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Abstract

This paper explores the planning of adolescent subjectivity in Australian education during the 1960s and 70s in relation 

to citizenship formation.   Citizenship encompasses questions about social values and subjectivity - the kind of people 

adolescents will become. Debates in Australian education during this time convey ambivalence towards modernity and 

change, with adolescents both exhorted to abide by existing social values, and to embrace the future of changed values. 

The paper first maps some of the dominant concerns about managing adolescents and their (desirable or lacking) 

capacities, set against a claimed collapse in social and personal values and the responsibility of schools to prepare 

adolescents for future citizenship. Second, key ideas that underpinned these debates  - notably the future, role and 

socialization, and forms of reasoning derived from social psychology – are examined from a genealogical or 

Foucauldian perspective. Finally, the paper, as a part of an attempt to understand the history of the present, briefly 

raises some questions in relation to contemporary initiatives and concerns about citizenship and social values education.



It is a widely believed and largely uncontested truth that schools intervene in the formation of future citizens – from 

conservatives to progressives, policy makers to post-structuralists, schools are understood as shaping young people, and 

fostering specific values and ways of being and thinking. These are some of reasons why schools are regarded as 

important social institutions. The focus of this discussion is citizenship and education, but I am not examining the 

history of specific curriculum areas with dedicated responsibility, such as civics or social studies or values education, 

for providing a foundation in citizenship education1. Rather, I adopt a broader view, and consider how a range of 

educational and curricular discourses can be interpreted as preparing young people as future citizens, who hold 

particular values, outlooks and dispositions. The work of identity formation has been central to the project of citizenship 

education. As Meredyth and Thomas observe, civics education in Australia, from its beginnings in the late 19th century, 

was never only understood as simply learning the forms and ‘principles of government’ and structures of civil society. 

Integral to civics has been the cultivation of ‘character as well as capacity’.2 They argue that a large part of early or 

older forms of civics education was a concern with the ‘’inculcation of habits: the disposition “to do what is required of 

the [child], by quickening his sense of interest in the general good”’.3 A dual concern with developing character and 

capacity continues in present-day formulations of ‘values education’, a current whole school approach to promoting 

positive social values that incorporates some of the ethical work once performed in Civics. In 2002, an Australian 

National Ministerial Advisory Committee developing a framework for values education ‘acknowledged that education 

is as much about building character as it is about equipping students with specific skills’.4 

This paper offers a preliminary critical history of the planning and making of adolescent 

subjectivity in Australian education during the 1960s.   It maps some of the dominant concerns 

about managing adolescents and their (desirable or lacking) capacities, particularly in terms of a 

claimed collapse of social and personal values and the responsibility of schools to prepare 

adolescents for future citizenship. Schooling practices have a strong orientation to the future, 

embedding an imagination of the future citizen in curriculum, and in social and personal lessons for 

the present-day adolescent. The notion of the future, however, is not simply ‘about the times ahead’ 

but is a ‘technology that organizes and makes subjects, the school child, the teacher and the 

parents’.5 In Australian educational discourses in the 1960s, the idea of the future worked as a 

densely-coded sign – of the uncertain, of the possible, of the intersection of the old and the new, of 

a struggle between tradition and a new era. It gave impetus to the task of organizing new kinds of 

subjectivities, ones that were governed in the interstices of seemingly contradictory social 

imperatives. On the one hand, young people were called to sustain social and moral stability in the 

face of perceived upheaval and future uncertainty; on the other hand, they were exhorted to embrace 

the new challenges, to abandon traditional gender roles, and to trade tradition for freedom.  In this 

climate, there was an urgency to questions about citizenship, about what modern citizens should be 

like, and to what schools should be doing to train and manage young people towards this.  

1 The history of such curriculum areas is important, and has been the topic of renewed interest in Australia, particularly 

in light of the current Prime Minister’s concentrated focus on ‘values education’ and stated view that government 

schools do not provide enough of the right kind of values.

