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FOREWORD

The idea for this book emerged out of a number of conversations and suggestions
raised when Kirsten Weber, much too early, passed away in November 2015. Several
people – researchers, colleagues and friends in the international community of adult
education research – expressed their wish to undertake some kind of homage, an arrangement or a publication to honor her work. It seemed to us, at that time, that the
right way of paying tribute to her would be to give continuity to her intellectual and
SUDFWLFDOHIIRUWVWRGHYHORSWKHTXDOLW\DQGSROLWLFDOUHOHYDQFHRIFULWLFDOUHVHDUFKLQWR
the learning of adults – and particularly to promote her particular inspirations from
the Frankfurt School integration of critical theory and psychoanalytic social science.
She used those ideas as a leverage and a background to bring depth into empirical
research on adult learning, not least the learning of working class women and those
professions that are mostly inhabited by women. By doing so, she was also participating in the shaping of research on adult education and learning as an academic
field in its own right.
6RDIWHUPDQ\LQIRUPDOGLVFXVVLRQVZLWKVHYHUDOSHRSOHLQ(65($DQGZLWKFROleagues inside and outside the Adult Education field, we shared the idea to organL]HDV\PSRVLXPGXULQJWKH(65($7ULHQQLDO&RQIHUHQFHWKDWZDVXQGHUZD\7KH
symposium was held in Maynooth September 2016, and included papers and presHQWDWLRQVIURP5HJLQD%HFNHU6FKPLGW/\QQ)URJJHWW7KRPDV/HLWKlXVHU.DUVWHQ
Mellon, Linden West and Henning Salling Olesen. The papers have been elaborated
afterwards and form the backbone of this volume.
$VPHQWLRQHGLWVHHPHGTXLWHREYLRXVWKDWWKHV\PSRVLXPDVZHOODVWKHERRN
should focus on the perspectives of psychodynamic and critical social theory for
adult learning and education, which was Kirsten Weber’s lifelong engagement. She
had a background in the tradition of (Danish and European) reform pedagogy and
in the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, but most of her career was devoted to
the emerging field of adult education research. She took a role as a committed inmate – and acted also as a critical liaison with the broader academic arena of critical
gender and social research, that is not confined to Education or any other particular
GLVFLSOLQH ,Q WKH ODVW TXDUWHU RI WKH IRUPHU FHQWXU\ DGXOW HGXFDWLRQ UHVHDUFK ZDV
growing with deep roots in educational policies and practices. Critical thinking was
very directly engaged with educational practices, based in community work or, more
broadly, liberal individualism, and opposing instrumentalism in the system of education and training. Much academic activity was committed, at that time, to progressive developmental projects which soon had to fight their way under increasingly
neo-liberal regimes – leaving little space for theoretical work or for deep critical
TXHVWLRQLQJ
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Kirsten Weber was engaged in developing theoretical concepts and methods that
could connect theory and practice – not in the sense of applied instrumental knowledge – but rather concepts to engage critical interaction with agents of the field –
adult learners, teachers in professional further education, moderators and leaders in
trade unions political education, and also policy makers – enabling a reflection of societal conditions and contradictions, and stimulating processes of self-critical awareness among professionals and institutions. From her unflagging interaction, over the
years, with practitioners in different contexts of adult education, she developed a
reflective pedagogy that illuminated the framework factors which shape education,
of any kind, extending the field of professional orientation from the classroom into
the entire lifeworld of the students, their biographies, their everyday life, and their
motives and aspirations for the future. In a very broad sense, it meant engaging in
political solidarity with and understanding of the agents in the field of practice, both
learners and professionals, insisting at the same time on the need for a critical position based in thorough theoretical reflection.
This effort is totally in line with the struggles and passions that many of us, reVHDUFKHUV LQ DGXOW HGXFDWLRQ DQG OHDUQLQJ EULQJ WR (65($ DQG WR RXU FRPPXQLties and webs of affiliation. Kirsten Weber’s particular contribution to the field was
to sustain the challenge of recognizing the unconscious dimensions of subjective
processes which need to be included in a critical social science about learning and
education. She reminded us that the unconscious is not only an individual and intimate dimension, but it is pervasive, and effective, all around as well as inside us, as
pinpointed by the title of this book, The Societal Unconscious.
As said, the best way to honor an academic is to discuss her ideas, keep them
alive, transform them, and use them to make, hopefully, a better society.
Laura Formenti
University of Milano Bicocca, Italy
Chair of the European Society for Research on the Education of Adults – ESREA
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THE EUROPEAN SOCIETY FOR RESEARCH ON
THE EDUCATION OF ADULTS (ESREA)

(65($ LV D (XURSHDQ VFLHQWLILF VRFLHW\ ,W ZDV HVWDEOLVKHG LQ  WR SURYLGH D
European-wide forum for all researchers engaged in research on adult education
and learning and to promote and disseminate theoretical and empirical research in
the field. Since 1991 the landscape of adult education and learning has changed to
include more diverse learning contexts at formal and informal levels. At the same
time, there has been a policy push by the European Union, OECD, UNESCO and
QDWLRQDOJRYHUQPHQWVWRSURPRWHDSROLF\RIOLIHORQJOHDUQLQJ(65($SURYLGHVDQ
important space for these changes and (re)definition of adult education and learning
in relation to research, theory, policy and practice to be reflected upon and discussed.
This takes place at the triennial conference, network conferences and through the
publication of books and a journal.
(65($5(6($5&+1(7:25.6

7KH PDMRU SULRULW\ RI (65($ LV WKH HQFRXUDJHPHQW RI FRRSHUDWLRQ EHWZHHQ DFtive researchers in the form of thematic research networks which encourage interdisciplinary research drawing on a broad range of the social sciences. These research
networks hold annual/biennial seminars and conferences for the exchange of research results and to encourage publications.
7KHFXUUHQWDFWLYH(65($QHWZRUNVDUH













Access, Learning Careers and Identities
Active Democratic Citizenship and Adult Learning
Adult Educators, Trainers and their and Professional Development
Between Global and Local: Adult Learning and Development
Education and Learning of Older Adults
Gender and Adult Learning
History of Adult Education and Training in Europe
Interrogating Transformative Processes in Learning: An International Exchange
/LIHKLVWRU\DQG%LRJUDSKLFDO5HVHDUFK
0LJUDWLRQ(WKQLFLW\5DFLVPDQG;HQRSKRELD
Policy Studies in Adult Education
Working Life and Learning
(65($75,(11,$/(8523($15(6($5&+&21)(5(1&(

In order to encourage the widest possible forum for the exchange of ongoing research
DFWLYLWLHV(65($KROGVDWULHQQLDO(XURSHDQ5HVHDUFK&RQIHUHQFH7KHFRQIHUHQFHV
ix

(65($

have been held in Strobl (1995), Bruxelles (1998), Lisbon (2001), Wroclaw (2004),
Seville (2007), Linköping (2010), Berlin (2013) and Maynooth (2016).
(65($-2851$/

(65($SXEOLVKHVDVFLHQWLILFRSHQDFFHVVMRXUQDOHQWLWOHGThe European Journal for
Research on the Education and Learning of Adults 5(/$ $OOLVVXHVRIWKHMRXUQDO
can be read at www.rela.ep.liu.se. You can also find more information about call for
papers and submission procedures on this website.
(65($%22.6

(65($¶V UHVHDUFK QHWZRUNV DQG FRQIHUHQFHV KDYH OHG WR WKH SXEOLFDWLRQ RI RYHU
forty books. A full list, giving details of the various publishers, and the books’ availDELOLW\LVRQWKH(65($ZHEVLWH(65($¶VFXUUHQWERRNVHULHVLVSXEOLVKHGLQFR
operation with Brill Sense.
)XUWKHULQIRUPDWLRQRQ(65($LVDYDLODEOHDWZZZHVUHDRUJ
Emilio Lucio-Villegas
Barbara Merrill
Marcella Milana
Henning Salling Olesen
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KIRSTEN WEBER IN MEMORIAM

Kirsten Weber was born in 1951. She was the child of a bank clerk making his way
up and a daughter of solid local middle class business. It was a family rebellion when
she joined the student movement from 1968 and feminist groups in the early 1970’s,
and took her time with studies and political activism until graduation as a magister
of Theory of Education, a very traditional discipline at Copenhagen University, in
1983. She went on as a college teacher in a college of preschool and social pedagogy
and was a prominent figure in that field, as a college teacher and an active speaker
DQGH[SHUWRIVRFLDOSHGDJRJ\XQWLOVKHZDVLQKLUHGLQWRUHVHDUFKE\5RVNLOGH
University.
As a researcher she first engaged in a major research in collaboration with the
trade union movement about the training and education of shop stewards and trade
union elected representatives. She particularly engaged with the trade unions of female workers in human service and industry and unskilled workers, and while research was meant to evaluate and improve the highly organized training programs
(at the time) of Danish unions her theoretical research framework was focussing on
the entire social situation and experience of those workers, and the conditions for
social learning in a broader sense, drawing on insights from political and gender
PRYHPHQWV /DWHU DV D WHQXUH VFKRODU DW 5RVNLOGH 8QLYHUVLW\ VKH FRQWLQXHG WKLV
type of empirical research but increasingly engaged in the academic development of
the field, continuing a critical dispute with the discipline of education. Drawing on

xv
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ZRUNRIWKH)UDQNIXUW6FKRROFULWLFDOWKHRU\DQG7KRPDV/HLWKlXVHUVKHUHLWHUDWHG
the development of a research methodology based on thematic group discussions
and interpretation, and with this background she joined the Life History project at
5RVNLOGH8QLYHUVLW\DQGZDVDOHDGLQJFROOHDJXHLQWKHIRUPDWLRQRIDGRFWRUDOSURgram of lifelong learning research. She engaged strongly in international research
FROODERUDWLRQDPRQJRWKHUVLQWKH(65($QHWZRUNV³%LRJUDSK\DQG/LIH+LVWRU\
5HVHDUFK´DQG³$GXOW(GXFDWLRQDQG/DERXU0DUNHW´
In the context of the life history project, which revolved around the developing of
methodology for understanding the soci(et)al nature of subjectivity and learning, the
idea arose to seek to further explore the psychodynamic inspiration into social science
in collaboration with people from outside education and learning research. Kirsten
Weber took a leading role in bringing together some of the most important international scholars that had influenced our research, including in the first place Thomas
/HLWKlXVHU&KULVWLQD0RUJHQURWK:HQG\+ROOZD\DQG7RQ\-HIIHUVRQ,QSDUWLFXODU
she coined the strategy to connect German and British intellectual traditions, being
aware of the differences between the forms of influence of psychodynamic thinking
LQWKHVHFRXQWULHV,QWKHDQQXDOZRUNVKRSZKLFKEHFDPHWKH,QWHUQDWLRQDO5HVHDUFK
Group for Psychosocietal Analysis this exploration was mediated in collaborative
interpretation of empirical material. The research group which has later been known
E\LWVQLFNQDPH³6TXLG´±UHIHUULQJWRRQHRIWKHSOHDVXUHVRIPHHWLQJLQWKH,QWHU
University Center in Dubrovnik – has been meeting once a year ever since 2001,
spending a week with interpretation workshops and discussion of themes in which
the psychodynamic approach to social research has seemed productive.
.LUVWHQ:HEHUKRZHYHUFRQWLQXHGWRZRUNRQWKH³LQQHU´DUHQDRIDGXOWHGXFDtion and learning research, not least as a supervisor for numerous PhD students at
5RVNLOGH$W WKH WLPH VKH GLHG VKH KDG IRU D FRXSOH RI \HDUV EHHQ KLQGHUHG IURP
international networking by health problems – which eventually forced her to give
up her professional work in 2013.
She is still remembered as a dynamic and lively companion among scholarly colleagues abroad and even more in the professional community in Denmark.
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HENNING SALLING OLESEN

INTRODUCTION
The Scholarly Landscape

This book is primarily addressed to the community of researchers and practitioners
dealing with adult learning. Its starting point is that research into adult education and
adult learning cannot (today, and even less in the foreseeable future) be seen as an
isolated sub-discipline within pedagogy, with a well-defined object and a connection
to specific institutions or a particular professional practice. Learning processes do
not only, and probably not even primarily, take place in the more or less professional
and intentionally structured activities that have learning as their purpose. On the
contrary, learning is a human process necessity that logically precedes these, and
a potential dimension of all life activities. The concept of lifelong learning, which
VRPHWLPHVDSSHDUVWREHDFRPPDQGPHQWLQD³SROLWLFVRIQHFHVVLW\´FDQDOVREH
perceived more sympathetically as a reminder of a socio-psychological reality: we
learn as we live. In addition to the recognition of a wider social context which is
more realistic than most educational intentions and ideas comes the realization that
learning processes are embedded in an experience process that has both conscious
and unconscious aspects. The concern of this book is to justify and further develop
approaches of critical research to adult learning processes – and constraints on
learning – in this broader context.
By thus transcending the idealistic thinking that has characterized pedagogy
and much of the tradition of liberal enlightenment and education, this approach
aligns itself with material and practice-theoretical learning research. The particular
feature of the psychosocial approach presented here is that within a holistic societal
theoretical framework, it recognizes a psychodynamic reality which is unconscious.
As such it is unavailable for observation and can only be recognized indirectly
through its influence on consciousness and agency, but it is nevertheless a life process
and not a speculative assumption or construction. The inspiration for this thinking
comes from the psychoanalytic theory of the unconscious. We can understand the
psychodynamics of learning in the light of life-historical interaction and relational
experiences that are continually incorporated and changed intrapsychically and
interpsychically, interfering with our social practice. The recognition and access to
this psychodynamics is based on interpretations of its manifestations, from dream
interpretation and psychoanalytic therapy to cultural analysis: in this way, it is part
of a hermeneutic tradition. A critical hermeneutic interpretation not only aims to
XQGHUVWDQG VXEMHFWLYH PHDQLQJV PRWLYHV DQG DLPV EXW HTXDOO\ WR XQGHUVWDQG

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2020 | DOI: 10.1163/9789004420274_001
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H. SALLLING OLESEN

