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‘Strangers in Paradise’?  Working class students in elite universities

This paper draws on case studies of 9 working class students at  an elite university,  who have all been interviewed a minimum of  three times over a fifteen month period. It attempts to understand  the complexities of  identities in  flux through Bourdieu’s notions of habitus and field. Bourdieu argues that when an individual encounters an unfamiliar  field  habitus is transformed (Bourdieu 1990) . He also writes of how the movement of habitus across new, unfamiliar fields results in ‘a habitus divided against itself’ (Bourdieu 1999).   In the main our data suggests more nuanced understandings in which,  for the working class students  in our sample,  the challenge of the unfamiliar results in a range of creative adaptations and multi-faceted responses. They display dispositions of self-scrutiny and self-improvement – almost ‘a constant fashioning and re-fashioning of the self’ but one that still retains key valued aspects of working class self. Inevitably, however, there are tensions and ambivalences, and the paper explores these, as well as the very evident gains of academic success in an elite HE institution.
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