2 Meredyth, D. and Thomas, J. (1999), p.2. 

3 Ibid.

4 Department of Education, Science and Training (2005). See also http://www.valueseducation.edu.au/values/.

5 Hultqvist, Kenneth (2003), p.2.



Ideas deriving from social psychology were important to this project of citizen formation. I consider 

some of the ways in which these globally circulating ideas ‘surfaced’ and were put to work in 

Australian discussions about education and young people’s subjectivity. This paper is thus offered 

as a beginning attempt to understand the translation and invention of social psychologies in 

Australian education, and in particular their impact on conceptions of youth identities and the good 

citizen.  A further aim, and one which can only be touched on briefly in this paper, is to tease out 

the effects of the sex role, which I understand, in Foucauldian terms, as a technology for organizing 

the self. I suggest that during this period strategies for fashioning the self, and for working out 

youth identity and values, were strongly tied to questions about socialization and role, especially 

‘the sex role’. The notion of role articulated with, and gave expression to, the task of shaping 

autonomous, rational, unconstrained (by sex, by tradition, by nature) future citizens. The concept of 

(sex) role became a powerful way for understanding identity in educational discussions, and 

provided a framework for acting upon and organizing the self. Its influence was felt in pedagogy 

and curriculum design, as well as in common parlance. 



While it is not possible in this paper to elaborate a detailed history of the concept of ‘role’, I do 

attempt to outline some of its immediate lineage, and the strategic and analytic work that the notion 

of identity roles performed for imagining (in both conceptual and day-to-day language) youth 

identity and youth futures.  There have been many criticisms of the conceptual shortcomings of role 

theory6, and these, while well-founded, have tended to obscure role theory’s (historical) effects as a 

set of influential ideas about subjectivity and the social. I see the sex role, then, as representing 

more than a way of thinking about and measuring gender differences, and as more than an 

erroneous account of subjectivity. In amplifying key processes of role and self-reflection, it offered 

a way of imagining and managing identities more broadly. It also represents an important, if 

somewhat neglected, event in the history of subjectivity in education. Defining, and then examining 

the sex role, and even thinking of one’s identity as composed of multiple roles, opened a space for 

simultaneously freeing oneself from tradition and establishing practices for scrutinizing habit and 

inclination, which in themselves were powerful practices of self-government. The concept of role 

also had a more conventional normative aspect, in that assimilation to certain roles was regarded as 

not only socially functional but as a measure of psychological and emotional adjustment. Even so, 

we can regard the reasoning of role theory as part of a systematic undoing of the idea of natural 

identity  (and natural gender) and the inscription of identity as social, and as fabricated. Taking this 

idea a little further, I suggest that being able to understand oneself in this way – as a constellation of 

roles that can be manipulated – was both sign and artifact of the modern subject, one who was 

compelled to reinvent rather than inherit identity and destiny.7 Part of the perceived crisis in 

adolescence was an erosion of stable and familiar core values and roles – how would adolescents 

forge new values, what kind of people would they turn into, and how would young people negotiate 

this and their futures in radically changed social circumstances? 

Adolescents, Nancy Lesko suggests, ‘occupy border zones between the mythic poles of adult/child, 

sexual/asexual, rational/emotional, civilized/savage, and productive/unproductive ... On the terrain 

of adolescent bodies is a struggle for what will count as an adult, a woman, a man, rationality, 

proper sexuality, and orderly development’.8 We can, then, understand debates and worries about 

adolescence as emblematic of broader social and cultural concerns about norms and ethics of 

conduct. I see debates about adolescents in the 60s and 70s – their values, their relationships, their 

futures – as representing a wider anxiety about and ambivalence towards change and modernity. 

Adolescents were both exhorted to build sound social values, and to embrace the future of changed 

values. The sex role, and role theory more generally, with its own ambiguous heritage as both 

technique for normalisation and for transformation and making the self, was one prominent way of 

conceptualising identity and of making intelligible how youth and citizens could be formed in self-

responsible ways. The  making of one’s own identity, one’s own civic or gender identity, thus 

6 Connell, R. W. (1983); Edwards, A, (1983).

7 Beck, U. (1992). 

Beck, U. & Beck-Gernsheim E. (1995); Beck U. and Beck-Gernsheim E. (2002); Giddens, A. (1991). ‘What is 

characteristic of modernity’, argues Anthony Giddens, ‘is not an embracing of the new for its own sake, but the 

presumption of wholesale reflexivity’. Giddens, A. (1990), p.39.