the societal background of subjectivity and to see and appreciate the subjective
contributions to societal relations, i.e. the dialectical relationship with a historical
dimension.
In the understanding of the dialectic between the societal totality and the constitution
of the individual psyche as a subject, the concept of the unconscious plays a central
role: what it consists of, its importance for adult learning and consciousness, and
how we can explore it at different levels. In the concept of the unconscious, there is
QRUHIHUHQFHWRDSDUWLFXODU³VXEVWDQFH´RUWRVSHFLILF³SODFHV´7KHFRQFHSWUHIHUV
to a multilevel dynamics that play a role in individual and communal mental life as
well as in the forms of consciousness, culture and knowledge that are part of our
VRFLDOHYHU\GD\OLIH³7KHsocietalXQFRQVFLRXV´LQWKHWLWOHRIWKHERRNHPSKDVL]HV
the connection between what is usually seen as an individual phenomenon with a
domain of meanings and insights that are excluded from societal articulation and
attention, following the Frankfurt School’s social theory. The individual becomes a
subject through relationships to the world and the ways in which it is encountered and
encouraged in relations to others and the world at large, and how these experiences
are internalized and create grounds for ways of living with oneself and others. When
the originally entirely dependent encounters societal conditions which are in conflict
with its wishes and needs it develops unconscious psychic defences against certain
motives or realizations. The individual psychic unconscious is seen as a trace of
such psychosocial forms of exchange and societal contradictions. Although they are
exiled from or appear distorted on the social surface they have not disappeared and
therefore remain a source of permanent tension in the development of the individual
and society. In this book a psychosocial approach is proposed as a framework
in which one can explore these psychosocially dynamic processes on different
levels.
The individual chapters in this book are therefore largely concerned with how we
can interpret the relationship between the visible/conscious and invisible dimensions
in specific everyday life contexts. They examine a number of the areas where
this relationship appears. Although a common feature is that these dynamics are
social, and are transformed and materialized at all levels of social interaction, the
contributions reflect both subject-related differences in their focus of interest and
the discussion of theoretical issues and disagreements. The editorial thinking has
not been to present contributions within one unified theory and methodology, but
to illustrate how a broadening of the scope of learning research and attending to the
psychodynamics of the social could enable a new understanding of learning, while
at the same time showing how a learning perspective may help to discover emerging
subjective dynamics in the research of social realms not concerned with learning in
the first place.
Learning in school must be understood in a context of everyday life. This is true
in spite of the fact that school-based, institutional forms of adult and continuing
education in addition to child and youth education supplement or replace learning
processes in the community and workplace contexts of everyday life. Firstly, because
2
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WKHUHLVPXFKWUXWKLQWKHROGVD\LQJ³,I\RXZDQWWRXQGHUVWDQGZKDWLVJRLQJRQLQ
DFODVVURRPWKHQORRNDWOLIHRXWVLGHWRR´6HFRQGO\EHFDXVHOHDUQLQJLVRQHRIWKH
PRVW LPSRUWDQW VXEMHFWLYH GLPHQVLRQV RI VRFLDO OLIH ,Q IDFW WKH TXHVWLRQ RI ZKDW
and when people learn from their everyday life as a whole, and especially why they
often cannot integrate certain experiences in their conscious ways of dealing with
life, might in fact be the most important challenge for researchers and practitioners:
understanding how learning takes place through social (interaction) experiences, and
in particular why these experiences are often not turned into insights. If research
into adult learning is to avoid the dead end of uncritical professionalization, its field
must be adult life in the broad sense and, in particular, its subjective dimensions:
³VXEMHFWLYLW\LQVRFLHW\´
This broadening of the horizon can be traced both in practice and research in
adult education. Political systems still perceive education (non-formal education and
instruction, training) as the way to promote lifelong learning, and therefore also seek
to professionalize and industrialize adult and continuing education as a sector (Jütte &
Lattke, 2014; Jütte, Nicoll, & Sallling Olesen, 2011). But adult education research
has in recent decades moved from the ambition to define itself as a discipline,
³DQGUDJRJ\´SDUWO\EDVHGRQNQRZOHGJHRIWKHSDUWLFXODUIHDWXUHVRIDGXOWOHDUQLQJ
processes (Knowles, 1980, 1984), and with a focus on improving the efficiency of
teaching adults, towards a broader horizon involving important social conditions for
adults in general (gender relations, labour market, ageing).
Accordingly, adult education research has in recent years been inspired and
informed by interdisciplinary developments in social and cultural empirical research
and theorizing which form important, though hardly dominant, streams in critical
VRFLDO VFLHQFHV 0RVW LPSRUWDQWO\ ZLWK D WXUQ WR TXDOLWDWLYH PHWKRGRORJLHV WKLV
enables a focus on subjectivity and the cultural dimensions of the social. With
regard to adult education research, these social science paradigms and traditions
have inspired methodological developments which shift the perspective away from
just teaching and instruction in more or less organized education over to empirical
research into learners’ everyday lives and life experiences and the wider cultural
and social environments (Salling Olesen, 2006). These developments can be clearly
WUDFHGLQWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIZRUNLQWKH(65($UHVHDUFKQHWZRUNVLQ5(/$DQG
LQERRNVSXEOLVKHGLQWKH(65($ERRNVHULHV HJ0HUULOO*DOLPEHUWL1L]LQVND 
González-Monteagudo, 2018; Ostrouch-Kaminska & Vieira, 2015; West, Alheit,
Andersen, & Merrill, 2007). The books cover a variety of topics, e.g. ethnographic
DZDUHQHVVRIFXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFHDQGUHODWLYLW\JHQGHUVWXGLHVHPSKDVL]LQJFULWLTXHV
of generalized (and gendered) concepts of the individual, historical contextualization
of learners and educational activities, learning in social and cultural collectives, the
study of workplace organizations and the influence of technological developments,
among many others. Concepts and ideas of cultural and social circumstances have
been deconstructed and the more or less hidden power relations have been exposed,
which has given way to a reinterpretation and new discussion of the values and
political engagements which are always involved in knowing and learning.
3
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These developments of new empirical interests are productive alternatives to
a more speculative and/or normative concern with the mission of teaching and
education. The centrality of the life world perspective and the experience of the
learner seems to be a useful starting point for understanding the complexity of
learning processes. It has enabled a differentiated understanding of learning processes
as interaction between individual life histories and specific environments. Not least,
it has provided a basis for understanding learning in working life as more than a
one-sided embellishment of and adaptation to technologies and work organizations.
It has provided raw material for an ideological-critical perspective, pointing out that
educational ideas have often been blind to gender, class and ethnicity, but more
specifically, also to the unconscious aspects of living and learning. But in this way, it
KDVDOVRQHFHVVLWDWHGDQGEHJXQDWKHRUHWLFDOH[SORUDWLRQRIZKR³WKHPDQ\OHDUQHUV´
can be: women, and even working class women in a particular labour market
situation, or young men of different ethnic background (than white Caucasian), or
young women in a society characterized by sexualized gender stereotypes, and many
more – all learners are different.
4XDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKLVPRVWRIWHQLQLWVFRUHDQHIIRUWWRXQGHUVWDQGDQGYLVXDOL]H
living people’s own motives and experiences as independent and legitimate dynamics.
What people learn and want to take with them can often be far from what is expected
E\ VRFLHW\ DURXQG WKHP )URP D SROLWLFDO SHUVSHFWLYH WKH TXDOLWDWLYH DSSURDFK WR
understanding people’s learning processes (and educational participation) is a logical
and political opposition to the demands of capitalist modernization that people just
learn to be employable and economically profitable. In this frame of thought, the
subject of social life and learning remains with the many, as we know it from the
roots of adult education in social movements and subcultural collectives. And what
PLJKWEHLPSRUWDQWLWXVXDOO\LQYROYHVWKHKRSHWKDW³WKH\ZLOOILQGVRPHWKLQJJRRG
IRUWKHPVHOYHV´UDWKHUWKDQDSDUWLFXODUIRUPXODWHGQRWLRQRIDJRDODQGH[SHFWHG
learning outcomes.
5HFRJQL]LQJ DQG VWXG\LQJ HPSLULFDOO\ WKH OLIH H[SHULHQFHV DQG OLIH VLWXDWLRQV
that shape the individual, one also moves into a more complex and differentiated
understanding of individual subjects than merely seeing them as sovereign, rational,
and independent free-willed practitioners. Theoretically, one is thus also on the way
to challenge or transcend the universal notion of the individual subject which is
the basic concept of Bildung and emancipation in a humanistic tradition, yet often
paradoxically linked with the idea that the educator, the teacher and the school
assume final responsibility for the subject’s general education and learning. Despite
these tendencies, research into adult education and adult learning processes has
VR IDU UHPDUNDEO\ VLGHVWHSSHG IURP TXHVWLRQLQJ WKH QRWLRQ RI WKH IUHH LQGLYLGXDO
subject. In relation to children, there has been a discussion of the contradictions
of socialization and of connections between societal conditions and the shaping
of subjectivity; however, this is only to a limited extent true of research on adult
learning processes. One might see the emphasis on the idea of a free, rational and
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autonomous subject, both in relation to individual learners and learning processes,
and in relation to professional agency, as a respectful identification with the
adult student – in critical opposition to instrumental learning psychology, social
engineering and particular adult teaching and instruction strategies. However, societal
conditions are preferably understood as external obstacles or favourable conditions
for the unfolding of individual and communal subjective aspirations, which is the
basic form of emancipation and autonomy. This tendentious dichotomization of the
psychological and the societal, subjects versus society, theoretically imposes some
limitations on the understanding of the dialectical relationship between individual
learning and historical development processes. This book addresses this challenge
with its introduction to psychosocial theory and methodological inspirations, and
especially the theory of unconscious dimensions of subjectivity and the attempts
to understand these as socially and relationally produced and socially active
mechanisms.
Admittedly, it is not the only bid for a discussion of the relationship between society
and subjectivity that has been offered to us from general social science, nor the one
which has won the most followers. Other critical approaches have addressed these
issues (Fejes & Salling Olesen, 2010). Some of them are relatively uncritical in the
sense that they account for experiences and figures of thought in immediate everyday
practice. Others raise the issue of the human subject, transforming it into a more
complex, socially and historically produced and fluent reality which must be studied
in context. In particular, it may be pertinent to mention various versions of discourse
analytic approaches from the Anglophone world, Francophone practice theories,
DQG FXOWXUDOKLVWRU\ DFWLYLW\ WKHRU\ RULJLQDWLQJ IURP 5XVVLDQ FXOWXUDO SV\FKRORJ\
I will not become involved in a purely theoretical discussion of differences and
similarities, strengths and weaknesses, but prefer to see a psychosocial approach as
an innovative contribution in relation to a historical situation which challenges all
RXUILJXUHVRIWKRXJKWDQGUHTXLUHVQHZWKLQNLQJ
The perspective of the long historical development lines in adult education and
education policy has often had the nature of one-sided stories of progress or decay
that have set the framework for policy and implementation, to the detriment of the
understanding of the complexity of the societal struggles and nuances of individual
learning processes. Both adult education and associated research have been and
are linked to an enlightenment and education effort that has been normatively
and practically opposed to authoritarian powers and traditional cultural and social
repression. In the developed capitalist world, which must be considered to include
the whole of Europe, despite great differences, free and conducive social spaces
and the Bildung of enlightened people (through education!) are closely connected
and mutually reinforcing. This has made the normative ideas of the free individual
and autonomous practices self-legitimizing. The abstract nature of this normative
identification has provided ample room for other perceptions of the subject in social
life, which in different ways also accompany modernization.
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)LUVWRIDOODQLQGLYLGXDOL]HG³HFRQRPLFPDQ´ZKLFKUHGXFHVSHRSOH¶VVXEMHFWLYH
GULYHWRWKHSXUVXLWRIVHOILQWHUHVWRU³JUHHG´,QWKHILUVWWZRGHFDGHVRIWKHQHZ
millennium, the discourse about adult learning and education has been replaced by
³OLIHORQJ OHDUQLQJ´ DQG D FRQVHQVXDO SROLF\ RI QHFHVVLW\ GULYHQ E\ LQWHUQDWLRQDO
elites of bureaucrats, business managers and policy makers with an outlook on
global competition. This societal shift on the political level only became recognized
while it was being implemented in more or less neoliberal policy and discourse.
³/HDUQLQJ´ KDV EHHQ VHHQ DV DQ LQVWUXPHQWDO XOWLPDWHO\ HFRQRPLFDOO\ PRWLYDWHG
process of assimilative transfer of knowledge and skills necessary for employability
and economic efficiency, and discussions of education have also been re-focused
RQ ³HGXFDWLRQDO RXWFRPHV´ DQG ³FRPSHWHQFHV´ 7KH LPSOLFLW VXEMHFWFRQVWUXFWLRQ
has been the one of global capitalism, the individual without home and values. As
true as this concept of a human subject is a reduction, there is even greater demand
for opposing ideas based in identity-political essentialisms such as nationalism
and ethnocentrism. This is where we stand – with ecological disaster, increasing
LQHTXDOLW\%UH[LW[HQRSKRELDDQGLOOLEHUDOUHJLPHV,QVXFKDQHQYLURQPHQWZKHUH
traditional ideas of emancipation seem to fail politically the challenge for critical
research is to explore dynamics and material resources within and beyond education
which envision endogenous social change (Nicoll & Olesen, 2013). And there seems
to be good reasons to adopt a critical and deconstructive view of the traditional
concepts of subjectivity and liberation.
However, we must not limit the view to the centres of the capitalist world. In other
SDUWV RI WKH ZRUOG WKH HVWDEOLVKPHQW RI EDVLF PDWHULDO DQG SROLWLFDO SUHUHTXLVLWHV
for individual freedom and democratic participation is far from being realized, and
literacy and education still have a key role (UNESCO, 2016). But this does not mean
that they will be following the same path as the western capitalist world. For learning
research, first of all, it can be assumed that forms of subjectivity are different in other
societal and cultural environments. In a globalizing world, we must seek to discover
the particular forms of modernization processes which result from the inevitable
interference between capitalist globalization and local culture and experience, and
we must include empirical methods suited to capture not only the already formulated
VXEMHFWLYHJRDOVEXWDOVRWKRVHZKLFKDUHHPHUJHQW,WDOVRUDLVHVWKHRUHWLFDOTXHVWLRQV
as to which notions of autonomy and subjectivity are relevant in the modernization
processes underway in postcolonial environments in Africa and Asia, in China and
LQ /DWLQ$PHULFD UHIOHFWHG LQ WKH ZKROH GLVFXVVLRQ RI WKH ³6RXWKHUQ WKHRU\´ DQG
alternative epistemologies (Connell, 2007; de Sousa Santos, 2014).
7KLVERRNFRQWLQXHVDGHYHORSPHQWRITXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKIURPWKHVDQG
2000s focusing on how material societal relationships and historical change are
developing at the level of everyday life, in the form of human efforts and actions
that are at the same time expressing conscious experiences and goals and being
influenced by unconscious drivers (not drives!) originating in the social experiences
of life histories.
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Psychosocial approaches seek to uncover the inner connection between psyche
and society by integrating a critical view of society’s totality, founded in Marxist
theory, with an interactive and cultural understanding of psychodynamics based
on psychoanalysis. Both are controversial and the connection between them in
particular. Especially psychodynamic thinking has had limited influence on research
into education and learning. An obvious way of understanding the immunity against
this theorem is the tendency to identify, in a humanistic or social way, with the
autonomous adult learner. Psychoanalytic theory may seem to challenge something
that for adult educators is a central value: respect for the learner subject’s integrity.
Psychodynamic understandings are also partly based on very complicated and
extensive theory traditions – there is considerable confusion between psychoanalytic
(individual) therapy and psychodynamic cultural analysis – and theories cannot
immediately be implemented in practical agency strategies.
The first part of the book will seek to bring these theoretical assumptions down
to earth through three complementary contributions. Kirsten Weber’s doctoral thesis
was one of the first attempts to integrate critical social sciences and psychoanalysis
through application in empirical adult education research. Her study demonstrates
a fundamental redefinition of the adult educational field based on a concept of
experience from a German tradition, directly from Oskar Negt and indirectly from
Theodor Adorno and a broader Hegelian tradition of thinking. It is an empirical
study of a specific adult educational field, namely the learning processes of adult
working women in practice-oriented trade union training programmes (Weber, 1995).
Women’s life context has of course changed a lot since then, trade unions alike, but
the study presents a new model for understanding adult learning. The chapter that is
included in translation here deals with the setting of a framework for the analysis, the
female life context and experience, through non-pedagogical concepts derived from
Marxism, psychoanalysis and gender theory.
Why was this groundbreaking? The concept of experience actually has a long
presence in progressive pedagogy (Dewey, 1971; Negt, 1964; Negt & Kluge,
2016), and since the 1980s, various forms of experience-based teaching have
played a certain role in adult education practice. This is usually an expression of
the sympathetic endeavour to take the participants and their experience seriously
and it stresses the dependence on social and cultural processes of learning. Often,
the concept has been linked to an educational practice where teaching is part of
activity in social environments or movements. However, there is also a contradiction
KHUHWKHFRQFHSWRIH[SHULHQFHZDVXVHGDVDFULWLTXHRILQVWLWXWLRQVDUJXLQJWKDW
students’ experience and subjective processing of it should define the resources
and goals of the pedagogy. On the other hand, when conceived as another recipe
LQ WKH VWHDG\ WXUQRYHU RI ³IDLWKV´ LQ SHGDJRJ\ LW ZLOO LQ SUDFWLFH XVXDOO\ LPSO\ D
tendency to operationalize the experiences of the participants as an opportunity, a
7
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starting point or a motivational amplifier in an institutional teaching whose goals
and content are, however, determined by other considerations (curriculum, teacher
intentions, employability). The experience must therefore be operationalized and
made manageable and usable. In this operationalization, the learner becomes
objectified, either as the bearer of singular individualized experiences, or perceived
as a member of a stereotyped group with allegedly shared experience. This is a
critical point of general pedagogical relevance, but it may be particularly important
in relation to adult learning. Even when adults participate in institutional education
and training, it is usually a subordinate part of their overall life, and they meet
teachers and content with a weighty and immediate experience base. If particular
elements are colonized and detached from the subjective life history as a means
of didactic operationalization, the learning is bound to fail or have a limited result.
³7KHFKDOOHQJHLVQRWWRLQFOXGHDGXOWVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVLQWHDFKLQJEXWWRILQG
out how adult education can succeed to become a moment in students’ experience
EXLOGLQJ´ 6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ 
The tension between a practical orientation in adult education and the respect for
the subjective and holistic nature of individual and collective learning processes is a
permanent challenge. The concept of Bildung has in a certain historical context been
an attempt to reconcile the interest in knowledge transfer with an emancipatory idea
by establishing a canon of Bildung in the form of a curriculum assumed to be the key
to personal development and social liberation. In adult education this has not worked
very well – not only because the emancipatory idea was historically overtaken, but
also because it is based on an idealistic and normative conception of the subject
instead of a critical-analytical interest in the learning processes that actually (may)
take place in subjects of different generations, class, gender and life experience. The
UHTXLUHPHQWIRUDGXOWHGXFDWLRQUHVHDUFKPXVWEHWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRINQRZOHGJH
and concepts that can at one and the same time produce practically relevant insights
into the life context of adult people and a criticism of the ideological routines of
thinking that relate to (professional) pedagogical practice.
Kirsten Weber’s work is an early attempt to solve this dilemma in progressive
adult education that is just as relevant today. By analysing the participants’
subjective experiences based on gender and class, drawing on the Frankfurt School
and psychoanalytic social psychology, and on women’s research and trade union
analysis, she established an external framework for understanding the educational
work of Danish trade unions. The concept of experience establishes an axis of
reflection from the individual’s perceptible everyday lifeworld, through collective
learning processes to the overall cultural production on a societal level (knowledge,
class culture, political ideas) (Negt, 1999; Negt & Kluge, 1972, 2016; Salling Olesen,
1985, 2007). It emphasizes the foundation of experience in the real (material) life
situation, and thus the individual and collective importance of learning processes
is subject to objective societal dynamics. It enables the examination of temporally
inconsistent structures: on the one hand, through individual fields of conflict and
psychodynamics, and on the other hand, the structuration through contradictions in
8
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the different levels of the societal environment, which is both the content of learning
processes and its conditions.
.LUVWHQ:HEHU¶V VWXG\ LV D FRQWLQXDWLRQ RI D FULWLTXH RI LQVWLWXWLRQDO HGXFDWLRQ
that draws on the European reform pedagogy tradition and the student movement
of the previous century. In the specific research case, she examines a borderland of
institutional education: on the one hand, it is a highly intentional organization with
goals, frameworks and social control. On the other hand, it is a political education
that relates to the proud traditions of community education, and ideally identifies
the union organization with the working women as the potential collective subjects.
Here, there is also an inherent contradiction: it sets a framework for political learning
processes based on the participant workers’ own experience, but these were often
blocked in the organizational politics. These contradictions are revealed in the study,
not through ideological criticism of the labour movement or the instrumental selfunderstanding of the education, but through analysis of observations and interviews
with the participants, i.e. female union representatives.
The analysis of the representatives of the working women aimed to understand
how their lives looked to themselves. The intention was not to classify or stereotype,
nor to explain why they thought this or that, but to try to understand a subjective
experience process in which the education had meant more or less, and all the time
with an awareness of what might not yet be conscious but emergent in their experience.
Weber used inspirations from a depth-hermeneutic methodology that was developed
LQFXOWXUDOUHVHDUFKDQGDGDSWHGWRHYHU\GD\OLIHUHVHDUFK /HLWKlXVHU6DOMH9ROPHUJ
9ROPHUJ :XWND9ROPHUJ6HQJKDDV.QREORFK /HLWKlXVHU DQG
ODWHU GHYHORSHG E\ WKH 5RVNLOGH UHVHDUFK JURXS LQWR SV\FKRVRFLDO LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
practice (Salling Olesen, 2012) The analysis draws on theoretical concepts derived
from Marxist social theory and psychodynamic gender theory, here applied to adult
education and learning. However, it is a hermeneutic study based on the Frankfurt
School’s epistemology, which is most clearly formulated by Theodor Adorno:
the principle of non-identity, i.e. that social reality is always historical and that
theoretical concepts are not identical to but are always in a dialectical relationship
with the specific subject of cognition (Adorno, 2001).
This analysis thus draws on a number of theoretical and methodological
foundations developed outside the field, and the two other contributions in this part
are written without the pedagogical perspective, but by the researchers who were the
direct inspirations for Kirsten Weber’s approach. They deal in a different way with
the constitution of subjectivity in a broader societal context.
5HJLQD %HFNHU6FKPLGW ZKR KDV ZULWWHQ RQH RI WKHVH FKDSWHUV VWDQGV DV DQ
exponent of a Marxist feminism in the Frankfurt School tradition. She has not only
produced ground breaking research into female industrial workers’ life experience
and subjective involvement in their work, but has also theoretically formulated the
JHQGHUWKHRUHWLFDOFRQFHSWRIGXDOVRFLDOL]DWLRQ±³GLHGRSSHOWH9HUJHVHOVFKDIWXQJ´
(Becker-Schmidt & Knapp, 1987), which places the gender relationship as an integral
part of the capitalist social structure – a capitalism-critical conceptualization of what
9
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has been referred to in sociological gender research as intersectionality – which
points critically to the tendency to neglect the gender relationship in the Frankfurt
School’s class analysis and thus also to the political thinking that was associated with
class experience. Her chapter in this book was originally written in connection with
WKHZRPHQ¶VXQLYHUVLW\WKDWVKHRUJDQL]HGLQFRQQHFWLRQZLWK(;32LQ+DQRYHULQ
2000, and which brought together women from all over the world in a discussion of
gender theory and women’s situation (Becker-Schmidt, 2002). The chapter, based on
this concept of dual socialization, points out that women are stretched daily between
different life contexts and are forced to bridge the gap between working life and
family life. In the emotional contradictions that follow are both the need and the
resources for emancipation and empowerment. Biographical studies of women’s
lives are key, because women’s emancipation must be their own work and must
grow out of concrete and personal everyday experience.
This is the analysis and gender political programme that Kirsten Weber unfolds
in the analysis of the union women’s ambivalent experience in formulating their
own needs in a male-dominated trade union movement. The method for her critical
hermeneutical analysis of the women’s experiences drew partly on the development by
7KRPDV/HLWKlXVHUDQGKLVFROOHDJXHVRIDGHSWKKHUPHQHXWLFDSSURDFKWRHYHU\GD\
experiences. It was inspired by phenomenological societal analysis, i.e. studying
society at the level of the lifeworld, and in particular by Alfred Lorenzer’s ambitious
integration of psychoanalysis and Marxism into his materialistic socialization theory
DQGODWHULQWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIDGHSWKKHUPHQHXWLFDOFXOWXUDODQDO\VLV/HLWKlXVHU
and his colleagues in Bremen transferred these approaches to a number of major
empirical analyses of working life and other aspects of everyday life and of the
dynamics of consciousness processes, without any thought for learning processes or
adult education. Kirsten Weber’s analysis draws on all these factors. Today there is a
clearer picture of how the psychoanalytically inspired cultural analysis that Lorenzer
developed was transposed to another subject field and another community level
WKURXJKWKHDQDO\VHVRI/HLWKlXVHUDQGFROOHDJXHVDQGKRZWKLVIRUPVDVWHSSLQJ
stone for further transposition into the learning process analysis, where, via the
synergy with Becker-Schmidt’s concepts of ambivalence, it becomes sensitive to the
complexity of the female worker representatives’ learning processes.
As mentioned before, psychoanalytic concepts have often been misunderstood
or simply rejected because of limited insights into what these theories have to
RIIHU :LWK WKLV LQ PLQG , DVNHG 7KRPDV /HLWKlXVHU WR FRQWULEXWH WR WKLV ERRN
with a clarification of the status of psychoanalytic inspiration, and account for the
important anchoring in Lorenzer’s interactive socialization theory, which provides
some crucial preconditions for the productiveness of the analysis in learning theory.
+HQFHWKHWKLUGFKDSWHULQ3DUWLVZULWWHQE\/HLWKlXVHUDERXWSV\FKRDQDO\VLVDV
a social science. This chapter very briefly plays out the fundamental difference
between psychoanalysis as a therapeutic practice and as a cultural analysis
applying psychodynamic concepts and also interpretative methodology inspired
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E\ SV\FKRDQDO\VLV /HLWKlXVHU KDV KLPVHOI LQWHJUDWHG KLV RZQ RULJLQDO VSHFLDOLW\
developmental psychology, with the social study of everyday working life and
consciousness building. He explains some of the basic notions which may make
it easier to read the following texts for the reader with little or no knowledge of
psychodynamic thinking, and prevent some possible misunderstandings of the role
of psychodynamic concepts and methodology.
When we understand learning processes in the context of experience, it presumes
an understanding of a dialectical relationship between a subject and the outside
world. The psychosocial understanding of this subject intuitively connects it to the
individual in the first place: the individual becomes a subject by building experience
through relationships to the world. The experiences from this interaction have
conscious as well as unconscious dimensions which can be traced in individual
SV\FKRG\QDPLFV+RZHYHULWLVDSRLQWWKDWZHWDONDERXW³VXEMHFWLYLW\´UDWKHUWKDQ
³WKHVXEMHFW´6LQFHWKHLQGLYLGXDOLVEHLQJFRQVWLWXWHGDVDVXEMHFWLQDGLDOHFWLFDO
relationship with the outside world, subjectivity cannot be confined to the individual
organism alone. We can, therefore, trace the importance of psychodynamics, and
of unconscious processes, at all levels of the societal structure. Learning cannot
be understood without its embedding in social relations and a cultural context
even including the societal organizing forces that we can preliminarily call global
capitalism. Therefore, we must understand learning processes in mutual dialectic
relationships with social and cultural processes that immediately manifest themselves
at other levels of societal structure.
Most of the following chapters are demonstrations of psychosocial analysis
in different realms. Each chapter presents a holistic approach to specific social
phenomena, going far beyond the scope of adult education and learning, and
demonstrate in particular the potentials of a psychodynamic approach to the social.
The idea is thus to coin the epistemological principle of the non-identical specificity
of concrete phenomena in different realms. I have subdivided the empirical material
into three tiers of exploration, Parts 2–4. Part 2 relates to the understanding of
individual learning and learning careers in the context of life histories. Part 3 deals
with the subjective dimensions of groups and institutions. Part 4 includes two
chapters which deal with the psychodynamic dimensions of historical and political
processes. Finally, Part 5 contains a chapter summarizing the methodological basis
of a psychosocial approach.
This composition does not represent an attempt to split the contributions in a
simple division of labour, each responding to a partition of an epistemic object. On
the contrary, it is intended to emphasize that psychodynamics and the relevance of the
concept of the unconscious are not related solely to individual psychic phenomena.
Further, societal and historical relations, without being any kind of deterministic
structures, penetrate every level of the social, including emotions and consciousness
within individuals, social relations between individuals and institutional
practices.
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The chapters in this part of the book deal with development of empirical research
into the micro processes of learning and the dynamics of individual learner
careers. Learning is seen as rooted in the experience of everyday life, from early
life in connection with material survival in childhood as a matter of adaptation
and innovative changes, cultivated in social and cultural development, sometimes
in the arts, sometimes in social organization and politically articulated. We should
therefore understand individual adult learning by focusing on the lifeworld of
learner subjects. We should attend to all those areas of life where we individually
and collectively meet challenges and may learn (or resist the implications of what we
learn). One example is the learning related to working life. Working life challenges
are also opportunities for learning. What is learned depends on the life affordances
(Billett, 2001) but also on the potential learner subjects, the employees. This means
that although we realize that learning is situated and depends on participation in
social practices in the workplace (Lave & Wenger, 1991), we need to analyse it as an
experience process of the workers. This does not mean to re-introduce an individual
learner subject. With the concept of experience gained from Negt and Adorno, it
means interpreting societal as well as psychosocial aspects of workers’ experience.
The response to problematizing the concept of the free, rational individual learner
subject is to explore the diversity and the complexity of learning on the basis of the
specific learners.
, ZLOO HODERUDWH D OLWWOH RQ WKH FRQFHSWXDO ³JHQHDORJ\´ EHFDXVH LW PD\ KHOS WR
understand how strategic responses to challenges of adult education developed into
psychosocial research into learning and subjectivity in a much broader sense. Until
the millennium, research was still mainly committed to promotion of adult and
continuing education. Adult education was basically seen as a general good. The
challenge seemed to be to develop an interdisciplinary approach to understanding
adults’ participation (and non-participation) in adult education (Kondrup, 2013).
Integrating a subjective dimension in the sociological study of structural patterns
would enable the understanding of participation or the lack of it, and the life history
DQDO\VLV ZDV D UHVSRQVH WR WKLV FKDOOHQJH 5XEHQVRQ  6DOOLQJ 2OHVHQ 
Salling Olesen, 1989; Becker-Schmidt, this volume). A biography or life history
approach offered simple and tested data production with immediate plausibility.
Furthermore, it would not only provide insight into aspects of motivation and
participation in education and training, but also into the subjective significance of
content in learning processes. In this way, it opened a more differentiated and critical
perspective on the relevance of education and alternative directions of learning from
the perspective of the learner. A biographical approach was therefore adopted, in the
first place using well established practical methodological experiences in empirical
biographical research, drawing on inspiration from educational biographical research
in Europe (Alheit, 1994a, 1994b; Alheit & Dausien, 2002) as well as sociological
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ELRJUDSKLFDO PHWKRGRORJ\ 5RVHQWKDO   0RYLQJ IURP DQ H[SODQDWRU\ W\SH
of social research, this enabled a theoretical investigation into the driving forces
in educational activity and the effects of education in the context of learners’
life histories. Methodologically, the tool was a hermeneutic procedure applied to
interview transcripts, but soon the awareness of the relation between the narrator, the
character being told (the persona), and the living person whose life was being told
UHTXLUHGDKLVWRULFDOHPSLULFDOGLIIHUHQWLDWLRQLQWKHFRPSOH[UHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQ
LQGLYLGXDOVDQGWKHLUSDVWDQGSUHVHQWHQYLURQPHQW7KLVDJDLQSRVHGQHZTXHVWLRQV
about the theorizing of the learner subjectivity. The narrators were interpreting their
own lives through their life experiences, their present situation and their more or
less reflective ideas about their possible future, and the researchers interpreted their
interpretation. This led to more systematically engaging with the psychodynamic
problematizing of the individual subject as well as the researcher subject, and to
take inspiration from psychodynamic interpretation methodology, including the
concept of the societally unconscious. A combination of a lifeworld perspective on
the social and a psychodynamic theory of subjectivity is seen as a key to overcome the
obvious weakness in the assumption of the free, rational and enlightened individual
subject without letting go of the focus on the subjective aspects of experience and
learning. Later followed many and varied empirical studies of people who on their
own initiative or encouraged by their institution related to learning and education
in the light of crises and upheavals, especially in their work and career (Dybbroe,
2002, 2012; Larsen, Salling Olesen, & Tsanaka, 1998; Salling Olesen, 1994, 1996;
Salling Olesen & Weber, 2002; Weber, 1995, 2007, 2010).
However, at this time around the millennium the shift in the political environment
took place with the arrival of the new lifelong learning policy and discourse. The
political perspective on adult education became more ambiguous. The critical
UHVHDUFKIRFXVRQWKHOHDUQHUDVVXPHGDQHZGLUHFWLRQ±LQWKHILUVWSODFHWKHFULWLTXH
of the neoliberal policies and the potentially individualizing economic drivers – and
more fundamentally the societal nature of subjectivity and conditions of autonomy
under the societal pressure for individual submission to economic rationales.
This was no theoretical news for a psychosocietal concept of subjectivity, on the
contrary. But the awareness of the contestable and ambiguous nature of learning and
education accentuated a more radical perspective for learning research: escaping the
submissive individualization in neoliberalist learning policy goes through experience
EDVHG OHDUQLQJ 1HJW   DQG GHYHORSLQJ ³VRFLRORJLFDO LPDJLQDWLRQ´ 0LOOV
1959). It became essential to emphasize that the life history framework, although
interpreting individuals and micro dynamics, is actually studying subjectivity as a
societal dynamic. For example, studying working class women in the context of class
DQG JHQHUDO VRFLHWDO JHQGHU UHODWLRQV ZLWK WKH FRQFHSW RI ³GRXEOH VRFLDOL]DWLRQ´
(Becker-Schmidt) explores the ambivalences of individual life experience in the
light of societal contradictions and historical conflicts of wage labour and gender
UHODWLRQV (VSHFLDOO\ LQ OLJKW RI WKH ZRUN RI 7KRPDV /HLWKlXVHU 5HJLQD %HFNHU
Schmidt and other German researchers linked to a psychodynamic theory and
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analysis of subjectivity, new concepts were introduced, problematizing the idea of an
individual subject and its self-interpretation central to (auto)biographical narratives
(Salling Olesen, 2011). This genealogy, moving from biography to a psychosocial life
history framework in the perspective of a historical shift in the political environment
where the concern for adult education and training was superimposed by the agenda
of lifelong learning, is also visible in the three chapters in this part which all discuss
psychosocial interpretations, but in thematically layered variation.
7KHILUVWFKDSWHU³$JJUHVVLRQ5HFRJQLWLRQDQG4XDOLILFDWLRQ´LVIURPWKHHDUO\
phase of the life history approach in education, working with data from just before
the millennium. It presents psychosocial interpretations of strong emotions in two
HGXFDWLRQDOSURFHVVHV7KHVXEWLWOH³2QWKHVRFLDOSV\FKRORJ\RIDGXOWHGXFDWLRQDQG
OHDUQLQJLQHYHU\GD\OLIH´GUDZVWKHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHHPRWLRQDOHQJDJHPHQW
in the educational setting and learning related to work and to the participants’ wider
identifications. The first case is based on interviews with participants in a retraining
programme in which long-term unemployed men in a region in industrial decline
were trained to work as skilled social educators in a psychiatric ward. There are
glimpses of unusually aggressive reactions from participants who used to be
male breadwinners but have to shift to a female work domain in order to find any
job. This also involves dealing with professionals who are women and a female
organization culture. They are learning new skills but they also have to go through a
challenging identity process. The other case is based on interviews with participants
in a professional continuing education programme for social educators with little
professional education background, working in youth leisure clubs as pedagogical
social workers. Emotions are evoked by some students with social problems in their
own life, who are regarded by other students as unsuitable for the programme. At first
sight, these reactions seem rational in terms of the risk to their (shared) professional
status, but they are also remarkably strong, coming from students in a professional
social work programme who should be prepared to accept social problems. This
emotional charge may be interpreted as an unconscious articulation of a more
general feeling of lack of recognition of their work. The empirical material in both
cases consists of relatively deep interpretations of interviews which directly refer to
the educational setting, but also involving reference to the work domains for which
the learning was preparing the participants. The analyses are selective in the sense
that they highlight the emotional involvement of the students in apparently trivial
situations and provide psychodynamic interpretations which link these emotions to
the participants’ work identity process, thus illustrating the methodological points
from the book that was translated in excerpt in this volume, Part 1 (Weber, 1995).
The next two contributions are products of PhD projects that were designed with
significant inspiration from later developments, where the life-historical approaches
are more elaborated. They are based on biographical data that are analysed
psychodynamically in the context of profession theory. Karsten Mellon’s chapter
refers to a project on students in professional education with untraditional (nonacademic) backgrounds. On the basis of life-historical interviews, the study analyses
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the students’ perception of their past life, the decision to seek a new education and
career, and their experience of how past life experiences have been rejected, used
or transformed in the programmes they are attending, with a study environment
primarily aimed at other types of students. The chapter presents a single case of a
woman who, on her way to becoming a teacher, reflects on her childhood, her past
work experience and, not least, her mother’s employment as a milk lady in a school.
In the analysis, both elements of the told life story, i.e. the narrator’s representation
of the relationships in her family and her strong identification with the mother’s
literally nurturing role in a school, are interpreted in the light of the narrator’s current
identity process, which is naturally oriented towards her coming profession and the
immediate educational experience.
The second PhD project that forms the background for Sissel Finholt-Pedersen’s
chapter was about the relation of theology students to their coming profession
as ministers. The material included three interviews with each of 12 theology
students at various stages of their study programme. The interviewees all talked
in detail about their life historical background to their choice of education, their
present relation to Christianity and a possible priestly ministry, and their education
and short experiences of practice. The students consistently express doubts and
ambivalences as to the priestly ministry, and in particular its preaching dimension.
These subjective expressions were partly interpreted in the light of individual lifehistorical differences, especially gender relationships. The immediate impression is
of a discussion of and personal positioning as to the priesthood, to which several have
strong familial ties, but their words may also be interpreted as a partly unconscious
projective handling of personal ambivalences. The personal beliefs and attitudes
towards preaching play a major role, but also a discussion of the future content of
the profession and professional roles other than being a minister. The Norwegian
religious struggle between an academic theology historically rooted in a Danishinfluenced bureaucracy elite and a more confessional folk religion, also involving
the two educational institutions represented in the sample, is traced in the students’
different professional imaginations. In the chapter, interpretations from two cases
are presented in more detail, a man and a woman, also pointing to gender aspects.
The two chapters show how a psychosocial life-historical analysis can shed new
light on a type of learning that has primarily been explored sociologically, or more
narrowly (and affirmatively) within the perspective of the individual profession. It
is a common point that professions on the one hand are societally structured and
historically changing frameworks, and on the other hand the subject of the students’
identification and imaginations. Together, the two analyses illustrate how personal
life stories form part of the identity formation and subjective experience formation
and learning that take place through the education and the first practical experience
with the profession, and together provide an individually specific and professionally
differentiated identity.
The common feature of the three chapters in this part is to focus on the importance
of emotional dynamics in education and learning processes, but also to understand
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that these emotional dynamics are the result of social experiences (socialization)
and are effective as subjective impulses in a social context which in these cases
is mediated by work and professions. The nature of hermeneutic interpretations
of interview texts and interaction protocols underlines the complexity of these
contexts, and demonstrates the theoretical point that these can only be recognized as
individual exemplary subjective expressions.
3$5781'(567$1',1*,17(5$&7,21$1'/($51,1*,1
25*$1,=$7,216$1',167,787,216

