friendships offered clear evidence of acceptability. Thus, as we will 
see throughout this book, there was a lot at stake in friendships. To reject 
others shaping of you as an appropriate person was to risk sacrificing the 
pleasures, rewards and securities of friendship.

The making and maintaining of friendships required continual effort of 
action and exchange, and a commitment to share time and space. The mun-
dane routine of the school day and institutional organization of students 
in year groups, form groups and class groups were the institutional skele-
ton upon which the intensity of these interactions and relationships were 
created in, around and sometimes against. In Collingson School, students 
were divided into different form groups (where they met for registration 
at the beginning and end of the day) and different class groups, according 
to the subjects they were studying and academic ‘ability’. Students moved 
from classroom to classroom, making their way through the narrow cor-
ridors and stairways at the same time. As the bell rang at the end of each 
lesson, empty corridors suddenly become full of students, as if a cork had 
been popped, and the next five minutes were an intense proximity of bod-
ies jostling and jostled, pushing and pushed, squashing and squashed, an 
experience similar to travelling on a rush hour train.

From the moment they met their friends, in all possible moments be-
tween the school bells and up to and often over the point at which a teacher 
claimed the space for formal learning, students talked, joked and laughed. 
They put a huge amount of time and energy into creating and maintaining 
their relationships with each other and the results of these efforts were im-
pressive. Through their actions – the constant talk, the joking and laugh-
ing, the hugging and holding hands, the football and play fighting – they 
created friendships, friendship groups and a hierarchical social order. 

The year group was understood by the students as a hierarchy, where 
those at the top were ‘seen and known’, while those at the bottom were 
‘seeing’ and ‘knowing’. These processes contributed to the tacit orchestra-
tion by which some high-status students were allowed to exert their will 
over others, while low-status students were expected to maintain invisi-
bility and a compression, rather than extension, of their selves. Moreover, 
through these actions and interactions, as I will explore through the course 
of this book, students not only created different kinds of relationships with 
each other, they also judged, evaluated, reflected and ultimately shaped 
each other and themselves into particular kinds of people.
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There was a lot at stake for students in the ‘practice’ of living; to act or 
to not act both involved risks, and the consequences of misjudging these 
were exclusion, isolation, insult, punishment or no longer being considered 
an acceptable person. Readers may be dismayed by the stories of the pain 
students inflict on each other, the often rigid ways they defined what it 
meant to be an acceptable and appropriate person, the riven nature of so-
cial differences, and the histories of inequality and oppression upon which 
these drew. While this was certainly an important and painful part of the 
school experience, as I also hope to show in this book, love, understanding, 
care, and forgiveness were also important and ever-present. School was a 
lively and fun place, full of friendship and laughter. There was something 
joyous about being with your friends every day, a pleasure many adults 
have long left behind. It is these aspects of school life, all the interactions 
and relationships that go on within, around and between the adult struc-
tured demands of school and formal learning, that form the fabric from 
which this book is constituted.

Structure of the Book

In the next chapter, I offer a wider and longer perspective on the ideas, 
concepts and experiences that emerge ethnographically in the remainder 
of the book. Firstly, I trace the long history through which ideas of the in-
dividual have developed, fundamentally shaped by intersecting regimes of 
colonialism, racism, patriarchy and capitalism amongst other inequalities. 
Secondly, I identify the ongoing presence of individuality as an import-
ant, yet often invisible ordering logic in Western sense-making practices. 
Finally, I situate the arguments within literature on youth and life-course, 
schooling and systems of inequality, and the anthropology of morality and 
ethics.

In Chapter 2, I situate the students and their school within a particular 
time and place, starting with an exploration of the history and present of the 
global city of London before introducing the neighbourhood and school. In 
this chapter I also discuss my fieldwork process and finding my place in 
Year Eleven. Finally, I consider both change and continuity in the lives of 
young people in London since I conducted the ethnography in 2007–2008.

The history of Year Eleven is explored in Chapter 3. Students’ narra-
tion of their shared history enabled them to constitute themselves as a 
‘good’ group which has grown together, despite past wounds. This history 
highlights both the pain students inflicted on each other – the brutality 
and force by which they seek to shape each other into particular kinds of 
persons – but also, the love, care and forgiveness they extended to each 
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other. Finally, this chapter introduces the four friendship groups at the 
heart of this monograph and examines how these groups enabled stu-
dents to define themselves as particular kinds of people in relation to those 
around them, structured by hierarchical relations which both connected 
and differentiated them.

Chapter 4 focuses on girls’ friendships, developing the argument that 
friendships are implicated in the production of individuality. While boys 
were legitimated in ‘acting big’ and exerting their will across the year group, 
this chapter focuses on girls’ friendships as offering them an intimate and 
legitimate means to exert their will and shape each other into acceptable 
selves. This chapter details the ways these friendships entailed both the 
maintenance of a separate, authentic and forensically responsible self, and 
recognition of interconnectedness with friends: for example, how a friend’s 
‘bad reputation’ can taint those around them.

Chapter 5 focuses on the ways students constituted themselves as both 
similar and different to one another in racialized and ethnicized ways. In 
the context of London as a global city, mirrored in the many ‘roots and 
routes’ of students in the school, ‘where are you from?’ was a key ques-
tion students asked each other. This spatial history shared with parents and 
grandparents was joined with simplified categorizations of ‘black, white, 
Asian, mixed race’, and understood as a fundamental, unchanging aspect 
of what kind of person you are. At the same time ‘blackness’ and ‘white-
ness’ were understood as mutable descriptors that could be shared with 
friends. Thus, the understanding of persons as both forensically distinct, 
and mimetically connected to each other, is exemplified in these student 
understandings.

Chapter 6 describes the way a powerful sexual ethic constituted by 
students entailed evaluations of sexual practices and scrutiny of the quali-
ties of persons involved. In these interactions students were constituted as 
different kinds of people who were legitimated in acting in particular and 
highly gendered ways: for boys, this pivoted round a pursuant and active 
expression of sexual desire, while for girls, sexual desire needed to be care-
fully guarded and safely contained within a committed relationship. These 
sexual ethics ascribed boys and girls with different kinds of responsibility 
and manifested gendered relations of connection and disconnection. Sex-
ual practices evaluated as ‘wrong’ not only put the reputation of individuals 
at risk, but also jeopardized the reputation of the friendship group and year 
group. This chapter in turn explores the policing and work that went into 
maintaining the year group as ‘good’ and ‘worthwhile’, against such risks.

In Chapter 7, I consider the ethics of individuality which were observ-
able in school. As I argue, this ideological valorization of the individual per-
son emerged in different ways, including through the virtue of authenticity. 
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Made visible in evaluations between friends and peers, we see the ways in 
which relationships worked to constitute individual persons of a particular 
kind.

Finally, to conclude, I move beyond everyday life in high school, ar-
guing for the importance of displacing the generic, abstract and rarefied 
‘straw individual’ in anthropology with full-blooded accounts of how indi-
vidual personhoods are constituted in everyday life, intertwined with eth-
ics and through relations with others. I also demonstrate the importance 
of displacing individuality thinking and interrogating individuality when 
working with young people by focussing on the project I co-founded, Girl-
Kind North East, which was developed from the ethnographic research 
presented in this book.

Notes

1.	 All names of people and places are pseudonyms.
2.	 It would be very unusual for a student to repeat a year; most students progress 

through school regardless of their academic achievements or failures. 
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