8 Lesko, Nancy, (1996.)p. 455. 



becomes a key task of the adolescent years and something which schools and teachers had a 

professional responsibility to facilitate. In this respect, teaching became a practice of exemplary 

ethical conduct, in which the teacher’s own ability to self-examine role and attitude were integral 

components of her professional repertoire, a key criterion of good teaching.

Further, I propose that the ‘role model’ view of identity belongs to histories of the individualized, autonomous, self-

responsible subject. Nikolas Rose has argued that a ‘culture of the self’ characterizes modern life, a mode of living in 

which one is obliged to constantly monitor, rationally scrutinize and improve oneself in the quest for self-knowledge 

and autonomy.9 Role theory underlined the work and responsibility of the individual in making their own identity and 

futures. In discussions about schooling and adolescence, self-making is represented as an explicit activity, an ethical 

practice, both an artifact of and requirement for citizenship. To be a citizen, or rather to be in training to become a 

citizen, was in part a process of accomplishing and negotiating different roles. The idea of the future also resonated 

through this role negotiation, as taking on certain roles, planning to become a certain kind of person, was done in the 

name of the future. Practices for examining roles and socialisation had strong governmental effects, in the sense 

elaborated in Foucauldian studies, in which government is concerned with the ‘conduct of conduct’10 and the 

relationship between technologies of regulation and technologies for fashioning and governing the self. 

In a genealogical spirit,11 then, I aim to trouble and historicize ways of thinking that are familiar, part of the common-

sense reasoning about schooling, gender and young people, and to show how these ideas were implicated in creating 

different kinds of citizens and futures. I try to show how events and ideas – such as the sex role – now possibly regarded 

as benign or theoretically quaint (qua contemporary theorizations of subjectivity) came together and created certain 

forms of reasoning about being a subject, and strategies for making particular – self-reflexive, autonomous, non-

traditional – future citizens.

Citizenship and the conduct of the self

 

Citizenship is perhaps most commonly understood in terms of political rights and capacities to participate in 

government and politics, for people to be able to act on and in their interests, to be equal before the law. In part, 

citizenship is a matter of political rights and laws, of nations and international agencies recognizing and ascribing rights 

to some but not to others.  But citizenship is not reducible to political rights. Citizenship is, as Marilyn Friedman, 

suggests ‘multiple and various’. 12 Citizenship is also a matter of conduct and ethics. This encompasses preparation or 

education for citizenship and the practices of subjectivity (of how one relates to self and to others, for example) that one 

cultivates towards that end. While the goals of ‘free’ and ‘equal’ citizenship are hallmarks of liberal democracy, 

fostering desirable forms of citizenship requires more than the adumbration of abstract qualities and principles. Cullen 

suggests that the political aspiration for ‘free and equal’ citizenship is also ‘about the kind of people we become, and the 

kind of people we encourage or allow our children to become’.13 Citizenship can be understood not only in terms of 

whether one possesses and exercises certain rights and freedoms, but also in terms of the dispositions, habits, and 

9 Rose, N. (1999), p.93.

10 Foucault, Michel (1984), pp.76-100; Foucault, Michel (1988), pp.16-49.

11 For this approach in the field of education see eg, Popkewitz. T. S. and Brennan, M. eds., (1998); Baker, Bernadette, 

M., and Heyning, Katharina, E., eds., (2004); Cormack P. and Green B. (2000).

12 Friedman, Marilyn (2005), p.3.

13 Cullen, Eamonn (1997), p.2, and passim, especially chapters 6 and 7.



ethical modes of conduct that are encouraged and sustained by pedagogical strategies and educational practices. As 

Popkewitz argues, one effect of ‘modern schooling is to remake society through remaking the child as the future 

citizen’.14 Further, Cruickshank, also adopting a Foucauldian analytics, suggests that the citizen is usefully understood 

as ‘an effect of power and an instrument of power rather than simply a participant in politics…The critical question for 

democratic theory is how citizens are constituted by politics and power’.15  We need therefore, she argues, to examine 

‘technologies of citizenship’, those techniques that ‘operate according to a political rationality for governing people in 

ways that promote their autonomy, self-sufficiency, and political engagement’.16  In a similar way, we can enquire of 

the rationality in the domain of education that guided technologies and practices for producing self-aware, autonomous, 

ethical and value-conscious young people as citizens for tomorrow. 