In a psychosocial approach, the relationship between the historical structure of society
as a whole and the constitution of the individual psyche as a subject is understood as a
dialectical interaction in which unconscious exchange and tension relationships play
an important role. The understanding of this dialectical interaction between society
and psyche is not the same as an insight into how this interaction occurs and how
it develops. Sometimes it has meant that theoretical, political and more existential
thinking have been captured in a relatively simplistic idea of a correspondence
between psychic defence mechanisms and forms of societal repression, either
RSWLPLVWLFDOO\DVDGLUHFWFRUUHVSRQGHQFHEHWZHHQ³DZDUHQHVVUDLVLQJ´DQGVRFLHWDO
liberation or dystopic beliefs that what is societally displaced returns destructively.
Such thinking is not very productive for strategic agency, nor does it provide a good
understanding of everyday practice. As initially emphasized, it is in the concrete
social phenomena and relationships of everyday life that the psychodynamic and
the social are intertwined, not as complementary perspectives or theories but as
interwoven materiality. In this context, the intermediate level of society constituted
by groups, institutions and organizations plays an interesting role precisely because
it is an intermediate level in social formation, which allows for particular insight into
the complexity and the many forms and levels of communication that connect the
entire societal and psychodynamic levels, with dynamics that go both ways: How
does the societal imprint of the psychodynamics actually take place, materially? And
how does the impact of psychodynamics on social consciousness and agency affect
society as a whole, the historical changes?
One might expect this intermediate level to be theorized and investigated as just
such a link between subjective agency in the microsocial environment, the lifeworld,
and fundamental historical changes and ruptures at the macro-social level; one might
also expect the fact that everyday life in institutions and organizations presumes and
consists of tacit social practices to be reflected theoretically. This is not really the
case. Although the relationship between social and psychological factors and between
individual agency and social structures is present everywhere, most research focuses
on explicit and conscious dimensions, maybe because they are oriented towards
practice in situations that are taken for granted.
Subjective dimensions of historical changes in social formation are most often
conceptualized as by collective or institutional actors or factors. In critical research,
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LQVWLWXWLRQVKDYHEHHQZLGHO\UHJDUGHGDV³LPSULQWV´RIFDSLWDOLVWSRZHUUHODWLRQV
Group processes were only marginally dealt with in Marxist social theory. In
institutional theory, organizations and institutions are ontologically independent
entities that contribute independently to societal dynamics. However, their inner
interaction and basis in individual subjects is theoretically unclear and seems to rest
RQDUDWKHUTXHVWLRQDEOHSUHPLVHRILQGHSHQGHQWLQGLYLGXDOVXEMHFWV,QPDQDJHPHQW
and organization theory, one can also see a historical trend from technical-functional
concepts over informal social to cultural understandings of the organization. This
development probably reflects a real historical change that attaches increasing
importance to social interaction and the organizational members’ consciousness, and
includes something that can be seen as subjective agency, cf the concept of sense
making (Weick, 2009). In a more traditional industrial setting, the concept of the
³ZRUNHUV¶FROOHFWLYH´ /\VJnUG UHIHUUHGWRWKHFROOHFWLYHVXEMHFWLYHDJHQF\
Although both cultural and industrial sociological analyses see organizations as
a result of the members’ actions and consciousness, a theorization of the subjective
dynamics and their background in the actors’ experiences is lacking. This is, however,
found in psychoanalytic social psychology, which in particular concentrates on
understanding how the social psychology of groups shapes organizations. Here,
LW LV D TXHVWLRQ RI LQYROYLQJ SV\FKRG\QDPLF VXEMHFWLYLW\ WKHRU\ IRU DQDO\VLV RI
(and intervention in) group processes at the micro level in local organizations. On
the other hand, the societal aspect of the organization is primarily understood as
D IXQFWLRQDO IUDPHZRUN ZLWK HJ WKH FRQFHSW RI WKH RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V ³PDLQ WDVN´
which in the Tavistock tradition denotes the organization’s societal legitimacy
and ultimate condition of existence. Most dialectically, however, Menzies Lyth’s
analysis of how institutions’ organizational structure can be seen as psychic defences
against subjectively unbearable aspects of work in a hospital (Lyth, 1988). Such
unconscious defences do not really work, because they do not integrate the problem.
By extrapolation, it can on the other hand be assumed that real relief from those
unbearable aspects might, conversely, induce or enable institutional changes.
Within this landscape, I believe that a psychosocial empirical approach could
SURYLGHFULWLTXHDQGFRQVWUXFWLYHDGYDQFH7KHFRPELQDWLRQRIVRFLDOL]DWLRQWKHRU\
the Frankfurt-based theory of non-identity and depth-hermeneutic interpretation
offers some tools for contextualizing everyday life phenomena in interpretations
that include a psychodynamic as well as a historical dimension. In the Dubrovnik
group, we have systematically worked with empirical materials from our own
research in various fields, especially education and learning processes, based on
the assumption that material dialectics can be studied through empirical analysis at
the everyday life level. Part 3 of the book contains three contributions on schools
and museums as organizational processes. Two of the contributions in Part 4, both
Danish, but primarily rooted in the British social psychological research tradition,
try to move further down the Tavistock path by analysing the relationship between
societal changes and social psychological dynamics in the rather special workplace
of the school.
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Åse Lading has studied the collegial relationships in a group of teachers at a general
high school (grammar school) in connection with an organizational reform that
UHTXLUHVLQFUHDVHGFROOHJLDOFRRSHUDWLRQLQWKHIRUPRIWHDFKHUWHDPV7KHUHIRUPLV
welcomed by some members of the teaching staff while others see their professional
LGHQWLW\ DQG DVVRFLDWHG FROOHJLDO UHODWLRQVKLSV WKUHDWHQHG7KH VXEVHTXHQW FRQIOLFW
puts the teachers’ traditional mutual tolerance under severe pressure. Based on a
Bion-inspired organizational psychological approach, an interpretation of the
³RSSRQHQWV´RIWKHUHIRUPLVSUHVHQWHGDVIRUPLQJD³ILJKWIOLJKW´EDVLFDVVXPSWLRQ
group. They defensively take flight from the conflict by staying silent in the public
space and thereby withdrawing from influencing organizational development. A few
years later, when Åse Lading returns to the same school, the dynamics in the group
of teachers have changed considerably. Old contradictions seem superimposed by
a new common work identity which is centred on positive values such as collegial
stability and reliability. The changes are seen in the context of a marked intensification
of the teachers’ work demands and possibly also the impact of the financial crisis
on society as a whole, which make the teachers feel more dependent on each other.
However, it is also noted that teachers show little interest in taking part and speaking
up for themselves in the democratic fora of the organization. The analysis raises
WKHTXHVWLRQRIZKHWKHUWKLVVLOHQFHRQFRQWURYHUVLDOWKHPHVLVLQKHULWHGZLWKLQWKH
organization, i.e. as unconscious traces of a previous defensive way of handling
conflicts which do not have unambiguous solutions.
3HWHU+HQULN5DDHZULWHVLQWKHQH[WFKDSWHUDERXWVFKRROPDQDJHPHQWLQSULPDU\
schools during a period when a new management structure that strengthened the
role of the school leaders in relation to the teaching staff and also tightened the
UHTXLUHPHQWVIRUDFFRXQWDELOLW\LQUHODWLRQWRWKHDXWKRULWLHVDQGWKHRXWVLGHZRUOG
which were in the process of being developed. His analytical framework also draws
on the British social psychology tradition. But instead of seeking to understand
the significance of the personality of the leader for the organization, the focus
is on the interdependence between leader and organization in which the leader’s
VXEMHFWLYHVLWXDWLRQLVHTXDOO\GHWHUPLQHGE\WKHVRFLDOFLUFXPVWDQFHVERWKE\WKH
political mandate and by all the employees. In an interview with a school leader who
immediately seems to have this demanding situation under full control, the analysis
uncovers an underlying defensive dimension of the leader’s heroic position which
actually turns out to be counterproductive to the development of the organization.
7KH PDQDJHU¶V GHIHQVLYH EHKDYLRXU FDQ EH LGHQWLILHG DV ³PDQLF GHIHQFH´ .OHLQ
1975). But instead of just being analysed as an individual defence, the heroic
leadership position is seen as part of the social situation; the unconscious defence
PHFKDQLVPVHHPVWRFRLQFLGHZLWKDFRSLQJVWUDWHJ\WKDWLVSROLWLFDOO\UHTXLUHGDV
part of a societal change of the school framework.
In terms of methodology, another interesting aspect appears: a collusion between
interviewee and researcher that arises in the interview, where the researcher shows
emotional solidarity with the school leader’s need for help in a difficult situation.
This observation was elaborated on in the collective interpretation of the Dubrovnik
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group, moving from considerable confusion about the organizational context to
a substantial understanding of the collusion as a response to the school leader’s
need for help. This point is developed in the chapter as a more general transfer/
counter-transfer relation which can be seen as a general methodological dimension
of the interaction between the societal environment and the interpretation of the
SV\FKRG\QDPLFUHODWLRQVLQWKHILHOG 6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ /HLWKlXVHU 
The third contribution deals with the institutional level in a way that points to
the dialectical relationship between learning within the institution and its societal
IXQFWLRQ/\QQ)URJJHWWDUJXHVLQWKHFKDSWHU³7KH0XVHXPDVD7KLUG6SDFH±D
6SHFLDO.LQGRI2EMHFW5HODWLQJ´WKDWWKHLQVWLWXWLRQRIWKHPXVHXPDQGLWVWUDGLWLRQDO
raison d’être, preserving artefacts and conveying their cultural significance, can
be encouraged to translate conscious and unconscious experiences into learning
processes for new user groups. First, the chapter demonstrates, through an example
of media-based museum activity, how an artefact, a tea set, at the same time
materializes a historical context (British imperialism) and personal everyday life
experience (the author’s own memory of family tea). Next, the chapter presents a
typical local museum and the institutional reform context that forces the institution
to reinvent itself as a framework for local community development and social work,
but without discussing the actual development of the institution. Instead a case is
presented showing cultural experience processing through museum visits: a group of
unemployed people conducts a workshop in creative writing on the basis of a photo
installation in the museum. Froggett analyses their poetic texts, demonstrating that a
new mental space for experience processing is being created through the experience
of the exhibition. The analysis refers in particular to Winnicott’s concepts of object
UHODWLRQVDQG³LQWHUPHGLDWHVSDFH´EXWDOVR/RUHQ]HU¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHVFHQLFQDWXUH
of experience. The process can thus be seen as an example of the museum institution
taking on a new role. By activating the visitors’ emotional experiences, it can create
a new space for learning and ultimately for social practice in the local community.
Juxtaposing Winnicott and Lorenzer is interesting in itself. The intermediate level
of society, i.e. organizations and institutions, has been handled in different ways in
those research traditions which have contributed in particular to the development of
the psychosocial approach presented in this book. Somewhat simplified, it can be said
that the continental tradition has been particularly interested in the relation between
societal conditions (including family structure) and psychodynamic dimensions in
the significance of cultural and aesthetic phenomena, as well as particular mentalities.
However, group and organizational psychology and the psychodynamic dimensions
of institutions have played a significant role in British psychosocial research. There
are, of course, many overlapping issues and interests, e.g. about the psychodynamic
aspects of workplaces and work relations, but a significant amount of theoretical
work has been necessary in clarifying which of these theoretical differences could be
attributed to specific research areas and/or fields of practice to which the theorization
and empirical results were committed.
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Towards the end of the last century, references to identities and values in policy
formation and justification seemed to gain a new significance in political processes.
Identity politics was not exactly new, it had played a central role in ethnic and gender
HTXDOLW\VWUXJJOHVIRUGHFDGHVEXWWKHGLVVROXWLRQRIWKHFROGZDUEORFVJDYHZD\WR
QHZTXHVWLRQLQJRIQDWLRQDOLGHQWLWLHVDQGQDWLRQEDVHGVWDWHV7KHUHZDVDWHQGHQF\
to deal with identity politics in a moral key, discussing the justification of (national)
identities, or in terms of political science, analysing technically the influence and
effects of identity processes in political processes. Both are of course relevant, but
hardly sufficient to understand the diverse and intense development of identity based
politics. We came upon this issue as a side effect of developing an interdisciplinary
psychosocietal approach, and realized that this approach might help to understand
the genesis of identity politics and its roots in everyday life experiences.
,QWKH\HDUDVPDOOJURXS .LUVWHQ:HEHU7KRPDV/HLWKlXVHU-HVVpGH6RXVD
RI WKH 8QLYHUVLW\ RI %UDVLOLD DQG P\VHOI  KHOG D FRQIHUHQFH RQ ³,QWHUFXOWXUDOLW\
LGHQWLW\ DQG VRFLDO SUHMXGLFH´ LQ WKH ,QWHU8QLYHUVLW\ &HQWUH LQ 'XEURYQLN 7KLV
FRQIHUHQFHZRUNHGRXWDVDQLQWHUHVWLQJVKDUSHQLQJRIWKHTXHVWLRQVRIWKHRUL]LQJ
and studying the psychodynamic dimensions of collective social processes and
cultural clashes. As a result, it was decided to organize a similar conference in
2001 with an emphasis on an interdisciplinary exercise in the interpretation of the
psychodynamics of identity processes and social prejudice. The 2001 conference
established the International Research Group for Psychosocietal Analysis which has
since then been developing with an annual conference in Dubrovnik and a number
of networking activities (guest lectures, joint research projects among some of the
members, etc.). Generally the research group was founded on the basis of the idea
that the mediation between societal (historical) processes and psychodynamics might
EULQJGHFLVLYHLQVLJKWVLQWRVRPHRIWKH³PXQGDQH´VRFLDOSURFHVVHVWKDWHDFKRIXV
was working with elsewhere, being scholars of learning research, social work, health
professions, organizational development and cultural analysis. The main topics for
the work of the research group therefore came from everyday life in each of the three
initially contributing countries, Germany, the UK and Denmark.
In a paper for a research seminar on social prejudice in Fortaleza, Brazil, I
ZURWH WKH IROORZLQJ ³/DWHO\ SROLWLFDO DQG VRFLDO SURFHVVHV VHHP WR GHSHQG PXFK
more strongly on culture and identity than in the classic modernization process of
industrial capitalism and the national state. Maybe it is more true to say that this
relation has become obvious: the modernization itself dissolved traditional bonds
DQGPRGHVRIVKDSLQJLGHQWLWLHVLQFOXGLQJWKHQDWLRQVWDWHDVD³QDWXUDO´KRUL]RQDQG
political interaction increasingly involves asynchronous cultural and psychological
encounters. It has become obvious, and at the same time very challenging to the
rationality of modernized societies, that the social psychology of identification and
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of social prejudices are powerful building blocks in political processes – and hence
also objects of manipulation.
In Europe we have several recent examples of violent political processes that seem
mainly based on (cultural) identity (beside the historical one of anti-semitism and
anti-romanism). One is the politicization of the anxieties and experiences with work
migrants and refugees into xenophobia. The other one is the process of dissolution
of the former Yugoslavia which has taken the shape of a religious and ethnic/national
feud.
The political exploitations of ‘identity’ call for theoretical and political reflection.
They might be seen as the most ‘prominent’ examples of, and also results of, the
fact that cultural encounters and interferences have become an all-embracing aspect
of everyday life. Broader examples are inter-cultural conflicts within a society, the
fuelling of national or state conflicts with cultural meaning, or in the inclination to
articulate identity as grounds for resistance to ‘development’, new technologies and
changing social structures.
This political development is but one reason to focus on subjective aspects of culture
and identity, in order to search for the mechanisms that can lead to either cultural
enrichment and learning processes (inter-culturality), or to defensive consciousness
and aggressive delimitation (social prejudice). It calls for examination of the links
and mediations between everyday life social practice, identity building, and the
subjective construction of socially active orientations, and not least a real historical
approach in order to overcome reductionist explanations of present behaviour and
RULHQWDWLRQE\SURMHFWHGKLVWRULFDOOHJDFLHVDQGRUHVVHQWLDOLVWFRQFHSWVRILGHQWLWLHV´
These observations dating back around the millennium actualized a challenge
for understanding the social psychology of relatively abstract national and religious
identities and differences. The new type of politics, instead of struggles over
resources or power and domination in the competition between systems, seemed
WRHQJDJHSHRSOHPXFKPRUHGLUHFWO\DQGDOVRWRUDLVHQHZTXHVWLRQVRIOHJLWLPDF\
,Q WKLV FRQWH[W WKH XELTXLWRXV SUHVHQFH RI WKH UHPQDQWV RI WKH<XJRVODY ZDU ZDV
of course a tragic and alarming reminder that identity formation was connected
ZLWK VWURQJ IHHOLQJV DQG PLJKW KDYH SRZHUIXO SROLWLFDO FRQVHTXHQFHV %HLQJ LQ
post-Yugoslavian Croatia, we could not avoid seeing the interpretation of the local
history of civil war as a challenge for understanding those dynamics of everyday
OLIHZKLFKKDGOHGWRWKHGLVDVWURXVFRQIOLFWV³RXWRIWKHEOXH´,WVHHPHGREYLRXVWR
work on that particular theme just within the Inter-University Centre of Postgraduate
6WXGLHV,8&KDGEHHQDPHHWLQJSRLQWIRU³FRQFHUQHGVFKRODUV´ZKRZRUNHGIRU
an international dialogue during the period of the cold war, some in the form of
peace and conflict research and some by organizing conferences and collaboration of
critical scientists across the east-west-divide, and we were a group of critical social
scientists who wanted to reactivate this practice after the Yugoslav civil war. Some
of us had had continuous connections with colleagues and friends in Yugoslavia,
and were, retrospectively seen, also identified with the Yugoslavian development
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of an independent socialism which, in spite of an authoritarian political regime,
was culturally modern and free for its citizens. It had been painful to follow the
rapid destabilization after Tito’s death in 1980. Accumulated debts led to economic
decline and inflation; gradually an ambience of crisis for the very legitimacy and
sustainability of the federative state emerged – and nationalism began to surface
in Croatia and Serbia. Paradoxes stood lined up: Yugoslavia was a highly profiled
state, had broken out of the communist bloc, co-founded the movement of non-allied
states, and had been able to secure its own socio-economic development. As a state it
was a careful construction of ethnic, national, religious and regional balances; it was
a modern society, open to international cultural influences, and people integrated
and even married across those divisions. Yet the dissolution process seemed to
be driven by, or at least taking the form of national and religious segregation and
hostility. It seemed like a ‘pathological’ cultural development where the hitherto
existing culture lost its effectiveness as a moral source in everyday life. The usual
interpretation of the history was that previously repressed cultural orientations reVXUIDFHG+HQFHWKHTXHVWLRQKHUHDQGHOVHZKHUH:KDWDUHWKHIRUFHVRIFXOWXUDO
identity that seem to prevail over social and economic interests and contemporary
realities and experiences?
The Yugoslav catastrophe still appeared around the turn of the millennium as
an unlikely exception in the midst of Europe. There were lots of challenges to
HPSDWK\DQGDQDO\VLV2QHRIWKHFKDSWHUVLQ3DUW³,GHQWLW\/HDUQLQJDQG6RFLDO
3UHMXGLFH´LVDQXSGDWHGYHUVLRQRIWKHSDSHUZKRVHSUHDPEOHZDVTXRWHGDERYH,
wrote it as an immediate reflection on the surprising experience I myself had been
WKURXJKLQIUHTXHQWYLVLWVDQGFRQWDFWVZLWKQHWZRUNVRIFROOHDJXHVDQGIULHQGVLQ
Yugoslavia from before the civil war.
In relation to the development of methodology and our usual focus on everyday
life, it was also a kind of alternative case, a theoretical exercise based on an endless
and complex source material, in opposition to the usual procedure focussing on welldefined set of empirical data.
The psychosocial analysis of this case pointed to a dynamism that later proved to
EHOHVVRIDQH[FHSWLRQ4XHVWLRQVRIFXOWXUHDQGQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\KDGEHHQEORFNHG
during the cold war. In the western societies, the modernization process in the postwar period produced a dynamics of emancipation that was articulated in subcultures
of e.g. youth and women and in consumerism. But politically the definition of
freedom (which was largely adopted by the opposition in the Eastern Bloc) was
mostly reduced to the anti-communist struggle. After the dissolution of the Soviet
VWDWH WKH %DOWLF FRXQWULHV ZHUH OLEHUDWHG IURP 5XVVLDQ GRPLQDQFH EXW VLPSOH
FRQIOLFWVDERXW5XVVLDQPLQRULWLHVIODUHGXSZKLOHRWKHUVMXVWUHPDLQHGXQUHVROYHG
as in Ukraine until today. Others have become more complicated and ambiguous
when national identities re-emerge inside existing states, e.g. the Catalans in Spain,
or in state conglomerates, such as the Scots within the UK, not to mention a number
of other potential national minority issues. Identities that for decades appeared to be
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obsolete suddenly popped up as themes of mobilization in political conflicts – even
sometimes leading to extreme hatred and violence.
But beside the nation-state issue we have seen surprisingly strong political
identifications in several versions, which have broadly defined the political scene
in Europe. For this reason, I also returned to the analysis of the Yugoslav case and
recently discussed it again at the research group seminar in 2018. The dynamism
that seemed to manifest itself in the Yugoslav conflict and which has since proved
to be of decisive political significance is an issue of identity that not only appears in
the relationship between nations and states. It has been particularly important in the
relationship between peoples and population groups, partly independent of states.
The politically most comprehensive impact of this issue is probably the relationship
between population groups in multicultural societies and the relationship of the
³H[LVWLQJSRSXODWLRQ´WR ZDU UHIXJHHVDQGLPPLJUDQWV
Even before the migrations after the millennium, Britain was a multiethnic and
multicultural society. Linden West has contributed to the book with an exemplary
analysis of his birthplace, the formerly flourishing industrial city of Stoke-on-Trent.
Here, radicalization and polarization have taken hold with the industrial decline and
the establishment of a relatively numerous immigrant group organized around the
,VODPLFUHOLJLRXVFRPPXQLW\DQGWKHPRVTXH,QWKLVHQYLURQPHQWIXQGDPHQWDOLVW
Islamists face xenophobic British natives. Islamism has on the surface a religious
foundation but Linden West seeks to understand more generally the dynamics which
generate the firm belief in possessing an ultimate truth. He works with narrative
interviews with local Islamists and shows how the individual story itself carries
the interviewee’s wider experience. With reference to Axel Honneth, he analyses
how the experience of non-recognition at the personal level is connected with the
awareness of wider misrecognition, epitomized in the genocide against Muslims
in Bosnia which is interpreted as religiously motivated, committed by Christians.
West applies psychoanalytical thinking to the interpretation of how this cultural
experience, as a result of dependency and anxiety as to the complexity of the world,
becomes a totalitarian assertion of possessing an indisputable truth which he refers to
DV³RPQLVFLHQFH´7KHUHVWRIWKHFKDSWHUUHYROYHVDURXQGWKHFRQGLWLRQVIRUUHVLVWLQJ
totalitarian self-confirming identification. In opposition to this dynamic, he posits,
through historical reference to the British workers’ movement, the struggle against
absolutism through democratic dialogue involving the cultural and psychological
acceptance of the experience of others and the preliminary and relative nature of all
knowledge.
Another theme of identity politics has evolved in relation to immigration, where
war refugees are typically confused with migrant workers and others. The greatly
increasing numbers of refugees from wars in Syria and Somalia, repression in the
Middle East and Africa and work migrants from inside and outside the European
Union have given rise to a wave of xenophobia. Although there is, of course, a
rational core of social interests and concern for the sustainability of European
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ZHOIDUH V\VWHPV LW LV TXLWH REYLRXV WKDW WKH IHDU RI VWUDQJHUV KDV DQ HPRWLRQDO
intensity that does not correspond to real rational concerns. Understanding the
material economic and social preconditions for this potential is, on the one hand,
a way of understanding what troubled waters right-wing populists are fishing in.
But it is also a source of a deeper understanding of the subjective aspects of how
³RUGLQDU\SHRSOH´IHHOWKUHDWHQHGQRWMXVWSK\VLFDOO\HFRQRPLFDOO\RULQUHODWLRQWR
employment, but threatened in their identity and dignity.
THE DEFENCE MECHANISM AND ITS POLITICIZATION

