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Book Review

Gendered Life Courses: Between Standardization 
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Edited by René Levy and Eric Widmer
Lit Verlag. 2013. 393 pages. 31.90 EUR.

Reviewer: Victor W. Marshall, University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill

As the subtitle of this outstanding edited volume suggests, there exists a 
“European” version of the life course perspective, widespread in Europe 
but rooted in research programs led by Walter Heinz in Bremen, Germany, 

still active there, and with an additional institutional base through the Pavie 
 Centre at the University of Lausanne and its LIVES research program at the 
 University of Lausanne in association with the University of Geneva. Of the co-
editors, Levy is Professor Emeritus of Sociology, still active in Pavie (Parcours de 
vie) and its LIVES program; Widmer is Professor of Sociology at the University 
of Geneva and a member of LIVES. As the editors say (2), “This volume could be 
called, if somewhat presumptuously, the Pavie approach to life-course analysis.” 
It not only provides an excellent overview of the Pavie/Lives approach, but it 
links that approach to the Bremen one. Any serious scholar who claims expertise 
in the life course perspective needs to be aware of this European tradition, how it 
builds upon Chicago School sociologists and the pioneering work of Leonard D. 
Cain Jr., and how it differs from, for example, the Matilda White Riley, Bernice 
Neugarten, or Glen Elder approaches.

This co-edited collection contains thirteen previously published articles and 
four original chapters, two of which are lengthy introductory and concluding 
chapters by Levy. Some of the chapters originally appeared in French, and some 
in European-based edited books and journals. Thus, the editors do a great service 
to non-European scholars, who might not be familiar with these sources or are 
unable to read French. The editors have also slightly rewritten some chapters to 
reduce redundancy.

The book as a whole, and Levy’s chapter 1, “Analysis of Life Courses: A Theo-
retical Sketch,” is rich in theory, in theoretically situating the work of the scholars 
included in the book, and in arguing the usefulness of theorizing in the Bremen/
Pavie/Lives tradition to guide empirical research. This incorporates Chicago 
School symbolic interactionism but also structural and “risk society” concepts 
from Europe. The contrast with several life course approaches in North America 
is described in the introduction (see also Marshall and Mueller 2003).
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The core of the book is section 2, “Analysis of Life Trajectories,” presented in 
eleven chapters. Five of these draw on the Swiss Household Panel. One of the 
chapters is published here for the first time. Three are translations from the 
French, and one from the German language. The remainder were published in 
English, but in sources not necessarily familiar to many English-speaking and 
especially North American scholars.

Four of the chapters explore the intersection of family and employment trajec-
tories. In an original contribution for this book, Widmer and Gauthier examine 
cohabitation trajectories in chapter 3. They integrate the family development 
perspective with the life course perspective but strongly criticize the former for its 
rather rigid assumptions about family phases. As they put it (53), “This chapter 
reconsiders the developmental perspective on the family in the light of family 
trajectories as they unfold empirically. It hypothesizes that, despite the rise of 
individualization of family forms since the 1960s, family trajectories still follow 
a finite set of developmental models.” They view (57) “the individual as the centre 
of a rather large set of individualized families ties…Each member of a household 
experiences a different family trajectory that is distinct from the others. This tra-
jectory may—but need not be—developmental, i.e., composed of functionally 
related, chronologized and ordered stages.”

In chapters 4 and 5, women’s employment trajectory types are identified: full-
time/part-time employment, return to employment, and housewife. Chapter 8 
examines the same types but for couples only, requiring a “mixed” category. 
Chapter 12 addresses the same issues with a focus on methodology. Several chap-
ters focus on the intersection of family and work trajectories, such as occupa-
tional trajectories after childbirth (chapter 5, Giudici and Gauthier). In chapter 6, 
Levy, Buhlmann, and Widmer provide a rich theoretical conceptualization of 
career over the life course and analyze telephone survey data, supplemented by a 
mailed follow-up survey of couples living together (married or not) in Switzer-
land to understand gender differences in a much greater variety of “career” 
dimensions than is customarily found in this research area, and they analyze the 
relationship of within-couple career trajectories. Every chapter reflects strong and 
original theorizing and/or strong methodological contributions.

Other chapters address neglected family life course research areas such as 
cohabitation (chapter 3), early life residential trajectories (chapter 7), and the life 
course trajectories of people undergoing psychotherapy (chapter 10). More 
macro-level analyses are found in Widmer and Ritschard’s chapter 8, “Life 
Course Changes in Late Modernity: Towards Destandardization and Degender-
ing?” and Levy’s “Regulating Life Courses: National Regimes of Gendered 
 Trajectories” (chapter 11).