In the 1960s and 70s, Australian schools were preparing young people to be future citizens through an array of 

exhortations and techniques which were premised upon the persistent claim that social and personal values were in 

chaos, that the values of previous generations no longer had any firm hold. The young of today were consequently in 

danger of having no stable moral foundations, and were likely to lose their way if schools did not actively intervene. 

Adolescence itself, and adolescent values in particular, were under considerable scrutiny from educators, and the role of 

the peer group, and the negotiation of ‘roles’ became the targets of much attention and pedagogical work. The idea of 

role (and especially that of the sex role) became an influential and productive concept, a strategy of subjectivity and of 

pedagogy.

Contexts of change and crisis 

It is a common trope in the history of education for the period under study to be identified as one of significant change 

and upheaval. The 1960s was indeed a time of considerable change and self-conscious newness in Australian education, 

a phenomenon remarked upon by commentators both at the time and subsequently.  Looking back from the 1970s, the 

1960s was described by an educational researcher as the ‘most exciting decade in Australian educational history since 

the beginning of the century. No single “level” in the traditional structure of education has been exempt from critical 

appraisal and re-appraisal…No level has received more attention than has secondary education, nor been involved in 

such radical reconsideration’.17 W. C Radford, then Director of the Australian Council for Educational Research, 

similarly argued that the early 1960s represented an important period for Australian education, noting in particular the 

rapid expansion in demand for secondary education.’18

The 1960s thus saw a significant expansion of the schooling system, particularly in the secondary sector, with 

tremendous growth in both the number of schools and the size of the teaching service.19 The increase in demand can be 

attributed to a number of factors, including the flow-on effects of post second world war migration, the baby-boomer 

14 Popkewitz, Thomas S. (2006), pp.120-21.

15 Cruikshank. B. (1999), pp.5-6.

16 Ibid, p.4

17 Fitzgerald, R. T. (1970), p.vi.

18 Radford, W. G. (1964), p.xiii.

19 See eg. Education Department of Victoria (1959), p.27. ‘For the past ten years, the year 1959 has been looked to 

with some foreboding, since the birth-rate statistics for the post-war years indicated that the first great wave of post-war 

babies would descend on secondary schools in this year’.



generation reaching the age of secondary schooling, and increasing concern with extending post-compulsory schooling 

to more young people. In the state of Victoria alone, the number of secondary schools increased from 139 in 1955 to 

253 in 1962.20 Enrolments in the Victorian secondary schools division increased by 129.1% during the 1950s, ‘from 

35,543 in 1950 to 81,422 in 1959’ and in the 1960s the increase was 68.6%, ‘from 91,503 in 1960 to 154,293 pupils in 

1969’.21 This growth brought with it many challenges for the administration of schooling, from the task of recruiting 

new teachers and staffing country schools, to designing and providing appropriate and sufficient new buildings and 

other capital resources. 22 The Ramsay Report (1960) in the state of Victoria (and there were similar enquiries in other 

Australian states during this period, such as The Wyndham Report in New South Wales, 1957) devoted much attention 

to such matters. Named after one of its main authors, A. H. Ramsay, Assistant Director of Education, The Ramsay 

Report, had broad terms of reference to enquire into the administration of education in Victoria, including curriculum 

across the school years, especially in the post-primary years, and the role and status of vocational education and post-

compulsory schooling.23 (In Victoria, during the 1950s and until 1964 the minimum school leaving age was 1424; it was 

then raised to 15 and has remained at that age up to the present.)

Alongside concerns with the management of schooling and establishing systems for its governance, there was 

widespread discussion about the shape and focus of curriculum, particularly the senior years’ curriculum. The senior 

years of schooling were traditionally regarded as preparation for university study. But with the increasing numbers of 

secondary school students, the purposes of the senior years, and of the curriculum more generally, needed to be 

reconsidered.25 Not everyone who attended secondary school would necessarily remain until the final years, nor proceed 

to university. What kind of education should be provided to such students, and to the overall growing numbers of 

secondary students?