The two cases included in this part of the book both deal with situations where
strong group identifications are built on apparently unrealistic or disproportionate
perceptions of social relations. The analysis of the Yugoslav conflict primarily
points to a political exploitation of a social psychological defence reaction. The core
of the understanding of the incomprehensible explosiveness is a psychodynamic
interpretation of the feelings of ancient violations and new threats that in a moment
made neighbours enemies and led to a radical dehumanization of their mutual
perceptions. Something similar is true in the context of refugees and migration, as
a political mobilizer for far-right nationalist parties and movements and sometimes
also violent extremists. Linden West’s chapter shows that the basis of Islamist
fundamentalism is also feelings of lack of recognition and a similar sense of
threatened collective identity.
$ IDLUO\ FRPPRQ DQG ZHOONQRZQ GHIHQFH PHFKDQLVP OLNH ³VSOLWWLQJ´ ZKHUH
relations are seen in exclusively black-and-white patterns, is activated on a collective
level, and leads to the establishment of a strong group identity defined by hostility
WRRWKHUJURXSV7KHSV\FKRG\QDPLFPHFKDQLVPVHHPVWREHDTXLWHVLPSOHRQHWKDW
already Freud was observing: individuals unconsciously seek to avoid anxiety by
collectively identifying with some object, projecting any evil on other groups, and
DOVRIHHOLQJIUHHGIURPLQGLYLGXDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\$FNQRZOHGJLQJ³WKHRWKHU´EHLQJ
different is no longer an opportunity or enrichment, but a threat. Even when more or
less misinforming interventions are taken into account it seems to presume a radical
detachment of the feelings from experiential content. Alfred Lorenzer coined the
FRQFHSWRIFOLFKpIRUVXFKHPRWLRQDOUHDFWLRQVWKDWKDYHEHHQGHWDFKHGIURPWKHLU
original experiential content, but also have nothing to do with the actual situation.
The psychosocial analysis seeks to understand the specific social and historical
circumstances that make this dynamic comprehensible.
The analyses presented here show that unconscious subjective reactions may
KDYHVHYHUHRUHYHQGLVDVWURXVVRFLHWDODQGSROLWLFDOFRQVHTXHQFHVZKHQGHIHQVLYH
psychodynamics for some reasons prevail, but also that psychodynamics are
historical and specific to societal circumstances.
Linden West writes beautifully about the efforts of the historical education
of workers to expand the tolerance to ambivalence and uncertainty. It is hardly
coincidental that he chooses the historical reference to a context in which openness
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and confidence in the future was strong; the reality in contemporary societal
VLWXDWLRQLVTXLWHGLIIHUHQWDQ[LHW\DQGXQFHUWDLQW\SUHYDLOSROLWLFDOIRUFHVZLVKLQJWR
exploit these emotions are very strong, and therefore also the unconscious defenses
accompanying them. The two presented examples of a psychosocial interpretation of
political processes are both about identity processes in which unconscious emotional
forces are activated creating regressive, reactionary dynamics. But identity is not
JHQHUDOO\DFOLFKpLQ/RUHQ]HU¶VVHQVHLWPD\RIFRXUVHEHEDVHGLQH[SHULHQFHRI
belonging to a region, a language, a culture or a tradition and is a normal basis of
orientation in a global and changing world. Identification is a coordinate from which
one can experience the world and meet others as a subject. It is also a human right
and codified in international law as the self-determination of peoples. One can easily
DUJXHWKDWDZHOOLQWHJUDWHGLGHQWLW\LVWKHEHVWSUHUHTXLVLWHIRURSHQQHVVWROHUDQFH
DQGOHDUQLQJDELOLW\6RZK\GRHVLWLQVSHFLILFFDVHVZRUNRXWDVDFOLFKp",WGHSHQGV
on the interactive relation of subjective experience. What matters is which conscious
and unconscious impulses are activated through the encounter with others and with
the world. Under certain social and political circumstances identities are destabilized
undermining confidence in oneself and others This is where these realities are vital
also for learning possibilities.
So beside the critical analysis of the regressive dynamics psychosocial research
can also show ways in which an inclusive and containing social environment
may support people’s ability to realize and deal constructively with threats, learn
about them and change them without resorting to defense mechanisms that distort
REVHUYDWLRQVRIUHDOLW\7KLVUHTXLUHVUHVHDUFKWKDWHPSLULFDOO\DQDO\VHKRZVSHFLILF
individual and collective learning processes take place in different contexts and with
people from different backgrounds. For example one can mention the ambiguity
attached to protest movements which, based on authentic experiences, protest against
elites while at the same time they are attempted to be orchestrated by populists. But
even when they offer national conservative, xenophobic or fundamentalist politics,
one should empirically seek to interpret what is grounded in experience and what is
manipulation.
Although conservative and xenophobic identity policy prevails at present, there is
at least one example of a political mobilization that seems to be based on authentic
life experiences which should be mentioned, even though we do not have a researchbased presentation of it in this book.
It is the #Metoo eruption and movement. It seems to be a belligerent example of
VRFLDOO\UHSUHVVHGH[SHULHQFHVWKDWKDYHEHHQ³VWRUHG´LQZRPHQ¶VERGLHVDQGSV\FKH
usually individualized and presumably partly as an unconscious dynamics that has
profoundly influenced women’s perception of the world and of themselves. When
these experiences become politically articulated, this enables both cognitive and
emotional recollection of events that have marked them strongly. There is no doubt
that individual women have retroactively changed their feelings and understanding of
their own lives, and this will also decisively change the societal framework of gender
and individual interactions in the future. At the same time, the actual communicative
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and political process of #metoo is a muddy stream which, in addition to righteous
resentment and a new assertion of the right to integrity, also contains elements of
splitting and xenophobia (feminist essentialism and demonization of men, individual
injustices) and is thus exemplary of the complexity of the relationship between the
unconscious and the conscious formation of experience.
A psychosocial research strategy that is theoretically aware of, and methodically
seeks to interpret the meaning of, unconscious dynamics in everyday interactions
and relationships may provide a more nuanced approach to the understanding of
political processes. But I also see it as a confirmation that one can thereby understand
the processes of learning embedded in subjective life worlds and experience. This
means exactly not didactizing them or predicting the direction of the process, but
to understand societal nature of adult education and lifelong learning. Individuals
are continuously exposed to a condition of learning. Technological advances and
globalization cause a developmental pressure that is a very direct driver for adult
learning processes, which take place in practices, imperceptibly and necessarily
even long before they are recognized and may or may not become organized
HGXFDWLRQ :H DFTXLUH QHZ NQRZOHGJH DQG QHZ VNLOOV FKDQJH RXU DWWLWXGHV DQG
values, develop new identities, and sometimes also become better at understanding
and tolerating that others are different. However, the emotional and cognitive effort
may sometimes become too burdensome, and it is therefore crucial how this general
developmental pressure is interpreted, by both individual learners and groups of
learners, often unconsciously and before it is recognized. Learning can be stimulating
and developing, or overwhelming and threatening, and individual and collective
life histories may account for the way it is experienced, projected in their futures
and influencing the content of learning processes. The problem that was about
individual developments of professional identity in Karsten Mellon’s and Sissel
Finholt-Pedersen’s projects is therefore also about, for example, the development
of a professional field and its social function. In short, the social situation and the
political thematization are in play together with the conscious and unconscious
psychosocial dynamics and identity process of individuals and social groups and
influence the motivation for and direction of learning processes.
3$57$36<&+262&,(7$/$3352$&+72/($51,1*±$352&('85(
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The last part of the book, Part 5, consists of a single chapter presenting a theoretical
and methodological framework for a psychosocial research approach. It has also
been published in the online magazine Forum: Qualitative Sozialforschung/Social
Research. It is primarily a methodological article. But by referring to Lorenzer’s
socialization theory it also provides a missing link in the reflection of subjectivity,
conceptualizing both the object of the in-depth interpretation, namely the
subjectivity of everyday social practice, consciousness and cultural artefacts, and
the interpreting subject, the researcher, him/herself. With this material theory of the
26

,1752'8&7,21

subject the methodology is a preliminary – procedural – opposition to an exclusively
or primarily cultural understanding of the societal nature of subjectivity as we
know it from the linguistic turn in the social sciences, in positioning theory, and in
discourse analytical criticisms; each of these approaches problematizes the modern
understanding of the subject without taking the step out of Cartesian idealism. It is a
core aspect of this opposition that the materiality in terms of bodily life, dependence,
historical temporality and social practice precedes the culture of the idea and
language both in individual life and social development (Negt & Kluge, 2014).
%XW LW LV QRW DQ ³XQGLDOHFWLFDO PDWHULDOLVP´ XQIRUWXQDWHO\ WKH FRUUHVSRQGLQJ
positive concept is so politically compromised that it can hardly be used to express
the opposite). The optimistic experience is that the socially unconscious in a given
society contains resources for a dynamics that is not easily predictable, cf. #metoo.
On the societal level, one does not understand revolutions until they have happened,
but they could not have happened without unfolding unconscious psychodynamics
and social agency that were not transparent at the time. On the individual level,
learning processes and identity development take place in unpredictable directions
and leaps. Therefore, understanding the socially unconscious must have the nature
of a negative theory and a methodology fit for carving out the future of mundane
present everyday life.
5()(5(1&(6
Adorno, T. W. (2001). Negative dialectics5HWULHYHGIURPKWWSZZZHIQRUJaGUHGPRQGQGWUDQVKWPO
Alheit, P. (1994a). Taking the knocks:Youth unemployment and biography: A qualitative analysis.
/RQGRQ 1HZ<RUN1<&DVVHOO5HWULHYHGIURPKWWSZZZZRUOGFDWRUJRFOF
Alheit, P. (1994b). Zivile Kultur. Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag.
$OKHLW 3  'DXVLHQ %  7KH ³GRXEOH IDFH´ RI OLIHORQJ OHDUQLQJ7ZR DQDO\WLFDO SHUVSHFWLYHV
RQD³VLOHQWUHYROXWLRQ´Studies in the Education of Adults, 34  ±5HWULHYHGIURP
http://www.worldcat.org/oclc/425480992
%HFNHU6FKPLGW5  7KHRUL]LQJJHQGHUDUUDQJHPHQWV,Q5%HFNHU6FKPLGW (G Gender and
work in transition. Globalization in Western, Middle and Eastern Europe (pp. 25–48). Opladen.
%HFNHU6FKPLGW5 .QDSS*$  'LHGRSSHOWH9HUJHVHOVFKDIWXQJ±GLHGRSSHOWH8QWHUGUFNXQJ
Besonderheiten der Frauenforschung in den Sozialwissenschaften. In L. Unterkirchner & I. Wagner
(Eds.), Die andere Hälfte der Gesellschaft. Wien: Verlag des Österreichischen Gewerkschaftsbundes.
Billett, S. (2001). Learning in the workplace: Strategies for effective practice. Crows Nest: Allen &
Unwin.
&RQQHOO 5   Southern theory: Social science and the global dynamics of knowledge. London:
Polity Press.
de Sousa Santos, B. (2014). Epistemologies of the South. Justice against epistemicide. Boulder, CO:
Paradigm Publishers.
Dewey, J. (1971). Experience and education. New York, NY: Collier Books.
'\EEURH%  ³<RX¶YHJRWWRJLYHDOOWKHORYH\RXKDYHDQG\HWFRQVLGHULWWREHDMRE´±&DUH
work in a gendered and life-historical perspective. In C. H. Jørgensen & N. Warring (Eds.), Adult
education and the labour market VIIb5RVNLOGH(65($$GXOW(GXFDWLRQ5HVHDUFK*URXS5RVNLOGH
University.
Dybbroe, B. (2012). Work identity and contradictory experiences of welfare workers in a life-history
perspective. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 3.

27

H. SALLLING OLESEN
Fejes, A., & Salling Olesen, H. (2010). Editorial: Envisioning future research on the education and
learning of adults. European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of Adults, 1(1–2),
7–16. https://doi.org/10.3384/rela.2000-7426.relae1
Jütte, W., & Lattke, S. (2014). Professionalisation of adult educators – International and comparative
perspectives. Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang.
Jütte, W., Nicoll, K., & Sallling Olesen, H. (2011). Professionalization – The struggle within. European
Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of Adults, 2(1), 7–20. https://doi.org/10.3384/
rela.2000-7426.201121
Klein, M. (1975). Love, guilt and Reparation and other works 1921–45. London: The Hogarth Press.
Knowles, M. (1980). The modern practice of adult education: From pedagogy to andragogy. Chicago,
IL: Follett.
Knowles, M. (1984). The adult learner: A neglected species UGHG +RXVWRQ7;*XOI3XEOLVKLQJ
Kondrup, S. (2013). Unskilled work and learner identity 9RO WK(XURSHDQ5HVHDUFK&RQIHUHQFH
 7KH5HVHDUFK*URXSLQ³:RUNLQJ/LIHDQG/HDUQLQJ´5HWULHYHGIURPKWWSHULFHGJRY"T &KDQJLQJ
&RQILJXUDWLRQV LG ('
Larsen, L., Salling Olesen, H., & Tsanaka, M. (1998). Young women’s views of work and education.
In P. Alheit, S. Papaioannou, & H. Salling Olesen (Eds.), Education, modernization, and peripheral
community5RVNLOGH
Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
/HLWKlXVHU76DOMH*9ROPHUJ%9ROPHUJ8 :XWND%  Entwurf zu einer Empirie des
Alltagsbewusstseins. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp.
/\VJnUG6  Arbeiderkollektivet. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.
Merrill, B., Galimberti, A., Nizinska, A., & González-Monteagudo, J. (2018). Continuity and discontinuity
in learning careers5RWWHUGDP7KH1HWKHUODQGV6HQVH3XEOLVKHUV
Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Negt, O. (1964). Soziologische Phantasie und exemplarisches Lernen )UDQNIXUW (XURSlLVFKH
Verlagsanstalt.
Negt, O. (1999). Adorno’s Begriff der Erfahrung. Das Argument, 28(229).
Negt, O., & Kluge, A. (1972). Öffentlichkeit und Erfahrung)UDQNIXUW(XURSlLVFKH9HUODJVDQVWDOW
Negt, O., & Kluge, A. (2014). History and obstinacy. New York, NY: Zone Books.
Negt, O., & Kluge, A. (2016). Public sphere and experience toward an analysis of the Bourgeois and
Proletarian public sphere. New York, NY: Verso Books.
Nicoll, K., & Olesen, H. S. (2013). Editorial: What’s new in a new competence regime? European
Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of Adults, 4, 103–109. https://doi.org/10.3384/
rela.2000-7426.relae7
Ostrouch-Kaminska, J., & Vieira, C. C. (2015). Private world(s) 5RWWHUGDP7KH 1HWKHUODQGV 6HQVH
Publishers.
5RVHQWKDO*  Erlebte und erzählte Lebensgeschichte. Frankfurt a.M.: Campus Verlag.
5XEHQVRQ .  6DOOLQJ 2OHVHQ +  7KHRUL]LQJ SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ$GXOW HGXFDWLRQ DQG WUDLQLQJ
In Meaning, Relevance and Variation – 2nd Nordic Conference on Adult Education Research.
 /LQN|SLQJ5HWULHYHGIURPKWWSUXFIRUVNUXFGNVLWHGDSXEOLFDWLRQVWKHRUL]LQJSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQ
adult-education-and-training(bce9fc6b-facc-49b4-9e36-69d14f76b8a2)/export.html
Salling Olesen, H. (1985). Voksenundervisning, hverdagsliv og erfaring 8QJH S GDJRJHU 5HWULHYHG
from files/2436/save_zotero.html
Salling Olesen, H. (1989). Adult education and everyday life5RVNLOGH$GXOW(GXFDWLRQ5HVHDUFK*URXS
5RVNLOGH8QLYHUVLW\
6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ+  4XDOLI\LQJDGXOWZRPHQIRUHPSOR\PHQW,Q79.OHQRYãHN +66DOOLQJ
Olesen (Eds.), Adult education and the labour market. Ljubljana: Slovene Adult Education Centre.
6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ+  ([SHULHQFHOLIHKLVWRU\DQGELRJUDSK\,Q+6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ 35DVPXVVHQ
(Eds.), Theoretical issues in adult education: Danish research and experiences. Frederiksberg:
5RVNLOGH8QLYHUVLW\3UHVV

28

,1752'8&7,21
Salling Olesen, H. (2006). Beyond the abstractions! Adult education research from idealism to critical
social science. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 25   ± 5HWULHYHG IURP
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02601370600697128
Salling Olesen, H. (2007). Theorising learning in life history: A psychosocietal approach. Studies in the
Education of Adults, 39(1), 38–53.
Salling Olesen, H. (2011). Exploração do sujeito problemático: história de vida, subjetividade, experiência
GH YLGD  ([SORUDWLRQ RI WKH SUREOHPDWLF VXEMHFW KLVWRU\ RI OLIH VXEMHFWLYLW\ OLIH H[SHULHQFH
Educação, 34±5HWULHYHGIURPILOHVVHDUFKKWPO
Salling Olesen, H. (2012). The societal nature of subjectivity: An interdisciplinary methodological
challenge. A psycho-societal approach in empirical social research. Forum: Qualitative Social
Research Sozialforschung, 3.
6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ+ /HLWKlXVHU7  3V\FKRVRFLHWDOLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKHXQFRQVFLRXVGLPHQVLRQV
LQ HYHU\GD\ OLIH ,Q . 6WDPHQRYD  5 ' +LQVKHOZRRG (GV  Methods of research into the
unconscious. Applying pscyhoanalytic ideas to social science (pp. 70–86). London & New York, NY:
5RXWOHGJH
Salling Olesen, H., & Weber, K. (2002). Chasing potentials for a adult lerning. Lifelong learning in a
life history perspective. Zeitschrift Für Qualitative Bildungs-, Beratungs- Und Sozialforschung, 2,
283–300.
UNESCO Institute of Lifelong Learning. (2016). Third global report on adult learning and education:
The impact of adult learning and education on health and well-being; Employment and the labour
market; and social, civic and community life. Hamburg.
9ROPHUJ % 6HQJKDDV.QREORFK (  /HLWKlXVHU 7   Betriebliche Lebenswelt. Eine
sozialpsychologie industrieller Arbeitsverhältnisse. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.
Weber, K. (1995). Ambivalens og Erfaring. Mod et kønsdifferentieret læringsbegreb. 5RVNLOGH$GXOW
(GXFDWLRQ5HVHDUFK*URXS5RVNLOGH8QLYHUVLW\
Weber, K. (2007). Gender between knowledge economy and every day life. Change or reproduction.
,Q / 5:HVW 3$OKHLW$ 6$QGHUVHQ  % 0HUULOO (GV  Using biographical and life history
approaches in the study of adult and lifelong learning: European perspectives (pp. 91–108).
 )UDQNIXUWD03HWHU/DQJ5HWULHYHGIURPKWWSIRUVNQLQJVEDVHQGHIIGN6KDUHH[WHUQDO"VS
6DDHGEDHHDHE VS 6UXF
:HEHU.  $JJUHVVLRQUHFRJQLWLRQDQGTXDOLILFDWLRQ2QWKHVRFLDOSV\FKRORJ\RIDGXOWHGXFDWLRQ
in everyday life. RELA European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of Adults,
1(1–2), 113–129.
Weick, K. (2009). Making sense of the organization: The impermanent organization. Hoboken, NJ:
Blackwell.
:HVW/5$OKHLW3$QGHUVHQ$6 0HUULOO% (GV   Using biographical and life history
approaches in the study of adult and lifelong learning: European perspectives. Frankfurt a.M.:
Peter Lang.

29

PART 1
LEARNING, EXPERIENCE, AND THE
UNCONSCIOUS: THE PSYCHOANALYTIC
INSPIRATION
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1. AMBIVALENCE AND EXPERIENCE
Un-Conscious Dimensions of Working Women’s Social Learning
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You may approach the unconscious dimensions of learning processes by observing
the communication of everyday life. Among the less acknowledged truisms in the
academic learning discourse is an assumed pragmatic precondition: that people
individually perceive what they see and hear, and that they – belonging to a
common culture – see or hear much the same thing. This pragmatic precondition
of communication in every-day life is particularly important in formal learning
situations, in teaching and education. Here inter-subjectivity and communication are
(considered) the logical foundations of the effective communication of the subject
matter (other people hear what you say), of the learning of the individual (they
understand what is communicated), and not least that learning can be managed and
controlled. Neither are, however, self-evident – nor is the accordance between the
content of perception and the emotion that follows. You do not necessarily notice if
your reaction is aggressive or negative. You just move on. You seek some meaning
or structure, in the world as such as well as in yourself. Dealing with social reality
in every-day life you adapt – and you adapt what you see and hear. Only when an
individual psychological disposition leads to significant deviance in perception is it
noticed, only then is it defined as such: deviant.
7KRPDV/HLWKlXVHU  VSHDNVRIWKH³JHQHUDOYDJXHQHVVRIWKHFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
RI HYHU\GD\ OLIH´ 7KH YDJXHQHVV FRQFHUQV VXEVWDQFH DQG VRFLDO UHIHUHQFH DQG LW
is only recognized as such when an external view searches for a general cultural
meaning – which in turn cannot be found. Communication takes place in a field
GHILQHG DURXQG WKH ³ORZHVW FRPPRQ GHQRPLQDWRU´ RI REVHUYDWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH
substance that the communication is explicitly about and the subjectivity and
experience of the people involved. The same vagueness is also referred to as practical
LQWXLWLRQRU³WDFLWNQRZLQJ´ .QDSS3RODQ\L ,QPDQ\ZD\VDSUDJPDWLF
a practical advantage (like not perceiving misspellings in effective reading) but
downright destructive when it leads to a simplistic misperception of a complex
reality.
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The difficulty of perceiving otherness, the different or novel, and its specific
TXDOLWLHVDQGDPELHQFHDULVHZKHQSHRSOHZLWKLQDVKDUHG±FROOHFWLYH±VLWXDWLRQ
react in individually different manners, while – for whatever reason – the discrepancy
is not articulated. Instead, some emotional complementary compensation takes over,
so that recognition or silencing and denial in various and changing combinations
sustain one another.
Subjectively most of us know about this, e.g. from the experience of leaving a
social context with a feeling of vague discomfort that you rid yourself of in order
WR³JHWRQZLWKLW´EXWLWDOVRILJXUHVDVDFROOHFWLYHPHFKDQLVPGHILQLQJFROOHFWLYH
LVVXHV RI FRQVLGHUDEOH LPSRUWDQFH 2QH H[DPSOH PHQWLRQHG E\ 5HJLQD %HFNHU
Schmidt, is the political experience of Nazi Germany, hardly ever spoken of. Why
should we? Indeed!
The vagueness in communication is on the one hand the glue which keeps everyday
OLIHWRJHWKHUE\KLGLQJGLIIHUHQFHDQGHQDEOLQJWKHSURFHVVRI³JHWWLQJRQ´2QWKH
other hand it is the medium in which sometimes the recognition of difference and
ideas of a new practice may arise. On the one hand perceptions of details in everyday
life are kept in place in a world view, on the other hand individual perceptions of
difference can mature until they become conscious experience and even articulated.
Gender being an organizing component in a world view means that this space of
implicit meaning is also the social space in which the development, establishing, and
change of social gender roles emerge.
When a sufficient number of people begin attaching new perceptions and new
SKHQRPHQDWRWKHPHDQLQJRIJHQGHUHJZKHQWKH³VSHFLDOWKLQJDERXWZRPHQ´QR
ORQJHUUHIHUULQJWRWKHIHPLQLQHP\VWLTXHEXWSDUDGR[LFDOO\WRLWVFRXQWHUSDUWWKH
GRXEOHZRUNRIIDPLO\DQGZDJHODERXU QRWPXFKP\VWLTXHWKHUH
Such new cultural meanings are articulated only with some anxiety, for not
only must you take possession of a whole new world, you must also rid yourself
of a number of well socialized routines, including well-defined parts of established
every-day life. But when silence is broken and the complementary balance between
such emotional dispositions likewise, energy so far locked up may well emerge.
Gudrun-Axeli Knapp (1989) points out the unconscious dynamic of
communication in a slightly different manner, by its effects on the social level. She
GLUHFWO\DGGUHVVHVWKHVRPHZKDWP\VWHULRXVDQGLQGHILQDEOHTXHVWLRQZK\ZRPHQ¶V
psychological resources can – for apparently any length of time – remain invested
in sustaining a subjectively unbearable situation, and then at times to suddenly reappear as potential for initiatives of change. Becker-Schmidt draws a parallel to
victims of domestic violence: women who may suddenly, without warning, take
LQLWLDWLYHV RI GUDPDWLF FKDQJH ± WKH ³VWUDZ WKDW EURNH WKH FDPHOV EDFNZLVH´
Knapp however, focuses on the gendered nature of the working capacity. It is,
she argues, perceived and assessed as a neutrum, a non-gendered matter. While in
reality it arises from, and is solidly integrated into the triad of historical femininity:
it is different (from the cultural mainstream male work capacity), it is particular
LQWKHVHQVHWKDWLWSRVVHVVHVLWVYHU\RZQFXOWXUDOTXDOLWLHV DQGLWKDVFXOWXUDOO\
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and economically lower value (ibid., p. 300). The triangle of difference, specificity
and lower value becomes obvious when women’s manifold perceptions and broad
experience meet with every-day cultural communication which comprise few of
those – and addresses even fewer. Presumably most women recognize the experience
of having dealt successfully with a problem, – the success however, appearing to be
culturally invisible, simply because nobody else recognized the problem as such.
Or the other way around: being the only one to face a problem, which nobody else
wanted or dared to address. An example might be that of the woman arguing the
subjective necessity of part-time work (a point of view never popular in the male
dominated labour movement) while at the same time being under pressure to stay
DWWKHWUDGHXQLRQPHHWLQJZKHUHVKHLVIRUPDOO\³QHFHVVDU\´GHVSLWHKHUQHHGWR
SLFNXSKHUFKLOGUHQIURPGD\FDUH±LH³MXVWEHFDXVH´RIKHUFKLOGUHQ%HKLQGWKH
apparent contradiction of being important and necessary and lack of self-confidence
respectively lurks the defining T.U.-gender stereotype: the full time, skilled, white,
male worker. Women’s experience remains inarticulate in the vagueness of everyGD\OLIHFRPPXQLFDWLRQ /HLWKlXVHU RUDVWDFLWNQRZLQJ .QDSSDQG3RODQ\L 
The learning potential does however, arise from this very contradiction: women
are practically systematically down-graded, assessed as the lesser – as well as being
idealized, even idolized. This socially well-established ambivalence is perceived and
embodied by the individual woman, and it is well integrated in the general social idea
of what it is to be a woman. Knapp sees this as a surplus production of meaning, a
benefit, which she discusses in Polanyi’s terms of tacit knowing (implizites Wissen).
She thus philosophically generalizes a (power-) critical point often voiced in the
earlier stages of gender research (compare Baker Miller, 1976): that dominance
produces an implicit and sometimes not conscious dependency for the dominant
SDUW\VRWKDW³QRNLQJLVDPDVWHUWRKLVVHUYDQW´&RQVLVWHQWO\.QDSSSRLQWVWRWKH
fact that women’s tacit knowing is more accessible than men’s, produced as it is
E\WKHFXUUHQWFODVKHVEHWZHHQH[SHULHQFHDQGWKHQXPHURXVVRFLDOFOLFKpVWKDWLQ
every-day language define the idea of a woman. Women, so to speak, approach their
real experience when they express their tacit knowing. Whereas men must let go of
their experience for they have to recognize that their spontaneous activities are only
possible because they hold special privilege. Knapp comments:
Women know (implicitly) that they are different –and better (!) – that they act
differently and wiser, and they are well aware that they know more – more
than either the ideological idea of female essence, the socially allotted space
of action or the labour market imagination of their abilities. That knowledge
itself may well form the core of the idea of autonomy in as much as it contains
the structure of the elimination of the non-identity. (Knapp, 1989, pp. 301–302,
author’s translation)
7DFLWNQRZLQJLVHTXLYRFDOEHFDXVHLQFRPPXQLFDWLRQLWIDFLOLWDWHVDPRUHJHQHUDO
definition of the ambivalence, and thereby becomes a foundation of action, a potential
means of self-regulation. It does not simply reflect the objective historical situation,
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in a double sense it creates it. Partly as a particular and individual subjective change,
partly in collective forms, where symbols become collective and where subjectivity
co-constitutes culture and society.
If you define tacit knowledge more precisely in terms of social psychology you
will see that it is the very capacity to attach emotionally to objects (an object in
the psychological sense comprising tools, humans or relations … you name it) that
enables the particular capacity of human communication. Making objects of elements
in the outer world is the raw material of the special human capacity, formation of and
communication by symbols. This capacity is in our language, in creativity as well
as being made collective by habits, reproduced historically by culture (cf. Nielsen,
1993, pp. 103 ff). Symbols as such do not produce consensus. They function well
LQ FRPPXQLFDWLRQ HYHQ LI ULGGHQ E\ SUHMXGLFH RU DUWLFXODWHG LQ FOLFKpV :KLFK LV
not least a relevant point in the context of women’s learning: only shared cultural
V\PEROV±KHUHGHILQHGDVFOLFKpV±DUHDWKDQGIRUZRPHQWRRUJDQL]HVHOILPDJHV
DQG H[SHULHQFH ,Q D FRQWUDGLFWRU\ ZD\ ZRPHQ¶V OHDUQLQJ SURFHVVHV ± DFTXLULQJ
symbolic knowledge – also limits their experience of reality significantly.
So tacit knowing is a dimension of oppression. Partly because of its substance,
³ZKDW LW NQRZV´ ± LW GHILQHV UHDOLW\ IRU \RX ZKHWKHU \RX DVN IRU LW RU QRW 3DUWO\
because being tacit is one way of not being social, of denying oneself. At the
same time, however, cognitively it sees through oppression, and psychologically/
emotionally it separates the recognition of oppression from oppression itself. Thus
individuals may rid themselves of oppression, know themselves as different from it,
not allowing themselves to de defined by it. At times tacit knowledge just confirms
DVWDWXVTXREXWLWPD\DVZHOOEHFRPHDSRWHQWLDOIRUWKHKHVLWDWLRQWKHVHDUFKDQG
the eventual break-up. Knapp by the way, ventures to define the historical role of
gender research as a doubling of this relation.
The concept of consciousness of everyday life was introduced by Thomas
/HLWKlXVHU   ,W FRPSULVHV D PXWXDO FROOHFWLYH UHFRJQLWLRQ RI LQGLYLGXDO
GHIHQFH ± ³WKDW¶V WKH ZD\ ZH GR LW DURXQG KHUH´ ,WV PHWKRGRORJ\ LV EDVHG XSRQ
a social psychology understanding of group-processes. Where Becker-Schmidt’s
FRQFHSW RI OHDUQLQJ UHIHUV WR WKH OHDUQLQJ LQ HYHU\GD\ OLIH LQWHUDFWLRQ /HLWKlXVHU
develops a historical or epochal concept of learning and blocking of experience. Since
WKH¶LHVLWKDVIRUPHGWKHEDVLVRIDQH[WHQVLYHTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKVWUDWHJ\WKDW
exposes and thematises the individual subjective blockages in the context they arise
IURP /HLWKlXVHU6DOMH9ROPHUJ9ROPHUJ :XWND9ROPHUJ9ROPHUJ 
/HLWKlXVHU 0HWKRGRORJLFDOO\WKHIRFXVLVRQGHYHORSPHQWRIWKHWKHPDWLVHG
group discussion, and later on establishing a study groups based learning activity
in the every-day life of the enterprise, approaching good oldfashioned political
enlightenment and general adult education (Senghaas-Knobloch & Volmerg, 1990;
9ROPHUJ6HQJKDDV.QREORFK /HLWKlXVHU $VLPLODUWKHRUHWLFDOIUDPHZRUN
is characteristic of the research on unemployment and trade-union consciousness by
Christine Morgenroth (1989, 1990).
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The common denominator for these references is the psychoanalytic dimension
in the understanding of subjective learning. Faced with contradictions people will
invariably relate to external stimuli as well as their respective internal resources. The
interplay exposes individual lines of memory – and different degrees of pleasure
or displeasure. Every perception, the key to the outside world, is subjectively
defined, i.e. it is (also) emotional – co-defined by images, imaginations, sensations.
Subjectivity regulates itself, defense is at constant work. It is possible to develop
an awareness of them and a certain degree of management as well. Social learning
is among other things, defined by the capacity to distinguish and manage these
dynamics, as well as by defining your own role.
6R PDQDJLQJ HPRWLRQV UHTXLUHV DQDO\WLFDO WKLQNLQJ Affect and emotion must
collaborate with attention IRU RQO\ WKHQ GR ZH ³WKLQN´ ± DV %HFNHU6FKPLGW
KDV LW ,Q WKDW VHQVH ³WKLQNLQJ´ LV LQWHUZRYHQ ZLWK HPRWLRQV FRQVFLRXVQHVV LV
multidimensional. In the subjective world of the individual all objects in the physical
world possess a certain, particular value, it comprises specific psychic energies that
altogether influence our perception of the immediate every-day world. That is why
we can be annoyed or content – instead of simply registering the world as a matter
of fact. Objects, persons, situations are not just facts or structures, they trigger off
emotion as well. To understand the outside world you must learn to distinguish
movement in your own inner drives or wishes – such as anxiety of being ignored or
let down, aggression, desire – from the objects they attach to, and whose perception
they define.
Becker-Schmidt refers to the well known child in the Danish tale of the emperor’s
QHZFORWKHVWKHFKLOG PRVWRIWHQUHIHUUHGWRDVDER\" ZKRFULHVRXWWKDW³KH¶V
JRW QRWKLQJ RQ KDV KH´ 6XEMHFWLYHO\ OHDUQLQJ LV VOLJKWO\ PRUH FRPSOH[ WKDQ WKH
child’s exposition of the collective taboo, the emperor’s nakedness. Not least in a
OHDUQLQJSHUVSHFWLYHSHUVHDSHUVSHFWLYHRISURJUHVVLRQWKHTXHVWLRQRIWKHJHQHVLV
of psychological defence of individuals arises as a theoretical agenda in its own
right. The dynamic of learning is self-regulatory, so you can never know when an
individual/a woman choses to do something about her situation. The process of
separation from the positive dimensions of ambivalence take on different forms.
7+(81&216&,2865(6285&(62)/($51,1*'<1$0,&62)'5,9(6
/,)(+,6725<25(9(5<'$</,)("7+(,03/,&$7,2162)
%$6,&&21&(376)25 7+(81'(567$1',1*2) 
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So far I have implicitly assumed that the un-conscious plays an important role for the
formation of adult experience. However, the application of psychoanalytic insights
DOZD\VUDLVHTXHVWLRQVDQGGLVDJUHHPHQWVDERXWWKHUHODWLRQEHWZHHQDGXOWHYHU\GD\
life and childhood experiences/life-history. Which dimensions are decisive, which
DUH DW DOO LPSRUWDQW" 7KLV TXHVWLRQ PXVW EH IDFHG EHIRUH DGGUHVVLQJ KRZ PXFK 
learning blockages actually mean in the formation of experience.
37

