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I was trying to explain to someone the other day about this work I do, since “reflecting a person’s life in their life story” is only part of it. It is also about coming up with a story of their life that is coherent – that makes sense, that is credible enough to be accepted by others and impressive to the person who is the subject.” I believe I have the background, both personal and academic, to do this, and to keep any biases I have, out of the picture.  There is more to it than this, however, but because these are real people and not anonymous figures, I am limited in the extent I can talk about it.  


The people I interview agree beforehand that their real names will be used together with their life story. The life story I write about them has to be approved by them. The methodological implications of this are complex, considering the relationship, or not, between truth and fiction in any person’s life, and between truth and bias in any researcher’s interpretation of another’s life.

In the stories I write, about people’s lives, each of those people gets to have input into what goes into their life story and whether, at the end of it, it is what they would want to have posted on the internet. My background is in both traditional and non-traditional sociology, and women’s studies, and to a minor extent other disciplines. I have lived both in Canada and England, and have experienced a childhood in the English countryside, a sixties’ adolescence, marriage and motherhood, becoming single again at midlife, and both academic and community involvement. All this is what I offer as the source of my credibility. The first life story I wrote was about my grandmother (now on my website after many revisions), and I have also written my own life story, and rewritten it again and again until it attained the form it now has.

I’m discovering this project is quite fascinating as each person is different when it comes to providing feedback. I have to rely on their input as a check on the truth, sometimes, to make sure their life comes out as it was lived, and most people are good at mentioning when it isn’t quite as it should be, or asking me whether I think perhaps this or that should be in there. When it’s only two pages long, some things have to get left out. In the end, the life story is enough to tell something about who they are and what they have been through in their life, and what they have accomplished and how they have changed.  

On the individual level, the life story is about that person only, as much as possible, and by that I mean that personal references to spouses, children and other significant persons in their life are brief. I do not bring theory into the life stories, but theory is part of them, and sometimes is the guiding force, even if it's not out in the open. The story I write must also be grounded in its context – within social history, although there's not much space in two pages to write about it. Even a brief mention of a historical event requires knowing something of the background, and if I'm not that familiar with the history of the time I may have to turn to the internet or other sources for information, as well as to the person whose story I'm writing to ensure it is as it should be.  Whether or not the stories are biased is not the point. I'm sure they are, to some extent. Each person comes at life from their own perspective. 

Besides what I've mentioned already, what each of the stories contributes is another viewpoint on the theme that draws them together, whether on The Dilemma of Mandatory Retirement, on Alternative Work-Lives: Retirement Possibilities, or on Being Single. For topics such as mandatory retirement, different perspectives can transform how it is understood into a multidimensional conceptualisation. The life stories in Alternative Work-Lives: Retirement Possibilities may simply present ordinary lives, but do so in ways that draw attention to possible links between earlier work experience and life after retirement. Being Single offers new understandings of the challenges involved in living life as someone who never married, or who became single again later in life. 

Someone has suggested that what I do is oral history. My background is in sociology and women’s studies, not history, so I come to this project with some knowledge of the social world and of gender differences. I’m not simply using a method. Life-story methodology is what it would be called within the social sciences – a qualitative method. I started out, with my MA degree, doing anonymous interviews, in which the identity of the participant remains confidential. One problem with doing confidential interviews is that sometimes crucial information has to be changed in order to maintain confidentiality. And I believe something is lost in not having their identities disclosed.  Nor do I like the idea of research in which the ones being studied don’t have the opportunity to question others’ interpretations of their lives. 

My aim is to write a life story that is satisfying—or something more than that—for the person it is about and for others in their lives. I would hope that it is meaningful to them and reasonably accurate in its depiction of them. If it gives them the opportunity to talk about what’s most important in their lives at this time, so much the better.  And finally, I hope the life stories are enjoyable for others, and that they provide some insight into their own lives and others’, and into social issues in their world or social history not too far in the past.
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