The intensified scrutiny of the organization of schools and curriculum was also directly linked to questions about how 

to cater for the growing secondary school population and meet civic, social and economic expectations. At its annual 

meeting in 1956, the Australian Council for Educational Research decided that its future research program should be 

directed to the ‘education of the adolescent’. Four specific topics and questions were identified: ‘What happens to the 

adolescent after leaving school? How well equipped is the adolescent for the field he enters? Pressures operating on 

adolescents which determine the choice of school or work. Possible changes in school to provide the adolescent with 

better equipment for post-school life’.26 Ian Cathie, an educational researcher (who later became a state minister for 

education under a Labor government during the 1980s) in a book entitled The Crisis in Australian Education, (1967) 

lamented the parlous state of secondary education and the need to reclaim standards. Secondary school, he maintained, 

should not only act as a ‘”preserver of values”; it should also act as an agent of social training and as teacher of 

vocational skills’. If Australian education could regain its proper focus, he suggests, then there were would be ‘less 

bored, uneasy and backward delinquents’.27 While Cathie’s book is clearly a polemical account of the failure of the then 

20 Radford, W, G (1964), op cit. p.134.

21 Blake, L. J.  1973. (, p.547.

22 Ibid, pp.539-546, and see also The Ramsay Report (1960) Victoria.

23 Ibid, pp.539-546

24 Barcan, A. 1980. pp.311-314.

25 Blake, L. J.  (1973), pp. 539-546; 703-770; Barcan, A. (1980), pp.311-314. 

26 Australian Council for Educational Research (1957).

27 Cathie, Ian. (1967), p.48



Liberal (conservative) government, concern is threaded throughout about poorly educated, unruly, and restless youth 

who are ill-prepared – vocationally, socially, technologically and morally – for the challenges of tomorrow. 

Managing adolescents and producing citizens for the future

Such concerns about delinquent youth were often accompanied by discussion of how to respond to a new kind of 

adolescent culture, and how to do so in a social climate of instability and rapid change. A contributor to the West 

Australian Teachers’ Journal, Professor C. Sanders, wrote in 1964 that ‘young people today require not only a good 

general education to equip them to take their place as citizens in our national life, but the great majority of them now 

need to be equipped with special skills’. Further challenges arose from: 

The means of communication about the world at the present time, including air transportation and the mass 

media, and partly from changing social standards among teenage youth. The general run of young people are 

now healthier than formerly, more given to sport, more independent and self-reliant, better off financially, and 

less prone to accept adult values and controls. Many young people mature early, and they are more subjected to 

advertising, keeping up with their age group, and to the development of culture peculiar to themselves.28

Similar sentiments are found in many reflections on the challenges facing schooling in the 1960s. There was a repeated 

focus on the emergence of a new era and impact of youth culture, which was seen as undermining social and moral 

values. The Australian education historian Alan Barcan, writing in 1980, identified the 1960s as an era that brought in 

new values and a ‘new ideology’, sometimes described as ‘”permissive”’, changes that represented a ‘deep-seated 

alteration in the character of Western civilization’. These new values arose from events as diverse as the emergence of 

‘corporate state capitalism’ and the creation of a large class of white collar professionals and bureaucrats. Additionally 

’family influence and religious influence had weakened… The new society was unsympathetic to absolute values and 

favourable to relativism’.  Such changes posed enormous challenges for schools and they ‘were ripe for change’. 

‘Schools were becoming larger. The individual pupil was easily lost. In such schools the peer group was strong and 

teacher authority weak’. Schools were then faced with the problem of managing increasing numbers of troublesome and 

‘lower-ability pupils’ and there was an overall ‘deterioration in discipline’.29  Craig Campbell, another historian of 

Australian education, suggests that the 1960s marks the beginning of a new era for adolescence, one that broke with 

many of the aims and schooling experiences of the previous generation. Many young people in the middle of the 

twentieth century, especially those from the middle class were able, he argues, through schooling and family strategies, 

to reproduce their ‘parents’ world and meet old expectations’.30  But all that, he concludes, was to change during the 