.:(%(5

By focusing on the concept of ambivalence Becker-Schmidt sets off from classical
psychoanalysis. She picks up the concept from Joseph Breuer, who writes about
conflicting emotions in terms of ambivalence, and about conflicts of will against an
impulse to take action in terms of ambi-tendency (Becker-Schmidt, 1982, 1993). She
adds the concept of inconsistency referring to conflicts that are handled cognitively.
According to her Freud simply takes over Breuer’s concept and defines it in terms
RI³DQHFRQRP\RIWKHGULYHV´ZKLFKLPSOLHVWKDW)UHXGVHHVDPELYDOHQFHDVFR
defined by developmental stages. It is founded in specific stages as a dimension of
WKHDSSURSULDWLRQRIUHDOLW\2QWKHRWKHUKDQGKRZHYHULWLV³MXVWDQRWKHUH[DPSOH´
of the latent conflict between libido and thanatos. Becker-Schmidt, however,
explicitly denounces this (drive-)reductionist understanding – she is concerned with
the relation of ambivalence to external problems: what happens when subjectivity
meets with reality and with contradictions which are also life conditions. For
that reason she refers to Sandor Ferenczi. He held a somewhat higher interest in
WKHVRFLDOFRQWH[WDQGLQWKHHJRWKDQLQWKHHFRQRP\RIGULYHV³DVVXFK´OHWDORQH
the sexual drives. He spells it out directly saying that you can process contradictory
emotions in the interaction with reality. When ambivalences founded in life history
are activated, they lend energy to the present ones, and are processed in the interaction
with present realities.
Morgenroth (1990, p. 49ff) states something similar: She uses the classical
concepts of transference and counter-transference, which – she pragmatically
remarks – constitute most human communication. The nature of human relations
is generally a systematic, trans-individual pattern of countertransference. Social
patterns of communication are at the same time produced by the manifold of human
communications – as regulating them. Some things are articulated, some are not, but
yet another category is what cannot be articulated. It just happens. This explicitly
goes for every-day-life communication, not addressing clinical circumstances. Again
we notice a re-interpretation of psychoanalytic thinking into social psychology. The
patterns of transference are solidly founded in affective psychic dynamics which
co-define action as well as the expression of emotion, also to be noticed in language.
On the social surface you register only some inhibition in individuals’ self-regulated
articulation of needs and wishes – hesitation, silence, interruptions, or the socially
more visible, break up of habits and cultural conventions.
This is not solely a theoretical assumption – it is notably empirical. Figures of
consciousness, modes of opinion, etc. can all be understood in the context of the
textSURGXFHGIRUWKHSXUSRVH%RWK/HLWKlXVHUHWDODQG0RUJHQURWKEDVHGWKHLU
theorizing on interpretations of interview texts. The concept of language game forms
the framework for understanding, inspired by Lorenzer (1970). Becker-Schmidt
PDNHVFXUUHQWXVHRITXRWDWLRQVWRLOOXVWUDWHKHUSRLQW %HFNHU6FKPLGW .QDSS
1985, 1987b; Becker-Schmidt, 1982b; Becker-Schmidt, Knapp, & Schmidt, 1984).
+HUUHIHUHQFHLVDTXLWHJHQHUDOSV\FKRDQDO\WLFRQH±ZKLFKLQFLGHQWDOO\DQQR\V
Alheit and Dausien (1985, p. 33) as they consider it a most basic limitation in the
theoretical basis. Terminology-wise Becker-Schmidt’s differentiation between
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inconsistency, ambi-tendency and ambivalence approaches a more traditional
disciplinary view of the psyche as composed by cognition, personality and emotion –
it does, however well reflect the scope of action available to the individual in a
society defined by division of labour, thus representing some subjective reality.
The differentiation is a culturally functional fact, which is why it is theorized as
a critical point: The concept of ambivalence must be seen as conceptualizing an
actively appropriated and subjective dynamic structure, produced in inter-action
with reality – and its contradictions, e.g. those between work-life and family-life
as well as contradictions within each (Becker-Schmidt, 1982a). The theoretical
distinction between cognitive and motivational structures also reflects the working
women’s situation, divided as it stands – be it more or less action-oriented, more or
less reflected. This is well documented in her work over the years (Becker-Schmidt
et al., 1984). Her concept of social learning and her later revision of it into more of a
VRFLDOSV\FKRORJLFDOPDQQHUUHLQWURGXFLQJ)UHXG¶VFRQFHSWRI³1DFKWUlJOLFKNHLW´
(deferred action) to understand life history and biographies underlines that she
employs these inspirations to develop a social psychology (Becker-Schmidt, 1991,
1993a, 1994).
In spite of similarities in the interpretational approach between Becker-Schmidt,
/HLWKlXVHUDQG0RUJHQURWKWKHLULGHDVRIWKHQDWXUHRIWKH³GDPDJHV´RIWKHFDSDFLW\
WRH[SHULHQFHQRWOHDVWKRZVHULRXVWKH\VKRXOGEHFRQVLGHUHGRUKRZ³GHHS´WKH\DUH
GLIIHU/HLWKlXVHUHWDO  WHQGWRDVVXPHWKDWLQWHUDFWLRQLQWKHVRFLDOVLWXDWLRQ
LQLWVHOISURGXFHVWKH³XQFRQVFLRXVVFHQHV´±WKHSV\FKRORJLFDOLPSDFWWKDWPD\RU
PD\QRWEHUHOHYDQWWRWKHVSHFLILFVRFLDOUHDOLW\LWLVHPEHGGHGLQRUZKLFKLWLV´MXVW
DERXW´ 7KH\ KHUHE\ DVVXPH WKDW SUHVHQW GD\ LQWHUDFWLRQ PD\ DFWLYDWH DV ZHOO DV
complement defences. The very situation activates common psychological conflicts
ZKLFKLVVXEMHFWLYHO\VXSSRUWLQJDQGPD\KHOS³WKHPDWLVLQJ´±LHUHFRJQL]LQJWKH
conflict and building a relevant experience of it. The potential experience – making a
WKHPHRILW³WKHPDWLVLQJ´±DULVHVQRWDORQHIURPWKH³RXWRIWKHEOXH´XQFRQVFLRXV
of the individual. It arises gradually in the very process of social experience.
Up against this Morgenroth denounces any text-analysis not founded in a broad
understanding of individual life experience, which according to her is what actually
lends its energies to any social inter-action. Even in groups – and maybe not least
in groups – individuals can only contribute bits and pieces from what they have
learned, from what they know. Experience may well be, and it most often is, inarticulate (language-wise) – but it still rules. Accepting the importance of a life
history dimension in the formation of experience does not permit or imply any
VRUWRI³VXUSOXV´SURGXFWLRQRIPHDQLQJ±JURXSG\QDPLFVRURWKHUZLVH,QWKHODVW
DQDO\VLVFRPPRQSV\FKRORJLFDOILJXUHVOLNH³UHJUHVVLRQ´ZRXOGQHYHUKDYHEHFRPH
within any reach of understanding if the group or the situation per se, set the frame
RIXQGHUVWDQGLQJ:KLFKDVVKHVHHVLWLVWKHFDVHZLWK/HLWKlXVHUHWDO$SSO\LQJ
Wilfred Bion’s (1961) concepts enables an understanding of how the communication
LQ³EDVLFDVVXPSWLRQJURXSV´LVVWUXFWXUHGE\XQFRQVFLRXVG\QDPLFVPRUHRUOHVV
independent of the explicit agenda of the group or its rational background. Following
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Bion the justification for using the group as a therapeutic space in point that a
transaction between unconscious psychodynamic agendas and the rational reality
may take place. The characteristics of groups in this analysis emerges from the
interplay between individual dispositions brought in from elsewhere, and the group
process enables changes in this interplay (Bion, 1961; Morgenroth, 1990, p. 42).
Similarly with Becker-Schmidt, Bion sees the influence of unconscious dynamics as
inhibitions for learning and experience building, but the cultural content of the social
interaction in which these dynamics are activated are having much less attention.
The point from classical psychoanalysis is that group processes cannot be
understood as merely everyday life practices. They are decisively drawing on infantile
psychic fixations which are then mirrored into the group. Morgenroth’s analyses of
the life world of unemployed people are e.g. not illuminating the substance matter
that group discussions deal with, but how the group members deal with them, how
WKH\ VHH WKHPVHOYHV LQ UHODWLRQ WR WKH JURXS DQG ZKLFK FRQVHTXHQFHV LW KDV IRU
WKHLU VHOIXQGHUVWDQGLQJ ,Q /HLWKlXVHU HW DO¶V DQDO\VHV HYHU\GD\ OLIH IDFWRU\ ZRUN
reproduces itself in an specific level of collective psychic defence in groups at each
level of the workplace hierarchy. This reveals defences, but at the same time they
are analyzed as specific defences in relation to specific work conditions (Volmerg
et al., 1986).
The different theoretical weighting of life history vs. situational influences in
the experience building which is a recurrent theme in theorizing consciousness,
including education discussions, are depending on different psychoanalytic
LQVSLUDWLRQV /HLWKlXVHU HW DO DUH FORVHU WR /RUHQ]HU HPSKDVL]LQJ WKH JURXS DQG
the social interaction. Morgenroth and Becker-Schmidt are closer to Freud and
emphasize the individual: But Becker-Schmidt rather than a clinical interest applies
a direct political perspective on her material, investigating why and how people
(here: women) act or do not act. In Becker-Schmidt’s perspective: learn and act on
their contradictory life conditions.
,P\RZQZRUNWKHHYHU\GD\OLIHDQGVRFLDOSV\FKRORJ\DSSURDFKHVRI/HLWKlXVHU
et al has proven to be most useful. On the one hand I find the psychoanalytical
IRXQGDWLRQXQLTXHDQGQHFHVVDU\EXWLQWKHILHOGRILQYHVWLJDWLRQOHDUQLQJSURFHVVHV
and more generally growth of human autonomy, is always mediated by a social
environment and a relation to culturally defined contents. In education and teaching
is may be intentionally constructed environment but the point also holds for learning
in other social situations in which agency is necessary, and in which experience
depends on the interplay between individual psychodynamics and a social and
culturally determined context. Becker-Schmidt’s explicit positioning of the concept
of ambivalence in a social psychology context enables a theoretically sophisticated
analysis which comprises individual psychodynamic structures, the interplay of
these dynamics in groups, and the social practice in its necessary relation to social
reality.
These theoretical considerations have been developed in conjunction with
empirical analysis of a number of trade union and work related issues, focused on
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education and learning. Although we have in these analyses we have in some cases
worked with in-depth hermeneutic interpretations drawing on an understanding of
drives as well as referring to the impact of childhood experience, they have not been
SUHYDLOLQJDQG,IROORZ%HFNHU6FKPLGWLQKHULGHDRI³OLEHUDWLQJ´SV\FKRORJLFDO
DQDO\VLVIURPD³GULYHRULHQWHG´DSSURDFK6XFKDQDSSURDFKLVYDOLGEXWQRWWKH
only central dimension of experience, and may sometimes shadow over other
dimensions. Besides, my focus on education and the according nature of the texts
produced determines that they cannot always be fully opened in all dimensions – and
certainly not by me.
However: When the psychoanalytic concepts are liberated from their drive-oriented
tradition, the concept of psychological ambivalence is opened to understanding the
UHODWLRQWRFRQWUDGLFWLRQVLQWKHVRFLDOZRUOG6RWKHFRQFHSWRI³1DFKWUlJOLFKNHLW´
(deferred action) (Ferenczi, 1972b) can be seen as the psychological operation that
rearticulates experience, impressions and remembrance – at a later stage in life and
RQWKHEDVLVRIQHZH[SHULHQFH,QWKHUHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ³DQFLHQWH[SHULHQFH´JDLQVD
new significance, indeed they are simply activated: they re-appear at a conscious level
HQDEOHG E\ QHZ UHODWHG H[SHULHQFH %HFNHU6FKPLGW VWUHVVHV WKDW WKH ³OLEHUDWLRQ´
from the dynamics of the drives does not imply any kind of secondary rationalization
let alone harmonizing of life historical ambivalences. On the contrary: individual –
adult or elderly – experience is a pre-condition for successful integration of previous
experiences (Becker-Schmidt, 1991, p. 167). If people get stuck with fixations from
precious life it may rather be because their life courses in all their complexity have
SUHYHQWHGDFRQVFLRXVDSSURDFKWRUHWURVSHFWLYHVXEMHFWLYHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI³\RXU
RZQ OLIH´ 7KLV LV SDUWLFXODUO\ WUXH IRU ZRPHQ EHFDXVH WKH JHQGHUHG H[SHULHQFH
especially when un-pleasant or even nasty, are culturally depicted as any other sort
of difficulty: a woman may think that it’s all about her class, or her race, or her
generation. Even with successful women at university such assumptions prevail! It
is difficult – even for privileged groups, and maybe in a specific, complex manner
± WR DFNQRZOHGJH WKH ³WULDGLF WUDFHV RI WKH YHU\ GHILQLWLRQ RI JHQGHU  LGHQWLW\´
difference, specificity and low self-esteem – because gender is a central dimension
of identity and social roles difficult to get at reading distance. It is possible to see
RQHVHOIDVDKLVWRULFDO³SURGXFW´LQDOPRVWDQ\RWKHUGLPHQVLRQWKDQWKDWRIJHQGHU±
the (non-)problem is generally seen as an individual one.
7+(5+<7+02)(;3(5,(1&(5($/,7<(;3(5,0(176$1'6(3$5$7,21

Theorizing social learning within a theoretical discourse of experience we emphasize
the embedding in social practice – and hence relation to historical and currently
FKDQJLQJ VRFLDO UHDOLW\ 6DOOLQJ 2OHVHQ  S II  &KDQJH KRZHYHU UHTXLUHV
subjective engagement, so the mediating concept could well be the psychoanalytic
FRQFHSWVRIWHVWLQJUHDOLW\³5HDOLWlWVSUREH´,WUHIHUVWRWKHIDFWWKDWLQRUGHUWRGHDO
effectively with reality, reality must be subjectively differentiated and appropriated.
Thus social learning can be defined as an ever expanding capacity to test and deal
41