Three of the fifteen chapters (constituting section 3, “Methodological Advances”) 
deal explicitly with methods for life course research, especially sophisticated opti-
mal matching. Two of these have appeared in Sociological Methodology and will 
not be discussed here. In a previously unpublished chapter, Bagadinho and 
Ritschard propose a novel framework to select typical representative sequences 
according to different criteria of representativeness, illustrating their argument in 
a study of fertility histories of Swiss women. They proposed that a single solution 
is generally misleading, and describe a method to identify a set of representative 
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sequences that can provide an interpretable set of the most common patterns. 
A fourth methodological chapter appears in section 1 as chapter 2, “Optimal 
Matching, a Tool for Comparing Life-Course Sequences.” Its placement in the 
first section, “Basics of Life Course Analysis,” immediately following Levy’s chapter 1, 
“Analysis of Life Courses: A Theoretical Sketch,” reflects the unity of theory and 
methods.

The final chapter of the book (chapter 15, “Life Course Analysis: A Field of 
Intersections”) is by Levy, who argues that “Probably the most impressive find-
ings of this volume can be summarized as an overall picture of strong, if varied, 
life-course patterning in which gendering plays a major role.” Gender differentia-
tion of life course pathways is strongly influenced, in Switzerland at least, by the 
transition to parenthood and increased as the number of children in a family 
increases, even though running counter to strongly held egalitarian beliefs. Gen-
dering is stronger for occupational and family division of labor domains but less 
so for other domains, such as habitational and residential trajectories, and Levy 
makes clear that this gendering, strongly reinforced by widespread social norms, 
is not always or necessarily consistent with the desires of Swiss men and women. 
In the occupational mobility domain, he summarizes that social stratification 
greatly influences occupational mobility in a life course perspective, intersecting 
with gender. In short, there is a strong pattern of intergenerational maintenance 
of inequality in Switzerland, attributable in part to the principle of cumulative 
advantage/disadvantage, despite the existence of meritocratic values. Based on 
the research reported in this volume, Levy argues that the family plays a central 
role in the gendering of life courses and resulting gender differentiation of life 
course pathways. However, life courses are also strongly patterned by macro-
level institutions. He notes (322) that “if we take seriously the importance of not 
only inter-individual but also institutional (i.e., structural) doing gender and, 
more generally, of doing life-course patterning, the study of life courses becomes 
in turn an interesting ‘analyzer’ of a society’s institutional setup.”

If this is so, Levy argues, international comparative studies are needed but 
scarce, and he reviews promising empirical and theoretical/conceptual work in 
this direction, including some interesting suggestions (too numerous to record 
here) for drawing in several theoretical constructs to the enterprise of theorizing 
the life course. He concludes this chapter, and the book, with the following invita-
tion: “The heuristic paradigm of the life course, composed of a few sensitizing 
principles as proposed by Elder, has proved to be fruitful and probably adequate 
for the diversity of sociological resources that are necessary to study the multiple 
aspects of factual life courses and to initially mobilize the rather diverse scientific 
traditions in this field of research. We feel that it is time to try to build a more 
formal sociological theory of life courses, and the editors and contributors of this 
volume would be happy if their ventures in that direction encouraged bolder 
advances in theory building on the unfolding of social inequalities through indi-
vidual lives” (337).

The volume thus has many strengths. Substantively, it provides extensive data 
from national-level and more targeted studies, to provide an interpretation of life 
courses in Switzerland. This focuses on work and family domains, but introduces 
and employs more complex views of life course states and transitions in these 
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domains and addresses some additional issues dealing with residency and health. 
In addition, the book includes detailed descriptions of analytical methods for life 
course analysis, including advances made by the authors.

However, in my view, the main value of this book is theoretical, in its clear and 
extensive conceptualization within the life course perspective, including the Euro-
pean version and contrasting it, as appropriate, with the North American ver-
sions. This theoretical work is evident throughout the substantive chapters, so 
that one can more easily comprehend the relationship of theory and conceptual-
ization to research methods and the gaining of meaningful results. In my view, 
this book is an invaluable source for active researchers who are using or contem-
plating using the life course perspective. In doing so, I hope they might accept the 
invitation with which Levy concludes the book.
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