1960s. The prominent Australian educational sociologist W. F. Connell observed that in the early 1960s, the five 

principal challenges facing Australian educators were: ‘Catering for the expanding school population, dealing with the 

knowledge explosion, providing for educational differences, coping with the changing adolescent culture, and 

communicating a firm system of values’.31  

It is not surprising to find during this period of expansion that educational commentators and practitioners were anxious 

about the values and conduct of young people. But my interest here is in the kind of problems they identified and the 

28 Sanders, C. (1964). p 86.

29 Barcan. Alan (1980). p.345.

30 Campbell, Craig. (1993). p.43.

31 Connell, W. F. (1993), p.85. 



strategies recommended for managing or resolving them. A pronounced way of thinking about youth during this period 

(from the 50s through to the 70s) was through the language of roles, relationships and identities. Erik Erikson’s book 

Childhood and Society, first published in 1950,32 and reprinted several times in subsequent decades, outlined what 

became an influential stage model of personality and psychological development; these ideas were widely taught in 

teacher education courses in Australia.  Erikson’s ideas were elaborated in several further studies, including work that 

took the topic of ‘youth identity’ as a major focus.33 At each of the ‘eight stages of man’ there were certain 

developmental tasks and dilemmas that needed to be resolved in order for one to progress satisfactorily to the next 

stage. Erikson saw working out the relationship between ‘Identity vs role diffusion’ as the central challenge for the 

stage of adolescence. He continues:

The growing and developing youths, faced with this physiological revolution within them, are now primarily 

concerned with what they appear to be in eyes of others as compared with what they feel they are, and with the 

question of how to connect the roles and skills cultivated earlier with the occupational prototypes of the day…

The danger of this stage is role diffusion…To keep themselves together they temporarily overidentify, to the 

point of apparent complete loss of identity, with the heroes of cliques and crowds. 34

Related themes were explored in Australian studies of adolescence published from the 1950s through to the 1970s.  A 

comparative study conducted by ACER in 1951 on The adjustment of youth: A study of a social problem in the British,  

American and Australian communities shows how debates in social psychology were put to work in educational 

discussions in Australia. ‘“Adjustment of youth” is a brief way of referring to those passages by which young people of 

both sexes pass from the stage of dependence upon their elders to the stage of full participation in society. It involves, 

on the one hand, the maturing powers of the individual, both physical and mental, and, on the other hand, the influence 

of the social environment’. The report further suggests that ‘the demands of a changing society are felt by all its 

members but in the case of youth these demands are superimposed on the physiological, psychological and social 

adjustments involved in the transition into adult life, even in a stable society’.35 Young people here are explicitly 

represented as bearing the brunt of modernity, a theme which continues in Australian writing throughout the 1960s, but 

by then the social world is regarded as far from stable.

The influence of the peer group, and the issue of how young people establish roles and personal and social values, were 

the focus of great attention. Some of these studies had an explicit psychological and maturational focus, including 

discussions of the ‘Origins of the problem of adolescence’, ‘The social structure of urban adolescent peer groups’ and 

‘Developmental study of conformity to unlike-sex peer pressure.36 Others had a more sociological and quasi-

ethnographic focus on the particularities of the experiences of the Australian adolescent.37 While asking important 

questions about the social dimensions of adolescence, these studies were also imbued with the traditions and reasoning 

of social psychology, and its attention to cognitive and emotional tasks for adolescence. Connell et al refer to ‘three 

main developmental tasks required for all maturing adolescents’. These include:

To learn their place in society, to study the kinds of relationships that should exist between them and the 

32 Erikson, Erik, H. (1950).

33 Erikson, Erik, H. (1968), pp.128-134. 

34 Erikson (1950), pp.227-28. For other discussions of developmental stages and tasks see the work of US 

educationalist R. J. Havighurst. Havighurst, R.J. (1953); Havighurst, R.J., Taba, H. et al. (1949/1963). 

http://www.kdp.org/about/laureates/laureates/roberthavighurst.php. For discussion of Havighurst’s work in relation to 

adolescence in Australia see Johnson, Lesley. (1993). 

35Australian Council for Educational Research (1951). 