.:(%(5

with reality, as an understanding of your own inner life world in an interplay with
external conditions. You must learn to distinguish between your own experience of
reality and outer world reality and to never under-estimate the mutual tension.
So social learning comprises two dimensions (Becker-Schmidt, 1987a): The ego
must recognize its inner reality as levels of phantasies, imaginations, tensions of
drives, and defence mechanisms, all potentially relevant for agency. Some are not
conscious and many remain unconscious. At the same time the ego must grasp outer
reality as objective and goes beyond individual control – and is not fully transparent.
Inner and outer dimensions interact, and the process is a confrontation of power and
conflicts, also when not registered consciously. Conflicts are mostly not enacted
but are kept socially invisible, i.e. in culturally tacit knowledge. The social and
material world seem to obey a causal logic and to adapt to rational human action, be
it pragmatic, striving for survival … it seems to be under the control of the rational
subject. However, the subjective perception of reality is permeated by emotion
and phantasy, and the psychological process that precedes agency is much more
complex. Thematizing the complexity and contradictions of emotional and cognitive
truths is a precondition for social learning, a dynamic process driven by emotion and
cognition, reference to and appropriation of reality. You learn when consciousness
LV DFWLYDWHG EHFRPHV DZDUH RI LWV SHUFHSWLRQV VDQG VXEVHTXHQWO\ GHDOV ZLWK WKHLU
direction and interest. In that sense thinking is developed when you reflect how you
³IHHODERXWLW´
In further detail Becker-Schmidt describes thinking and learning as chains of
tentative imaginative agency – indeed you could say that experience is built up by
series of such tentative imaginations – striving to determine whether you prefer the
well-known to the un-known. Strategies for the future are developed on the basis
RI H[SHULHQFH 7KH SRLQW LV VLPLODU WR WKH ³WKHPHKRUL]RQ´ILJXUH LQ /HLWKlXVHU¶V
theory of the consciousness of everyday life, in which horizon defines the scope
RISRWHQWLDOH[SHULHQFHDQGWKHPHLVGLUHFWLQJDWWHQWLRQZLWKLQLW5HDOLW\LVZLGHO\
SHUFHLYHG LQ WHUPV RI PRUH RU OHVV DGHTXDWH WUDQVIHUHQFH DQG LQ /HLWKlXVHU¶V
critical presentation the psyche/consciousness of every-day life is relentlessly and
V\VWHPDWLFDOO\VHHQDVFRPIRUWDEOHOD]\RUDWEHVWSUDJPDWLF´5HGXFWLRQ´LVLQGHHG
DFHQWUDOVXEFDWHJRU\RIDQ³RQWRORJLFDOV\QGURPH´WKHFRQVFLRXVQHVVRIHYHU\
day life with its lack of capacity to recognize the genesis of things perceived, let
alone their potential for change. The point is that the practical, reality-oriented
functions of cognitive reduction (such as managing complexity, doing one thing at
a time, etc.) is corrupted by defence mechanisms that permeates perception itself –
in all dimensions. It infiltrates the experience of time, the perception of space, the
FRJQLWLYH RUJDQL]DWLRQ $FFRUGLQJ WR /HLWKlXVHU HW DO WKH IXQGDPHQWDO KLVWRULFDO
reason for the loss of memory and the lack of future orientation lies in outer reality,
in the development physical and psychological condensation of time of everyday
life in confrontation with various standing offers from culture and media as far as
GHILQLQJ\RXUOLIHKLVWRU\LVFRQFHUQHG6XFKDFRQGHQVDWLRQOLHVEHKLQGWKH³QRUPDO
SDWKRORJ\´ZKLOHWKHQDUURZLQJRISK\VLFDODQGSV\FKRORJLFDOVSDFHLQHYHU\GD\
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life is more important for the development of patterns that are directly pathological:
individual break-down and collective neuroses. Both are confronted with subjective
and objective shifts of horizon that cause either the common – reductive – pragmatic
orientation or, indeed, the other way around: learning, experience. The latter demands
that some energy has been set free …
It is actually a point with Becker-Schmidt that the psyche does not want to
EH H[KDXVWHG 6KH UHIHUV WR %HUQIHOG¶V WHUP RI LWV ³FRQVHUYDWLVP´ &XULRVLW\ LV D
challenge to this specific characteristic of the psyche: It takes energy to approach
VRPHWKLQJWKDW\RXGRQRWNQRZRI&RQVHTXHQWO\RYHUFRPLQJWKLVPXVWEHJUDGXDO
taking subjectively suitably measured steps when appropriating new land, indeed a
³WHQWDWLYH LPDJLQDWLYH DFWLRQ´<RX WU\ RXW \RXUVHOI DJDLQVW WKLV XQNQRZQ UHDOLW\
and carefully you assess its nature. It is structurally like a research-process – and the
very idea that research as such is inter-woven with and doubles common strategies
of thinking is in accordance with Freud – and by the way generally acknowledged in
developmental psychology in all schools of the discipline – e.g. Bruner, e.g. Piaget.
Thinking cannot be understood out of context, without considering what it is about.
Thinking develops/expands when the psyche carefully and gradually activates the
senses and the general attention, approaches and then again withdraws from the
QHZUHDOLW\:KDWLQHGXFDWLRQZHDGGUHVVDV³WKLQNLQJ´LVWKXVLQLWVHOIDG\QDPLF
inter-play of affective reactions, handling the irritation of the yet un-known, and
renewed reflection – enabling a gradual accept of a new (aspect of) reality. Ziehe
and Stubenrauch (1982, p. 101) refer to such a progression – and, respectively,
regression – as a rhythm of learning to the infant’s fear of dedication and separation
respectively – each navigating principles of security versus risk. Thus experience
and learning presuppose framework where progression and regression may alternate
in a self-regulated way:
What we emphasize is the capacity to live through both poles of extremes:
the utter dedication and the utter alienation. It is about a decisive shift of
balance towards one of the poles, a temporary excess without losing neither
the connection back nor the possibility of returning to the other pole. (1982,
p. 104, author’s translation)
,IVXFFHVVIXOWKHHJRZLOODFFHSWXQSOHDVDQWQHVVDQGQRWQHHGWRVXSSUHVVLW5HDOLW\
is accepted as you distinguish yourself from the process – and the various elements in
it – for finally re-possessing the world. Comparing your inner images with the images
of the outside world, you accept that they differ. The comparison and the recognition
of the discrepancy is painful because it comprises a confrontation between wishes
and reality. On the other hand, however, ridding yourself of illusions is liberating.
Emotions tied to the illusion can be dealt with, trigger off new emotional energy, that
is not just re-distributed – finding new objects – but actually transformed, change
TXDOLWDWLYHO\7KHZRUOGLVSHUFHLYHGDQHZDQGDVZHDUHWDONLQJDERXWVXEMHFWLYH
reality we may sum up: The world IS new, it is re-born.
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Alfred Lorenzer, in his theory of socialization, also thematizes the process, e.g.
XVLQJWKHFULWLFDOFRQFHSWVRIFOLFKpDQGIRUPDWLRQRIV\PEROVZKLFKDUHSDUWLFXODUO\
relevant for interpretation methodology (Olesen & Weber, 2012; Salling Olesen,
  +RZHYHU DGGUHVVLQJ ³OHDUQLQJ´ /RUHQ]HU DSSOLHV WKH :LQQLFRWW FRQFHSW
³WUDQVLWLRQDO REMHFW´ 'DYLV  :DOOEULGJH  :LQQLFRWW   WR WKURZ OLJKW
on the adult learner. Transitional objects may be an artefact, a situation, sensorysymbolic inter-action forms. On the surface you deal with them un-problematically
but at the same time, all along the pragmatic communication of every-day life,
they establish connections to un-conscious, suppressed meaning. This meaning is
dealt with automatically, the sub-conscious and un-manageable finds a format that
can be integrated into everyday life communication, creating the material basis for
its becoming conscious and integrated, object of psychodynamic regulation. Theclassical psychoanalytical references are of course dreaming and playing. It is
implied in Lorenzers thinking that current social conventions in a similar manner
can work organizing on the entire psychological household, individually as well
DVFROOHFWLYHO\7KLVLVKRZKHIRXQGVKLV³SV\FKRDQDO\WLFVRFLDOSV\FKRORJ\´$W
the same time cultural expressions define, regulate and manipulate psychological
dispositions – as do the physical spaces of every-day life, as does the media, art
and culture in the broadest sense. It is all about transitional objects when every-day
life runs smoothly – but there is something dangerous inside it … This version of
a fundamental psychoanalytic inspiration which also allows Becker-Schmidt to go
beyond the perspective of the clinic – is basically enabled by Lorenzer’s theoretical
development of a psychoanalytic analysis of culture, what he called in-depth
hermeneutics (Lorenzer, 1970; Lorenzer & König, 1986; Olesen & Weber, 2012).
Lorenzer’s concepts – of the linguistic articulation of sensory experience and
RI GHVWUXFWLRQ RI V\PEROV LQWR VLJQV RU FOLFKpV ± DUH LQWHJUDWHG LQ WKH FRQFHSW RI
consciousness of everyday life. In terms of the latter the psychological process
we here refer to as social learning is the step from dependency, from defensive
mechanisms of transference within individual schemata of theme and horizon – to
WKHPDWL]DWLRQ /HLWKlXVHUSS± <RXFDQORRNDWLQGLYLGXDOOHDUQLQJ
as well as group communication in this manner, and the mode of analysis grasps
well the role of the unconscious in the life of organizations (Lyth, 1988). The
overcoming of dependency, the separation, is described by a somewhat macabre
image, sequestration, a self-mutilation like an animal gnawing itself out of a trap by
VSOLWWLQJRIIDZRXQGHGOLPE,WLVWKHUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHQHFHVVLW\RIVHTXHVWUDWLRQ
the recognition of ambivalence, through a detour around the double negation (It is
not true that it does not hurt) that enables the appropriation of reality.
The hypothesis, or maybe rather the hope, might be that the recognition of
ambivalence develops the capacity to deal with conflict and that it will furthermore
be a spark to ignite the will to re-orientate. The spark may enlighten something
different, trigger off a positive anticipation, imagining something better. How does
this motivation for change at all arise?
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It is a complex process. Becker-Schmidt refers to a classic case in developmental
psychology, whose structure she ventures to generalize (Becker-Schmidt, 1987,
S ,WLVDERXW56SLW]¶H[SHULPHQWZLWKFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFH RIWR\V :KHQ
a child loses a toy he/she is paralysed and momentarily not able to act. Sometime
however, the love for the lost object returns and gradually it expands, gets larger
than the bother of the trouble it will take to recover it. This, we may assume, is when
the child stops crying and begins to look around. The inner image of the toy is not
sufficient stimulation for action, it is pre-conscious and can only become exposed
if it is emotionally occupied. The child must anticipate a connection between the
image and reality. It compares well with an electrical impulse made useful in
interaction with a slice of reality needing energy. The libidinous drive (needing to
be near, approaching an object) is de-sexualized, the aggressive attachment (the
LPSXOVH WR JUDVS WR GHVWUR\ WR OLTXLGDWH  QHXWUDOL]HG DQG WKH HPRWLRQDO HQHUJLHV
are transformed into construction, creativity. Spitz claims that drives are so undifferentiated in the infant that it does not master any proper libidinous material. It
does not suffice that the child has learned to combine the image of the object with
the object itself – i.e. that it perceives the relation between language and reality
correctly. For cognitive and affective processes respectively obey different orders
of development and they must be synchronized before the child can develop a sense
RIUHDOLW\$FHUWDLQDPRXQWRIWROHUDQFHRIOHWWLQJJRDQGORVHLVUHTXLUHGDVZHOODV
some capacity for imagination and future orientation.
With this in mind the classical experiment, also discussed by Freud and Piaget,
about hiding a toy under a pillow deals with the need for the child to distinguish
between the image of the object and the object itself – as well as distributing positive
DQGQHJDWLYHLPSXOVHVDGHTXDWHO\DQGHQGXUHWKHDEVHQFHRIWKHWR\ZKLOHDZDUH
of the future gratification. Such capacity to uphold different and contradictory
engagements to the same image (in Becker-Schmidt’s terminology: tolerance of
ambiguity) is the precondition of the child being able to solve the complex task.
The point of the experiment in a Piaget’ian sense is a matter of object permanence,
but in this context the point is that the child may also recognize that the world is
not just good or bad, white or black, but comprises many shades. A central point in
developmental psychology, here used to expose similar structures and dimensions
in experience building processes in adult life. Complexity itself certainly calls for
humility. But it also offers a possibility of grasping the variety and the manifold
differences that constitute learning blockages and resistance in adults.
So I have defined levels of psychodynamic pre-conditions and reasons in that
particular field of formation of experience that has to do with the capacity for
subjective change and future-orientation – for hope. The correspondence between
thinking and emotional separation is no absolute thing, above history let alone a
general human condition. It is enabled by – and indeed becomes necessary – while
inner conflicts and societal antagonism interact in ambiguous constellations. For
instance this is what happens when at times the individual (woman) find it hard
to believe in the legitimacy of her wishes: Does she perform a legitimate protest
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against an un-willing resignation – or is she simply not able to face that illusions are
LOOXVLRQV"7KLVTXHVWLRQLVDQVZHUHGWLPHDQGWLPHDJDLQE\DQ\QXPEHURIFRQVFLRXV
minds – minds in constant development.
AMBIVALENCE AND DOUBLE DENIAL

Departing from women’s every-day lives, in social reality, the outer contradictions,
the changes of time, space and function that constitute the reality scene that give rise
to ambivalence, are easily identifiable. It is simply a woman’s modern every-day
life, double work and double attachments of domestic work and wage labour. On a
general, abstract level you may see it as a confrontation between societal and naturegiven, historical dependencies in various complex combinations – specifically
DQG LQGLYLGXDOO\ DERXW PRWKHUKRRG DQG ZDJH ODERXU 1RW MXVW D ³FKRLFH´ EXW D
social destiny with a double bind as a psychological effect. Social contradictions
hit women’s psychological resources in a cruelly direct manner: On the one hand
³ZRPHQ´ DSSHDU WR VHFXUH D PLQLPXP RI H[LVWHQWLDO KXPDQ FRPPXQLFDWLRQ 2Q
the other hand through experience of separation, doubled over and over in life
history, women are systematically socialized into abstaining. To pin point it: In our
culture women are socialized as different, particular, and of a lower value – which
is why women must time and time again give up themselves to enter into passable
VRFLDOUROHV5HDOLW\LWVHOISURGXFHVDPELYDOHQFH7KLVLVZK\)HUHQF]L¶VFRQFHSWRI
DIILUPDWLRQRIXQSOHDVXUH ³8QOXVWEHMDKXQJ´ LVSDUWLFXODUO\UHOHYDQW±FRPSULVLQJ
the drives, but more oriented towards social reality. On the other hand adult women’s
experience can hardly be grasped without accepting that social contradictions are
mediated in infantile or childhood experience. The fundamental structure of the
drives is still co-determining the process (cf. above).
:RPHQ¶V ³GRXEOH VRFLHWDOL]DWLRQ´ LV UHDO &RQWUDGLFWLRQV LQ IHPDOH HYHU\
GD\OLIHDQGOLIHKLVWRU\WKHFRPSOH[LW\DQGVSHFLDO³QDWXUH´DUHURRWHGKHUH7R
day women’s every-day lives comprise private as well as professional contexts
(Becker-Schmidt, 1982b; Becker-Schmidt & Knapp, 1987a; Knapp, 1990).
³6RWKH\PXVWQRWRQO\DQVZHUWRFRQWUDGLFWRU\GHPDQGVRIWKHVSKHUHVRIIDPLO\
and work life. There are more potential conflicts. For both central fields of women’s
OLYHV DUH LQ WKHPVHOYHV FRQWUDGLFWRU\´ %HFNHU6FKPLGW E S  DXWKRU¶V
translation).
Accordingly the experience of reality is packed up and stored behind complex
patterns of psychological reaction – in psychoanalysis known as neurotic ones. If,
however, you focus on the learning potential, you may observe that the sensory
experience of reality – the very substance of political experience – is a precondition
for learning and must be un-packed in the process. One level is to simply state, to
name the contradictions, the next is to trace them emotionally. As pointed out these
two dimensions presuppose each other.
In a comment to a Danish translation of Freud’s Das Unheimliche, Visholm (1998)
refers the point of retrieving the earlier well-known, but now repressed, directly to
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Freud. He moans that it never occurred to Father Freud him-self to establish a societal
perspective on the set of problems. Visholm discusses the psychological category of
the uncomfortable (das Unheimliche, literally un-homely). He further claims that
sociological and historical analyses of home – and homeliness – establishes a solid
material basis for understanding what makes something un-homely, creepy – the
development of neurosis – and the other way around, its eventual dissolution.
-XVWDV\RXFDQGLVVROYHDSDUDGR[WKDWDVFULEHVFRQWUDGLFWRU\TXDOLWLHVWRWKH
same object by dissolving it in time, you can dissolve it by separating it in
terms of space or persons. (Ibid., author’s translation)
So where Becker-Schmidt uses of the concept of deferred action to transgress and
expand her analysis of women’s everyday lives, Visholm as a psychologist must –
OLNH/HLWKlXVHUDQG0RUJHQURWK±SXWKLVDWWHQWLRQWR)UHXG¶VLGHDVRIFRQWLQXLW\LQ
psychological reactions throughout the life history, that may also be applied on a
horizontal cross section of everyday life.
Freud’s point is that faced with meaningless ideas and futile activities you must
trace the – long gone? – situation where the ideas were well motivated and the activities
had a purpose. I.e. liberate a historical insight from its current re-interpretations and
³WDNHLWEDFNZKHUHLWEHORQJHG´$VIRUZRPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHWKHSURFHVVLVREYLRXVO\
doubled along with critical events in the life course: Motherhood and wage-labour
each in their own way sustain women’s capacity to endure and integrate – both
spaces provide pleasure and dis-pleasure – in the general social spheres of work and
family-life/motherhood respectively. Both spheres offer pleasure and displeasure.
Within the culturally prevalent images of femininity as well as in the individual
ZRPDQ¶V VHOILGHQWLW\ WKH GLPHQVLRQ RI SOHDVXUH LV SUHYDOHQW ³:H ZDQW LW DOO´ ±
or an existential and political choice is imminent (as in recent debate of potential
autonomous motherhood vs. dependency on a husband).
:RPHQRIWKHPLGDJHJHQHUDWLRQDQGPD\EHDOVRWKH\RXQJHURQHV³SXWXSZLWK
TXLWHDORW´ FI1LHOVHQ 5XGEHUJ3URNRS 7KHUHDUHJHQHUDWLRQDO
variations of women’s subjectivity, caused by different conditions of socialization.
However, the conflict between needing autonomy and identity respectively,
appears constant. The capacity to endure this is founded in the separation of actual
experience including the according reaction from – stirring of – the silent knowledge
and phantasies. Learning needs to build on an un-raveling of this process. Again
%HFNHU6FKPLGWWDNHVXSDFRQFHSWIURP)HUHQF]LQDPHO\WKH³DFFHSWDQFHRIXQ
OXVWGLVSOHDVXUH´ ,W LV DERXW H[SHULHQFLQJ GLVSOHDVXUH GHQ\LQJ LW DQG LQWHJUDWLQJ
it – in order to later re-trace displeasure through denial of the denial, i.e. to locate
experience and sensation in their own time and space, in every-day life as well as
in life history – whereby their subjective meaning is made relative, and energy
is set free. It is by meeting up with the objective, societal framework around the
psychological ambivalence, that the so-called tolerance of ambivalence is established
and a realistic orientation towards the future becomes possible.
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Affirming the un-pleasure (die Unlustbejahung) is, according to Ferenczi, a
specific human perception of social circumstances in a diff way from psych– a
capacity of distinguishing between social and psychological circumstance. If drives,
e.g. sexual drives, are not met people will normally suppress the wish that provokes
the frustration, i.e. suppress the un-pleasant situation it-self. However, what takes
place here is an active acceptance of un-pleasure – the problem(a phenomenon) that
has been stated in different ways by Becker-Schmidt and by Negt and Kluge (1972)
as well as by the women we interviewed in our empirical research in Danish trade
unions.
Freud (1943) defined denial as a transitional phase from ignoring and recognizing
UHDOLW\+LVFODVVLFDOH[DPSOHLVWKDWRIVLEOLQJULYDOU\IURP³,DPQRWMHDORXV´WR
³LWLVQRWWUXHWKDW,DPQRWMHDORXV´7KHH[DPSOHGHPRQVWUDWHVWKDWUHFRJQLWLRQRI
displeasure must go through two denials in order to become subjectively true. Firstly
un-pleasure must be faced, and then suppression (or the attempt at suppression) must
be suspended. Denial must be denied – or negation negated.
Adult people master that, particularly so in the therapeutic space. Ferenczi points
to the double negation taking place in those phases of analysis where transference is
predominant: That is when ambivalence is recognized because transference yields
³FRPIRUW´RUUHOHDVH7KHFOLQLFDOSRLQWEHLQJWKDWRQO\LIWKHSULQFLSOHRIUHDOLW\LV
VWDELOL]HGLQVXEMHFWLYHH[SHULHQFH±WDNLQJRYHUWKHIXQFWLRQRI³FRPIRUW´±ZLOOWKH
analysis succeed. If you stay in the identification with the analyst, in the transference,
\RXZLOOUHJUHVVLQWRGHQLDOLHGHQLDORIWKHGHQLDO UHSUHVVLRQ,IWKHDQDO\VLVLV
successful the reward is liberation from guilt and repetitions. The positive outcome,
the recognition of the reality of un-pleasure can only be achieved through the double
negation.
According to Ferenczi reality is at first denied because it is un-pleasant. It is
attributed a negative pre-fix! That this is possible is in itself based on an important
step in the development of the child – when play and its symbolic dealing with
reality and un-pleasure was no longer sufficient. Denial does not imply that you
make something non-existent. Un-pleasure – and what’s causing it – is the substance
of denial, its raison d’être. All present consideration of experience, drawing on
psychoanalysis, builds on what Ferenzci explicates: Pursuing experience leads to
UHDOLW\,I\RXIDFHXQSOHDVXUHLWEHFRPHVWKHPRWRUEHKLQG³H[SHULHQFH´EHLQJD
political and critical category – cf. the general perspective of critical theory, that
FULWLTXHLVDPRGHRIWKLQNLQJDPRGHRIH[LVWHQFH
In the first place the sense of reality is provoked by the real world not simply
\LHOGLQJWRLQGLYLGXDOZLOO,WUHTXLUHVIDFLQJLQIDQWLOHVHQVDWLRQRIRPQLSRWHQFH7KLV
comes in different forms – symbolic, gestic, physical – in the infantile imagination,
and facing it yields varying degrees of frustration or satisfaction. Typically you adapt
to the circumstances where satisfaction is met. The real actors stand out from the
FRQWH[WHJ³PRWKHU´FKDQJHVIURPDSV\FKLFLPDJHDVVRFLDWHGZLWKVDWLVIDFWLRQRI
needs and drives, to a real existing person also negatively connotated – e.g. reacting
to other phenomena in the world than the child him/herself (Lorenzer, 1970). The
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child has to look for a de-tour to its fulfilment of wishes, because the direct route
is infected with un-pleasure. However, exactly as the direct, un-pleasurable route
the de-tour goes through anger, rage, aggression and fear – as well as through love
for the caring adult. Different emotions are experienced in relation to different
aspects of the situation, at different times and also under different circumstances. All
this experience – out of its original time and place as it is – must be co-ordinated.
Abstaining from and thriving on the world are two aspects of the person – who, at
the same time, remains him/herself. That is not so easy.
Also in adult learning you can trace how conflict-ridden and dramatic it is to
cope with contradictory emotions. They may be sexually, erotically tinted because
of their relation to early objects of desire. Often emotions turn into their opposites,
causing confusion and guilt. Destructive emotions may turn autonomous and direct
themselves against the very person originally meant to receive the positive emotions.
When a target of desire is at the same time desired and feared most likely one of these
emotional poles will be repressed. In any case the object must be protected from the
destructive impulses These in turn can only be integrated if the autonomy of the
individual is respected, and if the positive gains prohibit their growing autonomous
(the destructive impulses).
So where individuals gain status of object, ambivalence signifies the current
presence of contradictory efforts and emotions – e.g. love and hatred. As the drives
are developed through their various stages, the contradictory emotions can be
distinguished – but then blur under new conditions. This may be the explanation of
women’s statistical over-representation in the diagnoses of severe psychic diseases.
In this context, however, the ordinary learning processes of ordinary women are in
focus – and so the development of the drives as such gets less attention than their
social circumstances.
As an outset Ferenczi focuses on emotional conflict founded in the early motherchild relation. What is of interest here is especially the learning processes that
serve self-preservation (ego-drives), rather than psychosexual development as
such. This is why his concepts of accepting un-pleasure fall within the discourse
on women’s experience in the complex outer world of every-day life. While the
principle of desire operates at an un-conscious level and seeks immediate reduction
of tension and wish-fulfilment, the principle of reality will detect the situations in the
immediate outer world that does actually satisfy these. Like Freud, Ferenzci assumes
that the sexual drives are more subject to the principle of desire than they are to the
HJRGULYHVVHOISUHVHUYDWLRQ7KHODWWHULVHDVLHU³HGXFDWHG´DVLWDOORZVLWVHOIWREH
governed by the principle of reality. The ego is closer to reality, it is more dependent
on it than have either the ego-managed or the un-conscious sexuality. In the psychoanalytic frame of understanding – which is in itself not a subject for discussion
here – this has a double cause: One is that sexuality is less dependent on reality (it
can be satisfied auto-erotically), another is that it lies suppressed during the entire
period of latency – and so it simply does not enter into contact with reality. It is thus
a central point, borrowed from Ferenzci, that a sense of reality arises from seeking
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pleasure and avoidance of un-pleasure respectively – a point that strongly supports
the social dimension of the concept.
As discussed above, though on a broader scale, the preconditions of experience
are present in situations where firstly you are not powerless, and so potentially
disposed for identification with an aggressor, secondly you are challenged in a
combination of sensation/analysis, facts/intellect, comfort and safety/emotionality.
Ferenzci’s concepts grasp exactly the psychodynamic dimension of the basic precondition of experience. The concept of experience is defined as an analogy of
the test of reality – survival. The basic example is hunger – hunger being the most
fundamental expression of self-preservation. It cannot be satisfied by imagination.
)HUHQF]LVLPSO\KDVLWWKDWIRULQVWDQFH³HQMR\LQJ\RXUIRRG´ZRXOGEHLPSRVVLEOH
if food were always and unlimitedly available. Desire is a product of experiencing
needs, of lacking and missing something. The positive experience of social, material
UHDOLW\PXVWEHDSSURSULDWHGWKURXJKQHJDWLRQ³$UHDOLW\WKDWGRHVQRWFRQIOLFWZLWK
KXPDQZLVKHVRUQHHGVFDQQRWEHFRPHH[SHULHQFH´ )HUHQF]LDS 
7KH ³REVWLQDWH UHDOLW\´ LV WKH RFFDVLRQ IRU H[SHULHQFH ,W FDXVHV WKH LPPHGLDWH
ZLOORI\RXURZQ ³(LJHQVLQQ´ DV1HJWDQG.OXJHDUWLFXODWHVLWLQWKHLUERRNWLWOH
1HJW .OXJH ,PPHGLDWHVRXUFHVRIVDWLVIDFWLRQDUHLQYLVLEOH±TXDVL
natural, not to be recognized. The significantly hostile or non-pleasant we repress.
What is accessible on condition – those we appreciate. Distance and ambivalence
are simply the necessary pre-conditions for object cathexis, for a sense of reality
(Becker-Schmidt, 1993a, p. 84; Ferenczi, 1972a). Actually Becker-Schmidt comes
FORVHWRUHGXFLQJWKHDGXOWWRWKHDEVWUDFW³GHYHORSLQJFKLOG´LQSV\FKRDQDO\VLV)RU
she concords with Ferenzci in this: Those or that which satisfies us, we love, but
they/it do(es) not belong to us, and so we also hate them/it. For the child such things
achieve status of an objective world, and only solely because it sets the outside world.
)RU DGXOW ZRPHQ WKLV HPRWLRQDO DPELJXLW\ KDV EHFRPH ³QDWXUDO´ ,W FRQVWLWXWHV
subjectivity as well as do family and wage labour. When psychic energy is stuck in
ambivalence it remains suppressed, and women’s lives are – in Lorenzers‘s terms
GHILQHGE\FOLFKpV,QVXFKFDVHVZRPHQQDYLJDWHLQ³VRFLDOWRSRL´ 1HJW OLNH
HJ³RKZHOOFDQ¶WZLQWKHPDOO«WKDW¶VOLIH«´
As mentioned above in her later writings (1993, 1994) Becker-Schmidt supplements
WKH FRQFHSW RI DPELYDOHQFH ZLWK WKH SV\FKRDQDO\WLF FRQFHSW ³1DFKWUlJOLFKNHLW´
(deferred action). It sums up the fact that through present experience the subject
may subjectively change the nature of earlier experience. It comprises all the points
of attempting to define a social psychology of psychoanalysis and for an accordant
theory of learning. Firstly that identity is no given or absolute thing locked by early
H[SHULHQFHWKDWLWLVQRWORFDWHGLQRQHVSHFLILFDUHDDQGVHFRQGO\WKDW³WKHDFWLYH
structures in the sub-conscious … are results of the confrontation between former
DQG SUHVHQW H[SHULHQFH´ LELG  7KH LQWHUSOD\ EHWZHHQ H[SHULHQFH IURP GLIIHUHQW
stages of life – from themes of life-history – cannot be isolated from neither the
basic dualism of drives nor from the psychosexual stages. The prime example is the
interplay between the oedipal phase and puberty, the process where the transcription
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of earlier experience – now deposited in memory and as phantasies – is concordant
ZLWKWKHLQGLYLGXDOPHHWLQJZLWKDQHZSV\FKRVH[XDOVWDJH7KLVFRQFHSWRI³OLIH
KLVWRU\ V\QWKHVL]LQJ´ %HFNHU6FKPLGW   LV IXUWKHU DSSOLHG WR WKH H[SHULHQFH
of various social situations, stages of life and forms of oppression. This perspective
may develop our understanding of subjective concepts of social time –in the sense
of its becoming collective.
7KH DSSURDFK LV TXLWH DQ RSWLPLVWLF RQH 'HILQLQJ WKH SRWHQWLDOV RI D IXWXUH
orientation of the life perspective she sees any positive attachment as a potential
for the future, and in any anticipation the remembrance of a life once successful.
To emerge the traces of remembrance must be activated by the positive energies
embedded in the ambivalence. The capacity of patience, to allow imagination the
time needed to visualize the desirable life – interpreting it in terms of the delay
RI GHIHUUHG DFWLRQ 1DFKWUlJOLFKNHLW  ± LV WKH WROHUDQFH RI DPELYDOHQFH ,W LV DQ
important point in Becker-Schmidt’s theory of gender relations that ambivalence is
not an outcome of the contradictions in women’s lives, it is also enriching women
with this autonomous capacity, which is a historical characteristic of femininity.
The tolerance of ambivalence implies that even after long periods of crisis such a
potential may break through its (historically allotted) structure and change into its
opposite, into experience and action.
Active and passive extremes may threaten your life – as mania or a depression.
7KHXWWHUO\JRRGDQGWKHXWWHUO\HYLOFDQQRWSURGXFHH[SHULHQFH$´KHDOWK\PL[´RI
frustration and gratification is the pre-condition for development (Freud), learning
(Ferenczi), social learning (Becker-Schmidt) or formation of experience (Negt).
(;(03/$5</($51,1*$6&8/785$/&+$1*(