36 Collins, J. K.  ed. (1975). This is a collection of articles published during the 1960s and 70s.

37 Connell, W. F, Francis, E. P and Skilbeck, E. E. (1959).



other members of society with whom their lot is cast, and to make an effort to play as effectively as possible 

the kinds of roles that their position and their abilities demand of them; …they are expected, as they approach 

the age of discretion, to have schooled their emotions, and to have stabilized their feelings to such a degree as 

to be able to pursue the level-headed, discreet, and unexcited life of a normal Sydney adult.38

The local/global translation of social psychologies is also suggested by W.F. Connell’s prefacing of his discussion ‘The 

education of the adolescent’ with an epigram from the US educationalist and social psychologist, R. J Havighurst’s 

Human Development and Education, 1953 39. In Connell’s work, there was perhaps a more sociological orientation to 

contemporary and local context (the ‘unexcited life of a normal Sydney adult’), but the tropes for thinking about 

adolescence were familiar social psychological ones – the then prominent ways of imagining and conceptualizing youth 

identity and futures. 

Concluding speculations – from the past to the future

I have been arguing that key concepts from social psychology such as role and socialization were very influential in 

discussions about adolescence and the future citizen. I have also suggested that these concepts emphasized a view of 

identity as social,40 as something that could be made and refashioned and repeatedly scrutinized  – by schooling, by 

others, and by oneself. In Foucauldian terms, social psychology generated powerful technologies for imagining and 

governing youth subjectivity and for bringing the idea of the future  – who will we become? – into present schooling 

and pedagogical practices. In the domain of pedagogy, these concepts, and especially that of the sex role generated a 

plethora of strategies for examining the self, for scrutinizing values and attitude, and for addressing the process of 

socialization and the sort of people the ‘younger generation’ would become. 

Practices of rational and relentless self-examination were some of the most powerful legacies of role theory, making 

explicit the responsibility of young people to build their own identities, to make their biography their project and to 

forge themselves as new citizens for the future.  These ways of reasoning about the self set in train – and were also 

realised through – a range of pedagogical practices, such as values clarification, and role-play activities, all of which 

cultivated and amplified reflexivity and the act of making oneself. Marc Depaepe suggests that socio-educational 

history tends to be situated ‘on the macro- and micro-levels of the education act’ and that what is needed is more 

historical attention to the ‘educational processes that took place in the everyday reality of class or school’.41 While it is 

not possible to develop this line of enquiry here,42 curriculum development materials, teachers’ professional advice 

manuals and checklists, and teachers’ own writing and reflections on their teaching do offer some insight into how they 

enacted these imperatives. Practices of reflexivity, the quest for rational autonomy, the creation of self-determining 

individuals unconstrained by nature or tradition – as signalled in diverse theories of (late, post, or second) modernity – 

are achieved and struggled over in such pedagogically mundane and seemingly unremarkable ways. 

38 Ibid, pp.200-01.

39 Connell et al ibid, p.200.  The epigram is ‘School and college people might as well get used to the idea that their 

institutions are laboratories for learning of social skills’. W. F. Connell held a Chair in Education at the University of 

Sydney and had travelled and researched in the US and the UK. For an account of his career see Chown, P. (2004). 

40 For example, Morrison and McIntyre (1971), Silcock (1966)

41 Depaepe, Marc (1998) p.24.

42 See examples of this kind of analysis in relation to non-sexist education and feminist pedagogy, McLeod (1998) 

(1999).



Socialisation and role theories were not the only concepts opening up new ways of thinking about young people’s 

identity; but they were an integral part of that process. In other areas of education, new ways of figuring youth’s futures 

and sense of self were also emerging. Writing about debates on co-education and comprehensive schooling in 1950s 

Australia, Lesley Johnson suggests that a language of choice and talent prevailed, one that worked against the ‘natural’ 

segregation of working class children to ‘technical schools’, or the placing of girls and boys in sex-segregated schools. 

This language of choice, she argues, ‘signalled a concern to produce the student as the self-determining individual. Such 

an individual was to be made responsible for “his” identity because now all “social” characteristics – be they of class or 

gender – has been made contingent to and hence removable from the individual’: She continues:

This identity of the self-determining individual cut across and disorganised traditional understandings of the 

process of growing up working class in which that experience was interpreted as a form of apprenticeship, an 

inheritance. But it opened up for girls the possibility for understanding their growing up as a process of making 

themselves rather than the inevitable move into the ascribed roles of wife and mother.43

The ‘disorganisation’ of traditional understandings – to which Johnson refers – about the self, about 

gender and youth values and futures, is congruent with, and perhaps also an artefact of the same 

kind of thinking that enabled role theory and the radically social conception of sex role.  The sex 

role could be seen as a kind of ‘limit case’ for capacities to re-make oneself.  In the language of 

theorists of reflexive modernity, the young person obliged to negotiate different roles could be seen 

as an idealised version of the modern self-making individual, in which biography is a narrative 

project and an act of invention. Yet role theory instantiates a rational actor, one who navigates and 

changes roles, but who retains a core, stable identity. In this we can also detect some of what I have 

noted as a certain ambivalence to and anxiety about modernity. On the one hand, young people 

were to be free to make new choices. But, on the other hand, the very opening up of values and 

conduct made many commentators nervous, worried about the consequences of the loss of once 

stable social and personal anchors and identity scripts. The tension between the imperative for 

freedom and the re-assertion of stability and familiarity echoes through many discussions about 

young people’s futures during this period. Role theories constituted a mode of reasoning that 

aligned the scrutiny of identity and role with the assumption of a new kind of citizenship. This was 

a form of citizenship that embodied a ‘culture of the self’, one in which the modern young person, 

the citizen of tomorrow, would be rationally guided to remake themselves, to be flexible and 

autonomous, freed from the burdens of tradition and nature in order to embrace the modern, and to 

face all the cultural ambivalence which that future evoked. 

 

This discussion about citizenship for the future also suggests some potential ways for conceptualising the renewed 

attention to civics and social values education in the present. During the last few years there has been intensified public 

and media debate about who is an ‘Australian citizen’ and what qualities that citizen should possess. Schools are 

profoundly linked into these discussions, largely in terms of how they fail to foster a particular kind of future citizen, 

and how current curriculum practices are inadequate, or undermine certain views of Australia, and of the national 

citizen. The current Australian Prime Minister took the occasion of Australia Day 2006 (January 26th) to argue that 

schools were not doing enough to teach Australian history. In particular, he urged schools to teach a more ‘positive’ 

view of Australia’s past, to celebrate the nation’s great achievements rather than focus on negative incidents or bemoan 

43 Johnson, Lesley (1990) The schooling of girls in the 1950s: problems with writing a history of ‘women’s education’, 
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national mistakes, such as the treatment of Indigenous peoples or migrants.  In his view, this latter account of Australian 

history – black armband history – was dominating Australian classrooms. Instead, he urged more attention to our 

common achievements, our national identity, rather than to issues of cultural diversity or critical and bleak accounts of 

our history.  He declared that ’Part of preparing young Australians to be informed and active citizens is to teach them 

the central currents of our nation’s development’. 44 What constitutes these ‘central currents of our nation’s 

development’ is of course the topic of much ongoing historical and political debate. Developing a critical account of the 

problematic of the ‘citizen and schooling’ could be approached from several directions – from examination of new 

curriculum guidelines on values education and formal citizenship education, to analysis of contemporary popular and 

youth perspectives on what a good citizen looks like. But what also deserve more sustained critical attention are 

questions to do with the kind of citizens we are now preparing for the future. This includes attention to the kind of 

identity practices we are now calling upon young people to perform in ordinary pedagogical practices, and the 

techniques and dispositions for citizenship which are now valued, as well as ethical and normative issues of what in fact 

the attributes of citizenship (transnational, national) should be. Current public debates about schooling and citizenship 

are predominantly oriented to the past, to ensuring that citizens have a good grasp of a nationalist, celebratory narrative 

of Australia’s past and national development.   But, as I have been arguing in this paper, interventions into citizenship 

formation are also fuelled by concerns about the future, and how that future is imagined now and requires further 

critical attention.

There may well be debate about whether citizenship is a universal right, and about the conditions and rights that 

characterise formal political citizenship. But there is no universal, or transhistorical way of being a citizen. Citizenship 

and acting as a citizen are framed within specific national/transnational, cultural and historical settings. But the work of 

being and becoming a citizen is also shaped by particular ‘systems of reasons’ about subjectivity, the individual and 

youth identity, and by particular understandings of the relation between the present and the future to which the citizen’s 

gaze is cast. 
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