The paradox behind part of the discussion so far – the discussion of the subjective
conditions for social learning and experience – is the historical fact that the more
pronounced the societal organization of every-day life gets – the more ontological
and a-historic, without any past every-day life will appear to the individual.
The importance of individualization – or the thesis of individualization – is
theorized in various manners in current theories (e.g. Beck, 1983; Giddens, 1991;
Ziehe & Stubenrauch, 1982). However different categories of analysis and however
different they prioritize various dimensions – all refer to changing preconditions
RI HYHU\GD\ OLIH 7KH WKHRU\ RI HYHU\GD\ OLIH IURP /HIHEYUH WR /HLWKlXVHU DOVR
shares this observation. But instead of seeing the process as a reduction of social
determination of the individual it is rather seen as an increase. The deeper human
lives, sense and emotion are societally defined, the more individualized will the
individual appear. Societal development actually liberates or detaches the individual
from his or her self, in the form of the pragmatism of the consciousness of everyday life.
This process of individualization is of course a core issue for education in the
trade union movement, we have been researching. Its educational ambition is to
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stimulate social learning of workers and their representatives on the basis of their
own experiences and interests. Trade union education should be the educational
framework which enables social learning. This implies a view of Trade Union
education as historical processes in their own right, not just secondary supplement
to general or professional education. The crisis of legitimacy in the labor movement
was perceived as a problem of mediation between participants’ individualized
everyday life and their basic (collective) attitudes. So when every life experiences
are articulated and confronted with attitudes the fundamental ideas of the labour
movement will become active in the experience of everyday life. The labour
organization and education respectively was perceived as the culturally explicit
framework that at the same time produces a collective tacit knowledge about societal
and social conditions and a setting for its potential articulation in policies of the
union. It lifts the search for the potential of historical experience to a collective level,
where the search itself is a part of a cultural and political movement. The formation
of experience becomes more than a degree of individual enlightenment. However, in
this process the organization as such would also be exposed anew, it would become
an object of experience, it might change – provoking a psychological defence.
So social learning points beyond itself. Individuals and social context change.
Organizations, including educational institutions, may be influenced. In the Danish
discourse learning mediating individual, cultural and societal dimensions has been
FRQFHSWXDOL]HG LQ WHUPV RI ³H[HPSODU\ OHDUQLQJ´ DQG ZLWK 1HJW¶V GHYHORSPHQW
RI :ULJKW 0LOOV¶ FRQFHSW RI ³VRFLRORJLFDO LPDJLQDWLRQ´ %HFNHU6FKPLGW 
/HLWKlXVHUHWDO/HLWKlXVHU 9ROPHUJ6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ ,WKDV
been integrated with a substantial understanding of (learning by) experience – in
contrast to other popular, less political, but also dialogically oriented didactical
concepts. Becker-Schmidt seems to be in accordance with Negt. Only she reaches
the position by other – psychodynamic and historical (women’s history) – routes
than do the gentlemen themselves.
However neither Becker-Schmidt nor Negt appear to have found a comprehensive
psychological principle of construction that enables and supports experience
processes, they have mapped out some necessary dimensions. The connection
between the specific experience and the wider societal reality as such, between current
REVHUYDWLRQDQGZLGHUUHIOHFWLRQLVHVWDEOLVKHGE\UDLVLQJTXHVWLRQVDERXWVHQVRU\
experience versus conceptualization, by changing perspective and by establishing
new relations. Maybe we should simply accept Becker-Schmidt’s agreeing with
Walter Benjamin in reserving the concept of imagination for that specific capacity.
On a more general level, placing the discourse as a contribution to the theory of
knowledge, we find the concept of experience paralleled by the concept of abduction.
Scientific knowledge – at least in the social and human sciences, is produced in
processes which generate knowledge by interpreting specific experiences in a
process that Peirce gave the logical label abduction – transgressing the dichotomy
between deduction and induction – but which remains an issue for discussion
among philosophers (Douven, 2011). Abduction presupposes that (the process) of
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experience enriches an observation by an addition of meaning or by the expression
of a silent, implicit or contingent knowledge. Meaning explicitly comprises the
YLHZRIWKHLQWHUSUHWLQJVXEMHFW5HVHDUFKH[SHULHQFHPXVWWKHUHIRUHUHIOHFWWKHWLPH
and place of the researcher, his/her individual perspective, at the same time placing
it precisely in time and space. Social space comprises the traditional discourses
of the scientific community as well as the present social and political world
%HFNHU6FKPLGW/HLWKlXVHUHWDO/HLWKlXVHU 9ROPHUJ ,VKDOO
now summarize – as a sort of utopian horizon for political learning.
([HPSODU\ OHDUQLQJ UHTXLUHV FRQIURQWDWLRQ ZLWK LQGLYLGXDO DQG FXOWXUDOO\
FROOHFWLYH GHIHQFH PHFKDQLVPV ³+HVLWDWLQJ´ LQ WKH VSDFH OHIW EHWZHHQ RQH¶V RZQ
mixed emotions and reality itself asks for attention to both. It does not go without
saying that attention is to what is actually going on, let alone how one feels about
LW(YHQWKHEDVLFOHYHORI³ZKDWGR,VHH´±³ZKDW¶VP\H[SHULHQFH´FDQEHGLIILFXOW
to approach, let alone answer for. That can be argued theoretically, but it is also a
commonplace in everyday life in adult education. Most people are dependent on
their own experience – (we) need to interpret the world as such in terms of what
we know of. If so the world as such, the empirically accessible facts, are reduced
in terms of individual schemata of theme and horizon. In a life history perspective
this of course has to do with each individual childhood history – integrated however
with the general patterns of socialization and culture of up-bringing of the historical
period of our respective childhoods. If as a child – when encountering the world –
you were forever met with a warning of something forbidden or dangerous it is
no wonder that later in life you – un- or sub-consciously – choose to stick to strict
definitions of the world, to set horizons – and to identify the un-known in terms of
the well-known. Clinically or educationally this may be professionally reduced to
DSHUVRQDOTXDOLW\RUUHVLVWDQFH±EXWLWVKRXOGULJKWO\EHXQGHUVWRRGLQFRQMXQFWLRQ
ZLWKHDUOLHUH[SHULHQFH±VXFKDVORVLQJVRPHWKLQJGHDU UHPHPEHU³VHTXHVWUDWLRQ´ 
Children may well unlearn curiosity – substituting it with routines. And while this
concept can well be discussed theoretically at length Becker-Schmidt simply states:
³URXWLQH ± WKDW¶V KDYLQJ HQGHG XS LQ D WUDFH ZLWKRXW FXULRVLW\´ %HFNHU6FKPLGW
1987). A person who is an expert in terms of his/her own personal life may well be
unable to learn, let alone grasp other peoples’ perspective.
The robust nature of adult attitudes may well be rooted in dependency on personal
experience, the experience having fortified itself against challenge. Personal
experience may actually turn authoritarian, it may establish it-self as a common
reference, a criterion of truth or correctness – systematically avoiding criticism,
developing absolutism and rigidity. This is the very psychological state that BeckerSchmidt discusses as an inter-play between women’s socialization through life history
DQGFRPSOH[HYHU\GD\OLYHVDQGWKDW/HLWKlXVHUGLVFXVVHVDVDFROOHFWLYHKLVWRULFDO
(epochal) form of consciousness – the consciousness of everyday life. Such a mental
fortification will, however, always turn out to be just one pole in a contradictory
consciousness – it presupposes that something is perceived – accordingly being
potential experience, for the time being embedded in tacit knowledge.
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So in a theoretical discourse experience does not just spring from people
articulating their immediate emotions or sensations. Experience presupposes that
you have access to what happens and what you feel about it, that no defences are at
work. So it is not possible to assess potential for adult experience from appearances
alone – although this is actually often needed in everyday life in adult education.
$GXOWVRIWHQDSSHDUTXLWHUREXVW±EXWWKHSUHVHQWGLVFXVVLRQPD\DGGVRPHWKLQJ
to the understanding of resistance against progression in educational enterprise,
EH LW DERXW RUJDQL]DWLRQ RU VXEVWDQFH +HVLWDWLRQ FDQ EH D SUHUHTXLVLWH IRU DQG DQ
integrated dimension of experience, not least when tacit knowledge is problematized
by a teacher, a school, or by an educational system.
([HPSODU\OHDUQLQJUHTXLUHVUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHVRFLDODQGVRFLHWDO±GHWHUPLQLQJ±
framework. The comfort of dwelling in your own experience, in the immediate
pleasure may actually be counter-productive to learning, not only for psychological
reasons but for practical ones as well. Experiences must be digested. The substance
of what they actually recall as well as their subjective importance. The societal
impact must be critically analyzed. Experience with further ambition than what
merely happened must transgress its empirical limits. Any section of realities of
times, places and functions in every-day life houses a determining connection to
a social and societal logic. Thus experience of a generally accepted reality will
always point to a wider context, to social reality as such. This is what Negt’s concept
of exemplary learning is about (1964) as well as Negt and Kluge’s idea that selfregulation produces coherence, consistence – continuity based on recognized
discontinuity (Negt & Kluge, 1981, 2014). When conscience is conscious of itself,
reflects upon itself. What Hegel labels as the dialectic movement of consciousness
relating to itself, when subjectivity deals with itself and its relation to the outer
world. When left alone experience withers. It must move between the two poles: the
REMHFWLQTXHVWLRQDQGLWVEHLQJUHIOHFWHGEHWZHHQVHOIDZDUHQHVVDQGWKHUHDOLW\LW
copes with. The subjectively remarkable individual case and the social and societal
context it needs to be recognized in to gather meaning at all. Consciousness changes
in movement between subjectivity and the objective. Not only does the perception
of reality change, consciousness it-self is transformed, it is kept floating – as is its
very object.
Exemplary learning is not often educational or pedagogically initiated. It rather
contributes to a development of a theory of consciousness and subjectivity in its own
right. The concept does, however, imply important insights into the pre-conditions of
education and learning. Furthermore the subjective perspective provokes a number
of critical points regarding the field. On a general political level, as well as on a
level of gender politics, the analysis demonstrates that perception and experience
RIFRQIOLFWLVDFHQWUDOSUHUHTXLVLWHIRUOHDUQLQJ±DFHQWUDOSRLQWLQ1HJW¶V YHUVLRQ
of the) concept of exemplary learning. It moderates the common-place that any
experience may be developed exemplarily – on the other hand pointing to the
inevitability of experience. It cannot be skipped. For it renders it realistic to carry the
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concrete appearances of reality through individual and collective/institutionalized
defence – towards verbalization and potential awareness.
In educational theory as well as teaching practice it is hard to maintain the
GLPHQVLRQRI³RSHQQHVV´WKHIORDWLQJQDWXUHRIFRQVFLRXVQHVV1RWRQO\VREHFDXVH
RIWKHPDWHULDOGHWHUPLQDWLRQVRIHGXFDWLRQ±TXDOLILFDWLRQGLVFLSOLQHHWF±LVLWKDUG
IRUSURIHVVLRQDOPLQGVWRFRQWDLQWKHVHFRQFHSWV0D\EHWKH³IORDWLQJ´GLPHQVLRQLV
simply perceived of as a negative one, too informal, an absence of structure, whereby
it loses meaning. The present discussion, on the other hand, attempts to demonstrate
that a floating condition is loaded with content, with the energy of recognizing
ambivalence as well as a contradictory reality.
The process of learning comprises both the direct, immediate experience, selfreflection, both the emerging into detail and the analysis of wider connections,
abstraction and concretization, sensory experience and theory. None of these sources
of experience can be dispensed with, and none can stand alone. Education may
interfere, favour or prevent development. But the process as such is too large for the
pedagogical space to direct (or so I hope).
5HYHUVLQJDTXRWHIURP2VNDU1HJWZKRLVWDONLQJDERXWWKHODERXUPRYHPHQW
The women’s movement possesses neither an immanent scientific nor an immediate
pragmatic framework of ideas for its emancipatory goals. The same goes for
theorizing learning (as opposed to teaching or education). In this sense formation of
theory is in itself a learning process, where experiences are associated and combined
in manners that provoke the social preconditions to be reflected.
By necessity exemplary learning is – by object and by content – a collective
process. This is evident in Negt’s earlier more explicitly societal concept of
experience. Experience is the very mode of production where reality is dealt with,
as well as the active reaction to reality (Becker-Schmidt & Knapp, 1987b, p. 68;
Negt, 2001; Negt & Kluge, 1981, p. 25; Salling Olesen, 1989, p. 8). Experience
must be individual, pass through minds and bodies – nevertheless it is digested and
communicated by language and concepts, and so it is also cultural and collective.
Exemplary learning will rarely be individual, concerning only one woman or man.
If no sooner this becomes clear when you work for your own interest – for that is
when you will unavoidably interfere with the needs and interests of others – in all the
social spaces and spheres you move in. Self-reflection and political after-thought is
the very medium where individual self-interest is transformed into solidarity.
Immediate experience does not, however, always expose the structure behind
events of social crisis. We all go through a lot without recognizing the historical preFRQGLWLRQVHWF±EXWWKHQDJDLQHYHQWKHPRVWSHFXOLDUHYHQWVPD\³WRXFKWKHHGJH
RIDUHOHYDQWFRQIOLFW´ %HFNHU6FKPLGW ±DQGZKHQWKDWKDSSHQVZHQDPH
WKH HYHQW ³H[HPSODU\´ 7KH TXDOLW\ RI H[HPSODULW\ SUHVXSSRVHV VRPH VXEMHFWLYH
meaning as a necessary foundation for future perspectives and according action.
Exemplary experience is striking – affectively and emotionally. It may trigger off
dedication but it may as well result in paralysis of action, anxiety and depression.
Objective conflict is only subjectively motivating when individual interests are at
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stake. Otherwise the conflict is of no avail. So ego interest and the underlying drives
are necessary preconditions for social learning. Furthermore meaning is always
meaning to somebody, to a specific subjectivity.
It is indeed possible to recognize one’s own motives in a manner where they
constitute social contexts, reach beyond themselves, and relate to other people’s
motives. Not least so if the tacit knowledge is articulated publicly. Even more
so in a labour movement context where classical values such as collectivity and
VROLGDULW\KDYHRIWHQGHJHQHUDWHGLQWRFOLFKpV(VSHFLDOO\KHUHWKHRSWLRQRIFULWLFLVP
LVHVVHQWLDO,WGRHVSXWWKH HWHUQDO SXEOLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQRIHTXDOLW\DQGJHQGHU
privileges into perspective.
$V D FRQVHTXHQFH H[HPSODU\ OHDUQLQJ WXUQV RXW WR EH LPPLQHQWO\ FULWLFDO RI
existing power relations. All social contexts that house social learning will be
exposed anew and – more or less discreetly – pressured to change. Organizations
too must appropriate new analyses of society – and thereby experience subjective
ORVV SURFHVVHV RI VHSDUDWLRQ 2UJDQL]DWLRQV WRR PXVW ULG WKHPVHOYHV RI ³SDUWV RI
WKHPVHOYHV´ 1RW OHDVW VR LQ KLJKO\ KLHUDUFKLF RUJDQLVDWLRQV OLNH WKH WUDGH XQLRQ
movement.
Collective experience does actually turn into cultural change as e.g. we witness
in the recent debate of letting gender privileges go. Not that privileges should go as
any abstract matter of principle – but they should be in accordance with change of
social reality and in recognition of their potential. As a gendered political point this
may be noted when private enterprise fails to recognize the potentials of women’s
experience in management and co-operation within enterprises. They tend to perceive
only that they have to let go of well-known routines. Likewise most women find it
hard to dispense with the emotional and social privileges of breeding children. Both
issues are, however, doubled in our use of language as well as reflected in everyGD\ FXOWXUH 2XU PRUH RU OHVV DXWRPDWLF DVFULELQJ RI TXDOLWLHV WR JHQGHU LV RXW RI
WRXFKZLWKUHDOLW\7KHFXOWXUDOO\DFFHSWHGDQGDVFULEHGTXDOLWLHVILWLQWRDQGLQWHUDFW
ZLWKKLHUDUFKLHVRISRZHUDQGVRFLDOVWDWXV´*HQGHU´LVQRWRQO\DFODVVLILFDWLRQRI
characteristics – but a fundamental category that structure and reconfirm everyday
H[SHFWDWLRQV³$VNLQJZK\´LPPHGLDWHO\H[SRVHVWKDWJHQGHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFVFDQQRW
be understood out of their historical context – and attempting an answer simply
produces social learning. That’s the curriculum!
Morgenroth (1989) illustrates this in her investigation of the German trade
unions meeting with women’s initiatives – establishing child care so that they
can get to work – and the format of the initiatives: meeting and talking, including
talking to people outside the movement, but to people who would actually further
the women’s cause. Besides actually establishing the kinder-garden they needed,
Morgenroth’s women colleagues also learned something about their Trade Union.
They were allowed to express their competences, but they were invariably up against
a masculinist organization which fundamentally co-defined both form and content
RIWKHZRUN6RWKHZRPHQ¶VTXDOLILFDWLRQDQGWKHPHQ¶VRUJDQL]DWLRQWKDWFDQQRW
contain them lock up each other in antagonism. Until the women may, as it matters,
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UH RU GHRUJDQL]H ,Q DQRWKHU FRQWH[W 0RUJHQURWK VWDWHG WKDW ³WKH IXWXUH EHORQJV
WR WKH ZRPHQ ± DOVR LQ WUDGH XQLRQV´ 0RUJHQURWK 1HJW +ROOPDQ  1LHPH\HU
 DQGLQKHUSURGXFWLRQFRQWLQXHVGLVFXVVLQJWKH´SUHFDULRXVUHODWLRQEHWZHHQ
WKHJHQGHUVLQWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQV´ 0RUJHQURWK+ROOPDQ 1LHPH\HU 
7KLVW\SHRIFRQIOLFWWKH³GRXEOHDPELYDOHQFH´  LVDFXOWXUDOSURFHVVWKDWVWULNHV
most women as a prerogative as well as an opportunity. It may be pin-pointed:
Stay in the movement despite its negligence – or spite the movement and stand
despised or even excluded. The situation may in itself appear promising in that
collective and gendered needs can influence organizations and de-build hierarchies,
but this organizational potential is too small. There are other possibilities, building
on specific needs and demands in larger groups – e.g. with generational groups,
professional groups, etc.
Changing historically produced patterns of gender is no simple enterprise. Essential
dimensions of adult subjectivity are founded early in life, in primary socialization. It
FDQEHUHWURVSHFWLYHO\DFWLYDWHGEHFRPHVXEMHFWWR³1DFKWUlJOLFKNHLW´UHWURVSHFWLYH
activation or deferred action, but they are still rooted early, pre-oedipally, that they
are most likely to remain un-conscious.
7KLV OHYHO LV FRQFHSWXDOL]HG E\ 1LHOVHQ DQG 5XGEHUJ   DV JHQGHUHG
subjectivity. As stated by Freud gender identity is potentially open and prone to
further experience, however still inter-woven with its immanent and fundamental
genesis. Both levels are integrated in psychological gender, constituting the level that
may change through experience of ambivalence. This is why possible shifts in what
we know as social gender roles are unlikely if not impossible without foundation in
a formation of collective experience on the level of psychological gender or gender
identity.
1LHOVHQDQG5XGEHUJ  SLFNXSVRPHUHODWHGFRQFHSWVGLUHFWO\IURPREMHFW
relations theory. They define the experiential potential in women and men in the
double definition of need for/anxiety at, respectively – autonomy and intimacy, both
SRWHQWLDORXWVHWVIRUIXUWKHUH[SHULHQFH7KH\ODEHOWKHPDOHSDWK³WKHDPELYDOHQW
ZD\´ 1LHOVHQ  5XGEHUJ  S  signifying a hesitant appropriation of
intimacy which is rendered possible by recognition of autonomy and visible results
RI H൵RUW ± WKHUHE\ QRW KDYLQJ WKHLU IXQGDPHQWDOO\ PDVFXOLQH LGHQWLW\ TXHVWLRQHG
7KH ZRPHQ¶V SDWK WKH\ QDPH ³WKH SDUDGR[LFDO ZD\´ LELG  EHFDXVH ZRPHQ DV
LQ WKHLU JHQGHUHG LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ SURFHVV LQ WKH RHGLSDO SKDVH PXVW SDVV WKURXJK
intimacy to autonomy – and vice versa. In short: Male version – recognize me and
I’ll love you. Female version – love me or I cannot recognize you. Both versions
demonstrate that ambivalence is rooted in life history, its re-birth or re-construction
LQWKHFRQIURQWDWLRQZLWKWKHVRFLDOZRUOGDQGLWVGHFLVLYHLQÀXHQFHRQWKHIRUPDWLRQ
of experience.
Furthermore the authors stress that identity can be subject to historical change as
DGLPHQVLRQRIWKHWUDQVIRUPDWLRQRIOLYLQJFRQGLWLRQVDVVXFK 1LHOVHQ 5XGEHUJ
1994). Current women-hood or femininity is a product of modernity and it is
assessed that the generational transformation will – with a bit of luck – provoke
57

.:(%(5

a relational competence. This competence will draw on, but not change, the
fundamental capacity for intimacy immanent in female gendered subjectivity. They
also produce an impressive comparative study of generations and they hope – like
Becker-Schmidt – that the transformations will provide better opportunities for the
younger generations to fully realize the disposition for intimacy. Because of the
transformations of gender identities and thereby the transformation of psychological
gender as such. As well as found more general changes in cultural and social gender.
NOTE
1

Translation of chapter from Kirsten Weber’s doctoral work from 1995: Ambivalens og Erfaring. Mod
et kønsdifferentieret læringsbegreb [Ambivalence and experience. Towards a gendered concept of
learning] (chapter 3.3, pp. 71–99). The translation with minor adaptations was made by Kirsten Weber
in 2015, and technically finished by Henning Salling Olesen after her death November 8, 2015.
The topic of the dissertation was women’s learning in the context of Danish trade unions.
Empirically the study was based in a major study of the education program established by LO, the
Danish confederation of trade unions, which was carried out by a research group also including
Anders Siig Andersen, Finn Sommer, and Henning Salling Olesen.
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2. THE RELEVANCE OF BIOGRAPHICAL STUDIES
FOR EMPOWERMENT STRATEGIES

,1752'8&7,21

Although it is common sense that women’s work is influenced by globalization
processes, their socio-psychological impact is scarcely investigated. Little attention
LVSDLGWRWKHVXEMHFWLYHLPSOLFDWLRQVRIWKHQRWLRQ³ZRPHQ¶VZRUNDVDQHQVHPEOH
RI GLIIHUHQW IRUPV RI SUDFWLFHV´ 7KH SHUVRQDO LPSRUWDQFH RI WKH FRPELQDWLRQ
RI GRPHVWLF DQG SURIHVVLRQDO ZRUN LV VR WR VSHDN ³D GDUN FRQWLQHQW´ $UH WKH
experiences women make with different forms of work either positive or negative
or do we have to anticipate an emotional entanglement of attraction and defense?
In addition: we don’t know very much about the psychic energy that women have
to summon when they are forced to give up routinized balances. That is necessary,
when shifts within the labor-market alter women’s work under the pressure of worldwide economic competition.
Before I present a socio-psychological approach, which throws light on the inner
dynamic of women’s working experiences, I want to make some brief preliminary
remarks. I think that insights into the feelings and perceptions of women,
FRQFHUQLQJWKHLUZRUNLQJFRQGLWLRQVDVDZKROHDUHUHOHYDQWIRUGLVFXVVLQJDGHTXDWH
empowerment strategies. Women who switch from domestic (subsistence) work to
market mediated work and back again are confronted with challenges, conflicts and
constraints which men don’t have to bear in the same way. Disadvantages women
suffer due to their gender are not only based on unjust distribution of paid and unpaid
work, but also on a disrespect of the psychological burden resulting from their multiorientation which tries to integrate both family subsistence and professional career.
The neglect of their physical and psychological exertions belongs to the indifference
which characterizes andro-centric or patriarchal gender orders which is accompanied
by a disregard for human needs in the capitalist organization of work. If we want to
understand women as vulnerable and simultaneously steady subjects, who are willing
to fight for their rights, we have to acknowledge their biographies as processes of
lifelong learning. But lifelong learning for me does not only mean always having
skills in the newest standards of know-how, above all technological know-how, but
also not forgetting cultural achievements, human claims and personal dreams. At the
risk of being diminished by economic rationalization these dimensions must always
be revitalized.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2020 | DOI: 10.1163/9789004420274_003
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC 4.0 License.

5%(&.(56&+0,'7

We have to be aware that women bridge what is societally divided – the public and
the private sphere as well as productive, reproductive and regenerative activities. This
recombining of the separated social practices takes place in an invisible and silent
way. There is no public discourse articulating women’s efforts and the efficiencies of
these efforts for society. Empowerment activities can make both the burden and the
social value of this knotting of divided sectors transparent. This knotting guarantees
the maintenance of social life.
That is for me the frame of a political psychology and sociology with practical
ambitions, in which the investigation of female biographical studies should be
embedded.
63(&,),&&21)/,&76,1:20(1¶6(16(0%/(2):25.

From a feminist perspective, analyzing women’s work biographies has not only to do
with objective life conditions, but also with the conflicts which shape experiences.
That is especially important for the understanding of coping strategies women
develop in their life courses. Whether women are able to combine various form
of work or not depends on the objective and subjective possibilities to deal with
controversial life conditions. The fact that women’s work is an ensemble of different
social practices does not only imply double or triple burden, but also the capability
WRHQGXUHFRQWUDGLFWRU\GHPDQGV6RWKHEXUGHQRIZRPHQKDVDTXDQWLWDWLYHVLGH
GRPHVWLFZRUNSOXVFKLOGFDUHSOXVSDLGZRUN DQGDTXDOLWDWLYHVLGH2QDTXDOLWDWLYH
level, time pressure and the necessity to change priorities when switching between
different working places is an extremely hard psychological effort, e.g. attitudes
FRQFHUQLQJ FKLOG FDUH GLIIHU GHHSO\ IURP GHPDQGV RI SHUIRUPDQFH UHTXLUHG LQ D
factory or a firm. In the first case you must have the ability to let time flow playing
with the kids, in the second case you are not allowed to waste time.
A special conflict in women’s work biographies is discontinuity. Women more
often are forced to interrupt their careers, because there are phases where duties in
the family are prevalent. Although the unemployment rate of men is increasing in
countries where male dominated industries (e.g. mining and steel industries) have
been abolished, we can recognize that women more often are fired or put off to a
lower position when paid work is generally shrinking.
Changes in the ensemble of women’s social activities and shifts of their positions
in the labor market, unemployment and migration are evident indicators of alterations
due to national and international economic, political and cultural developments. We
have a lot of data which prove such alterations. But they are aggregated on such a
high level of objectivation that they are too abstract to see the conflicts these changes
cause.
The balances women have built up in the past while dealing with domestic
unpaid and market-mediated work have to be deconstructed and reconstructed when
alterations in the combination of their social activities occur. Shifting from areas of the
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IRUPDOWRWKHLQIRUPDOPDUNHWIURPKLJKO\TXDOLILHGMREVWROHVVTXDOLILHGRFFXSDWLRQV
does not only touch income and social prestige. In any case, a revaluation of
positive and negative aspects within the new situation has to be undertaken in order
to regain routine. So the need to reorganize balances in changing constellations is a
challenge and a strain in women’s biographies.
I draw the following conclusions from these considerations: only if we know
something about the personal importance the different forms of work have in women’s
lives, only if we know in which ways women assess their divergent practices and
how they find criteria defining pro and contra in each part of their work, can we
look – together with them – for measures to improve their living conditions.
&2175$',&7,21$1'$0%,9$/(1&($1$3352$&+72
81'(567$1',1*:20(1¶6:25.%,2*5$3+,(6

The following approach is won by doing biographical studies. Between 1980 and
1986 I made – in cooperation with colleagues and students – 60 in-depth-interviews
with working class women (Becker-Schmidt et al., 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985).
Some years later I worked out together with Angelika Wetterer a similar approach
by interviewing female and male social scientists.(Becker-Schmidt & Wetterer,
 &KULVWHO6FKDFKWQHUXVHGWKHVRFDOOHG³+DQQRYHU$QVDW]´WRXQGHUVWDQGWKH
conflicts of female and male computer programmers (Schachtner, 1993). Later our
approach was used to guide a gender oriented study in the Life History Project at
8QLYHUVLW\RI5RVNLOGH'HQPDUN :HEHU 2QHSKHQRPHQRQZHIRXQGRXW
corresponds with results of other independent studies. Beyond class and country
specific constellations one common trait you can see is that women react with
ambivalence to contradictory demands they are confronted with in paid and unpaid
work. They assess the different forms of work by comparing and contrasting them.
The deficits experienced in the private sphere are compensated by experiences in the
public sphere and vice versa. I will give you three examples.
A working class woman I interviewed some years ago articulated a dilemma she
cannot solve. She wants to have a family and to participate in the labor force at the
VDPHWLPH6KHVDLG³2QO\RQHNLQGRIZRUNLVWRROLWWOHWKHFRPELQDWLRQRISDLGDQG
XQSDLGZRUNLVWRRPXFK´$OWKRXJKKHUZRUNLQJSODFH SXWWLQJWRJHWKHUOLWWOHWKLQ
plates, which form a piece for television receivers) is extremely monotonous and
UHVWULFWHGWKHLGHDRITXLWWLQJWKHMREPDNHVKHUQHUYRXV,WLVQRWRQO\WKHPRQH\
she cannot renounce. There are intrinsic motivations which drive her to persevere
with the working place in the factory. She loves her little daughter and seems to
KDYHDJRRGUHODWLRQVKLSWRKHUKXVEDQG³%XWLI,ZRXOGVWD\HYHU\GD\DWKRPH±
without my colleagues, without the feeling that I am a good worker and co-worker
,ZRXOGJHWGHSUHVVLYH´6KHKDWHVWKHWLPHSUHVVXUHLQWKHIDFWRU\EXWVKHOLNHVWKH
possibility to assess her work by holding the norm. For her it is a satisfying feeling
WKDWVKHKDVSURGXFHGWKHQXPEHURISLHFHVVKHKDVWRSURGXFHLQDVKLIW³<RXNQRZ
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I can see what I have done, I can compare my performance with the performances of
the others – at home nobody comes and gives me a feedback for my work. You have
FOHDQHGDURRPDQGDIWHUVRPHWLPHLWLVGLUW\DJDLQ7KDW¶VERULQJ´+RXVHZRUNLV
HQGOHVV6KHFULWLFL]HVWKHJHQGHUVHJUHJDWLRQLQWKHIDFWRU\³$OORXUOHDGLQJKDQGV
DUHPHQ,WKLQNWKDW¶VQRWIDLU,DPDVFRPSHWHQWDVWKH\DUH´:KHQKHUKXVEDQG
SURSRVHV WR EX\ D QHZ 79 VKH PDNHV WKH GHFLVLRQ +HU FRPPHQW ³79 ± WKDW¶V
P\WKLQJ´6KHDSSUHFLDWHVWKHIUHHGRPDWKRPHWRKDYHVRPHVHOIGHWHUPLQDWLRQ
³:KHQ,VHHWKHODXQGU\,FDQVD\±RKWRGD\,DPQRWLQWKHPRRGWRLURQ,ZLOO
do it tomorrow. In the factory that is impossible. On the other side: when I leave my
firm, all work there is done. When I come home and see the laundry from yesterday,
, WKLQN ³,I \RX GRQ¶W GR WKH ZRUN QRZ WKH KRXVHKROG ZLOO EHFRPHD PHVV´ 6KH
is angry that she has to take more responsibility for the domestic work than her
KXVEDQG *HQGHUEDVHG GLYLVLRQ RI ZRUN YHU\ RIWHQ FDXVHV FRQIOLFWV ³, FRRNHG D
soup, so that he and our daughter had something to eat, when my mother could not
be at home at noon. But then he burned the soup. So next time I had to write a note
DQGSXWLWQH[WWRWKHNLWFKHQUDQJH³3OHDVHGRVWLU´
Monika Goldmann and Ursula Muller had interviews with sales-women. For
WKHPWLPHSUHVVXUHLVDOVRWKHZRUVWVWUHVV³:KHQ,FRPHKRPH,DPVRH[KDXVWHG
that I need regeneration time for me. But then there are my husband and my child.
$QGWKH\NHHSPHEXV\6R,DVNP\VHOIZKHWKHU,VKRXOGVZLWFKWRDSDUWWLPHMRE´
An extremely long work day, bad regulation of breaks, bad climatic conditions, the
need to stand the whole day – those are the burdens sales women have to bear. On
WKH RWKHU VLGH WKH\ OLNH WKH LQWHUDFWLRQ DQG FRPPXQLFDWLRQ ZLWK WKH FOLHQWV ³7R
ILQGVRPHWKLQJIRUWKHPWKH\OLNHLVDUHDOSOHDVXUH´,QWKHILHOGRIVHOOLQJZHFDQ
see special conflicts: the pressure to be polite to clients with bad behavior and the
obligation to sell things even knowing that they do not fit to the clients.
Ambivalence is the result of these contradictions. The positive experiences,
contrasted with the isolation at home, stimulate the desire to hold onto the job. The
negative experiences nourish the wish to stay at home (Goldmann & Müller, 1986).
Christel Schachtner pointed out another ambiguity which programmers articulated.
They are proud to fulfill a creative profession. They like to develop programs suitable
for their clients. They are fond of the logical procedures they have to deal with. Team
work is highly valued. But there is always the fear of not catching new developments
and becoming old-fashioned. Team work and competition lay very close together.
Female and male programmers are threatened by the next generation, which is
younger and fitter than them. Female programmers are aware of a special problem:
WKH HIIHFWV RI ³GHIRUPDWLRQV SURIHVVLRQHOOHV´ 7KH\ UHFRJQL]H WKH WHPSWDWLRQ WR
handle private problems with the same logic as computer programs.
7+(25(7,&$/$1'0(7+2'2/2*,&$/&216,'(5$7,216

Before representing a summary of results won in studies dealing with women’s work
ELRJUDSKLHV,ZDQWWRPHQWLRQVRPHWKHRUHWLFDODQGPHWKRGRORJLFDOUHTXLUHPHQWV
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1. We have to avoid a theoretical short-coming, when we want to bring together
socio-economic conditions and cultural traditions which frame women’s indoor
and outdoor work (capitalist norms of performance, gender-based division and
VHJUHJDWLRQ RI ZRUN XQHTXDO DVVHVVPHQW RI IHPDOH DQG PDOH VRFLDO DFWLYLWLHV 
and the psychic dynamics which unroll in view of attracting and deterring
dimensions of labor. Although both levels – the objective and the subjective
one – are reciprocally mediated, they do not follow the same logic. We cannot
grasp contradictions and incompatible issues which are specific for the outer and
the inner realities of a person, if we derive subjective reactions directly from
objective constellations or if we see objective conditions without any relation to
human actions.
2. We have to take into consideration breaks and imbalances in biographical
processes.
3. Similar living conditions do not necessarily imply similar psychological reactions.
So we have to search for analogies and deviations with the same attention while
studying the work experiences of divergent social groups of women. Ambivalence
seems to be a common trait in this field. But the pro and contra, which give
the different forms of work their special weight, varies from case to case and
the disposition of women to cope with ambiguity differs from person to person
as well. One woman may hold together negative and positive aspects of her
various social activities following her experience that staying at home is too onedimensional for her. Another may split her ambivalent feelings by forgetting the
pressure of paid work at home or letting behind her family troubles while working
in the public sphere. A third may harmonize the pain of double burden in order
to stick to an internalized double orientation. A fourth may give more weight to
the negative dimensions of professional work just to get rid of the impression
of being tom up. And we know situations in developing countries where the
gaps between processes of modernization in the market-mediated world and the
traditional structures in religion and family are so insuperable that women perish
who try to bridge them. Those divergences depend on country, class and ethnic
specific contexts as well as on socio psychological back-grounds. So we cannot
construct a universal theory or develop an omniscient compendium of empirical
data which represent all kinds of biographies. But we can conceptualize relatively
complex models which are suitable for an exemplary approach and which are
open for modifications forced by comparison.
4. :H KDYH WR EUHDN ZLWK WKH LGHD RI ³LGHQWLFDO LQGLYLGXDOLW\´ 7KLV FRQVWUXFWLRQ
belongs to the European philosophy which is signed by andro-centric and bourgeois
concepts of a rational subject which masters reality. We have to see that even
when individuals do have the feeling of personal continuity and undividedness
their personality is stamped by non-identity: there is no consciousness without
unconsciousness; we are often confronted with a divided will; we have to give up
plans we have identified with and to cope with unfulfilled wishes. Beyond this:
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subjects don’t want to be simply and solely individuals. They need communities,
connections and forms of cooperation.
5. ³:RUN´LQWKHVHQVHRI³OLYLQJODERU´KDVDQRWKHUPHDQLQJIRUKXPDQEHLQJVZKR
ZDQWWREHDFWLYHLQSXEOLFVSKHUHVWKDQIRUPDQDJHPHQWVZKLFKUHGXFH³OLYLQJ
ODERU´WRDQH[SORLWDWLYHVRXUFHRISURILW&DSLWDOLVWUXOHVSHUYHUWFRRSHUDWLRQLQWR
competition. The organization of labor has to serve the accumulation\of surplus
value. Of course, people work for money. They are instrumentalized for money
and they instrumentalize themselves for money. That’s unavoidable in marketmediated world-systems. But we should not oversee intrinsic motivations which
are addressed to work. Even under work conditions with alienating effects, certain
LPSOLFDWLRQVRI³OLYLQJODERU´FDQQRWEHWRWDOO\VXSSUHVVHG1: motion and emotion
stimulated by corporeality and practical-communicative spirits. Production and
services done for others are connected with the idea of consumption, not with the
intention of profit making.
So remnants of liveliness and social commitment survive. These moments of human
SRWHQWLDOVSDUDGR[LFDOO\VXSSRUWDQRUJDQL]DWLRQRIZRUNZKLFKUHTXLUHVVXERUGLQDWLRQ
This reflection emphasizing the divergent importance of labor for employees in
comparison with employers is especially important for the understanding of women’s
work.
As their social activities are embedded in private and public contexts there is
a constant flow of meanings loading both forms of work reciprocally with hopes
and disappointments. This reciprocal loading is nourished by the changes between
the indoor and outdoor working places and the memory of activities performed in
former life phases.
Domestic tasks, subsistence work and child care include corporeality and
community – at least under the condition, that community is not reduced to the
core of a two generation family, but encompasses a wider horizon of kinship and
neighborhood. Work organized in such contexts has its own weight as long as it
secures the existence of a family. But modernization and rationalization which
hallmark globalization processes do not only alter the labor market. These trends
penetrate into privacy, too. The family loses more and more of its former functions:
production of goods, socialization of the next generation after childhood, connecting
the private with the public in acts of hospitality, mediation of cultural practices. On
WKHODERUPDUNHW³OLYLQJZRUN´KDVEHFRPHDFRPPRGLW\UHLILHGDVRWKHUWKLQJV%XW
in comparison with domestic work it is paid and gives the wage-earner the role of a
bread-winner.
So the prestige of domestic work is weakened. This development provokes women’s
decision to look for market-mediated work which promises a salary, recognition as
a co-worker, as a producer of goods for a common use and as a member of a public
space.
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These aspirations rush together with the rules of profit oriented labor: limitation of
corporeality, regulation of sensuality, fragmentation of actions. But these experiences
lose their harshness in comparison to the degradation of women as housewives, their
isolation at home and their dependence on the bread-winner.
The discrepancies between expectations and the shocking reality may be
especially hard in contexts of migration or getaways from rural to urban areas with
different work traditions.
Let me finish these general reflections with a last methodological consideration.
If we want to acknowledge work experiences women make going from one status
passage to the other and switching between different working places, then we should
let them be the experts of their everyday lives. That means: we have to listen to
them and not to follow our own ideas constructed through the optics of lenses which
DUH VSRLOHG E\ RWKHUQHVV 6HOIUHIOHFWLRQ DQG HPSDWK\ DUH UHTXLUHG WR RYHUFRPH
this bias. Scientists have to bridge the gap between theoretical and methodological
knowledge, which is necessary for the conceptualization of an investigation, and the
experiences of those they want to interrogate
$QRWKHUHSLVWHPRORJLFDOFODLPLVDWKRURXJKFRQFHSWRIWKHTXHVWLRQQDLUHJXLGLQJ
the in-depth interviews. It must be open for all aspects of domestic and professional
work including their reciprocal relations.
There is a tendency in the traditional main-stream of social research, which is
oriented around the principles of natural science, to look for consistent results.
7KH GHYLVH LV ³HLWKHURU´ &RQWUDGLFWRU\ FRPPHQWV VHHP WR EH XQUHOLDEOH %XW LQ
view of women’s living conditions, which are characterized by controversial
structures and demands, we must be aware of unstable reactions that correspond
incompatibilities. So the interviews must be conducted to allow women to express
objective inconsistencies in a contradictory way. They should have the opportunity
to change their perceptions according to altering contexts and to see situations from
different angles.
6RDTXHVWLRQQDLUHVXLWDEOHIRUZRPHQ¶VZRUNH[SHULHQFHVKDVWRFRPELQHWKUHH
approaches. First: in retrospect, we have to grasp the influences of the past. Former
events have another meaning seen from the present balance than they did years ago.
Second: It is necessary to focus the interviews on the most important issues which
mark women’s present work life: family and professional career. But – and that’s the
WKLUGPHWKRGRORJLFDOUHTXLUHPHQW±WKHVHFHQWHUVRILQYHVWLJDWLRQFDQQRWEHWUHDWHG
as isolated parts, discussed one after the other. As they are interrelated within the life
courses and as experiences alter their content following altering contexts women must
be encouraged to change their perspectives. Working women talk about domestic
tasks in another way when they see them from the angle of outdoor labor and not
RQO\ ZLWKLQ WKH IUDPH ³IDPLO\´$QG YLFH YHUVD SRVLWLYH DQG QHJDWLYH DVSHFWV RI
market-mediated labor gain other facets when discussed in the context of domestic
ZRUNWKDQZLWKLQWKHWKHPDWLFFHQWHU³SURIHVVLRQDOSHUIRUPDQFHVDQGGHPDQGV´7KH
ambivalences which occur are results of two psychodynamic processes: the one can
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be seen as a reaction to immanent frictions women are confronted with in all their
work areas; the other is shaped by contrasting them. Women try to bargain the costs
and advantages of the two possible decisions: to stay at home or to combine paid
and unpaid work.
Women’s Work: A Model for the Analysis of Complex and Multi-dimensional Social
Problems
Let us remember the connections women’s work biographies are embedded in.

Figure 4.1. A summarizing model

In the following passages I want to show interdependencies between objective
and subjective life conditions and the psychodynamics due to discrepancies in both
contexts.
In order not to overcharge the formalized summary, I chose a simple model which
deals only with two dimensions of women’s work: domestic and work in firms.
I will begin from the perspective of a present stage and add then a short
biographical retrospective.
I have pointed out the contradictions women have to cope with within the family
and professional work.
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Let’s repeat the incompatible issues of firms.
In all profit-oriented firms, two contradictory claims can be found:
accumulation of profit (dimension
RITXDQWLW\ 

Production of commodities for the
FRQVXPHUV GLPHQVLRQRITXDOLW\ 

This implies two other contradictions on the level of work performance
The organization of labor has a strict time regulation,
but requires through performances
high outpur under timepressure
no waste, skilled work
The profit-oriented arrangement of cooperation causes
competition (challenge of
personal ambitions)

solidarity (reciprocal) help to lessen
bad working conditions

The structural contradictions lying on a more abstract level are recognized via
controversial demands. They cause ambivalence.
The institution “family” which frames domestic work is marked by structural
contradictions, too.
family as a private realm (degrees
of self-determination domestic
work the satisfaction of human
needs)
domestic work societal necessary
work
promise of leisure time
privacy as sphere of intimacy

family as institution which is
responsible, for public affairs
(maintenance of the population by
procreation and the regeneration of
³OLYLQJODERXU´
underestimated, unpaid work
second working place for women
isolation

In the private sphere women are also confronted with controversial demands
due to structural contradictions which cause ambivalences.

69

5%(&.(56&+0,'7

to accept gender-based division
of labor
to be responsible care work
although
promise of leisure time

performing paid work, just like the
husband
family life is a shared goal of a couple
second working place for women

We have to be aware of two dimensions of contradictions:
We have recognized incompatibilities within family and firm, but also those
EHWZHHQ WKH GLIIHUHQWO\ VWUXFWXUHG LQVWLWXWLRQV H[SORLWDWLRQ RI ³OLYLQJ ODERU´
regeneration of life; paid/unpaid work; private/public.
So we can reconstruct the positive and negative aspects of ambivalences.
Outdoor work means
time pressure

feeling to be a good worker

exhausting work

transparence of conditions and work
norms
acknowledgement salary

indifference against
individuality
competition

cooperation, communication
Indoor work means

being part of relationships
satisfying human needs
being one’s own mastress

domestic work is vanishing while it is
done
XQSDLGXQHTXDOGLYLVLRQRIZRUN
being surrendered to patriarchal
authority

In addition we have to consider the following dynamics.
First: experiences made in the firm affect women’s attitudes towards the family
DQGYLFHYHUVD,TXRWHWKHZRUNLQJFODVVZRPDQZHKDYHDOUHDG\QRWLFHGWRLOOXVWUDWH
WKLVIDFW³7KLVPRUQLQJ,VDLGWRP\ERVVµ,FDQ¶WVWDQG\RXUWUHDWPHQWRIPH'R
\RXGHDOZLWK\RXUZLIHDWKRPHLQWKHVDPHPDQQHU",GRQ¶WWKLQN\RXZRXOGGDUH´
Interactions taking place in the private sphere serve as measurement for human
behavior in the firm. And vice versa: forms of recognition experienced in the firm
are standards for behavior in the family. My interviewee encounters her husband
with a self-confidence she has won in the firm. One day he didn’t want to help her
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FOHDQWKHGLVKHV6KHVKRXWHG³,I\RXZDQWWRSOD\WKHSDVFKDKHUH\RXZLOOVHHQR
SHQQ\RIP\HDUQLQJVLQWKHIXWXUH´
Second: there is a correspondence between the evaluation of paid and unpaid
work which is faned by comparison and contrast. The results of comparison and
contrasting decide on the weight the different forms of work are assessed with.
$1(;75$&7)520$&$6(678'<³'()(55('$&7,21´

When interpreting interviews I had with working women I stumbled upon a
mechanism to deal with disguised conflicts which belonged to former life phases.
The conflicts had to do with dreams or wishes which could not be realized at the time
they occurred. Although they were of great relevance for the interviewed persons
they disappeared. But by reading their life stories very thoroughly I could find traces
of them in other life passages. The wishes had changed, but certain motivations
ZHUHUHFRQFHLYDEOH,NQHZWKLVSKHQRPHQRQIURP)UHXG+HFDOOHGLW³8PVFKULIW´
³UHWURDFWLYHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ´RU³WUDQVFULSWLRQ´ DQGFKDUDFWHUL]HGLWDVIROORZVLWLV
a mental operation through which past experiences, impressions and desires, which
must be suppressed out of inner or outer reasons in the life span when they emerged,
are reactivated later on. That what seemed to be lost reappears in a new significance
and in new psychic dimensions. It is as if the dreams and desires had wintered in
the realm of the unconsciousness and waited there until the time is ripe for their
fulfilment. The wishes do not reappear in the old form but better adjusted to the outer
and inner reality. Freud assumed that there are situations in our biographies in which
we do not understand why we are not allowed to do this or that. So we have no target
for resistance. Growing up, we learn to cope with obstacles. The conflicts which
could not be solved in former life phases can be solved later on and the suppressed
desires can then be accepted. I adhere to Freud’s explanation that experiences are
reinterpreted retrospectively when a state of consciousness or a context of meaning
has been established which allows us a more productive exposition with the old
FRQIOLFW )UHXG LQYHQWHG IRU WKLV SV\FKLF RSHUDWLRQ WKH QRWLRQ ³1DFKWUDJOLFKNHLW´
³GHIHUUHGDFWLRQ´ 
The mechanism of deferred action makes new assessments possible and in turn
also releases new impulses to act. From the present falls light into the past and the
energy bound in the unconsciousness is freed for the future.
I will give you an example taken from a case study.
0UV ; GUHDPW LQ KHU FKLOGKRRG DV DQ DGXOW VKH ZRXOG EH D GULYHU RI D EXV
She would be an employee of a tourist agency and drive people through foreign
countries.
7KHGUHDPGLVDSSHDUHGLQVFKRROWLPH+HUWHDFKHUVDLG³7KDW¶VQRSURIHVVLRQ
IRUDJLUO´
0UV;GLGQRWXQGHUVWDQGZK\DZRPDQVKRXOGQRWEHDEOHWRGULYHDEXV,QWKLV
age gender based segregation of work was not yet mentioned. But as she recognized
that her dream was an offence to her teacher she forgot about it. But the wishes
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which had driven the dream stayed in her, unconsciously. The desire to move, to
have adventures and to be free remained unimpressed.
As a teenager, she dreamt of having a motorcar, a black leather suit and a boyfriend
sitting on the back seat.
When she had a boyfriend who was accepted by her parents her father financed
a motorbike. But the friend drove the motorbike and after an accident the fun was
over. The dream of a motorcar representing the old desires had to be deduced
WR D PRWRUELNH $QG 0UV ; PDGH D QHZ H[SHULHQFH ZKLFK WRXFKHG D IRUPHU
disappointment: Women are not allowed to do the same as men do. There is a genderorder: not women but men drive busses and motorcars. This knowledge transformed
her drives: the wish to transgress gender-orders joined the desire to be mobile, to
experience motion and adventures.
$IWHU KHU VFKRROLQJ 0UV ; ZRUNHG LQ D FDU IDFWRU\$IWHU WZR \HDUV RI SLHFH
work, she passed the park of transporter vehicles. She decided to get her driver
license for a fork-lift truck. She got it. But as she was a woman she was only allowed
to drive a little fork-lift truck. She convinced her colleagues who worked together
with her in the park to let her drive a bigger one from time to time. One day she
appeared in her boss’ office and showed a new license: one for a bigger transporter.
At last she got the permission to drive it.
We see: psychoanalytically oriented social science can help to find hidden
potentials in women’s biographies which can be reactivated and which can stimulate
motivations concerning vocational training or emancipation from patriarchal power
structures within the private and public sphere. When we wish to encourage women
to go their own way in an independent manner, it is perhaps helpful to know that
dreams constituted in former times, let’s say childhood, are not lost when women are
forced to give them up. They are laid down in a realm where they are not controlled
by the principles of reality: that’s the psychic space of unconsciousness. As the
unconsciousness holds contact with the consciousness, old dreams can be modified
with the development of a person. So I think that dreams are relevant forces for the
will to change unjust life conditions.
NOTE
1

This is no anthropological remark. We know from the Nazi-regime, that the human basis of living
labor can be denied to a degree that exploitation implies killing. But the capitalist has to respect
OLYHOLQHVV$V³OLYLQJODERU´LVDQLQVWUXPHQWRISURILWLWQHHGV±OLNHDPDFKLQH±VRPHFDUH
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3. EVERYDAY LIFE AND THE SOCIETAL
UNCONSCIOUS

In social science theory and empirical social research, in which I include social
psychology, there is scarcely any discussion of the phenomenon of everyday life.
7KLVZDVTXLWHGLIIHUHQWLQWKHVVDQGV7KHFRQFHSWRIHYHU\GD\OLIH
GLGQRWSDVVWKURXJKWKHPHVKRIWKHVFLHQWLILFGLYLVLRQRIODERXU5DWKHULWZDVD
precious discovery that both theoretically and empirically helped to develop crossdisciplinary social research.
(9(5<'$</,)($6$12%-(&7)2562&,$/6&,(1&(

Today there is a critical need for this type of research. Everyday life presents a jumble
of societal, political and psychological problems; antisemitism, racism, populism,
nationalistic and patriarchal prejudice, the media game with its fake news, etc. all
appear as phenomena of everyday life. They penetrate the consciousness of everyday
life, condense into cognitive and emotional patterns in our everyday experiences
that exert ever more influence on the political and social agency of political parties,
groups and individuals. This also includes the systematic trivialization of horror
stories about Nazism in Germany from 1933 to 1945.
Everyday life is a difficult societal, political and psychological terrain which
UHTXLUHV QHZ UHVHDUFK DQG FULWLFDO SROLWLFDO DFWLYLW\ LQ RUGHU WR FRXQWHU WKH HDUO\
stages of a destruction of liberal and social democracy. Sociological and social
psychological research into the authoritarian personality on a psychoanalytical basis
(Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950), which took place in the
)UDQNIXUW,QVWLWXWHIRU6RFLDO5HVHDUFKLQWKHVDQGSUHYLRXVDQGFXUUHQWVRFLDO
psychology research in the field of the psychology of prejudice, such as Allport’s
ZRUN³7KH1DWXUHRI3UHMXGLFH´DUHRQFHDJDLQEHFRPLQJVRFLDOO\DQGSROLWLFDOO\
relevant. Particularly important for the understanding of the contemporary
rejection of everyday life in the USA and Europe is Erich Fromm’s comprehensive,
psychoanalytically-based work Arbeiter und Angestellte am Vorabend des
Dritten Reiches (translated as The Working Class in Weimar Germany by Barbara
Weinberger). This study shows how rapidly well-established political (democratic
and socialist) ways of thinking and attitudes in difficult times can be manipulated
into right-wing radicalism and populist consciousness and agency. Everyday forms
of consciousness become unstable and receptive to aggressive propaganda.
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The dispositions to learning, to education and to identity development which
pervade our everyday consciousness are being reshaped and discouraged by regressive
mechanisms of repression. Out of the darkness of a societal unconsciousness rise
archaic phantasies of violence, which had already seemed to have been overcome since
their domination of the propagandistically manipulated everyday life consciousness
in Nazi Germany. Nationalistic ideologies again seem acceptable and presentable.
Modern everyday life consciousness reveals many faces. The backward-looking ones
SUHYDLORYHUWKHSURJUHVVLYHRQHV(QOLJKWHQPHQWEHFRPHVSHUSOH[HG FI/HLWKlXVHU
1976).
(9(5<'$</,)(&216&,2861(66$1','(2/2*<

In referring to forms of everyday life consciousness, we do not envisage fixed and
structured forms. The image is rather that of a container with porous, perforated
walls into which all kinds of intellectual rubbish can sink while driving out wellconsidered thoughts, or of the emergence of a type of intellectual hodgepodge. Such
everyday life consciousness easily escapes critical reflection. Yet it also has its own
wilfulness. We often find an approach to a form of dogmatic philosophizing, setting
up ideological assertions proclaimed with excessive eagerness; these are wrong and
obscure, mostly uttered angrily and provocatively, yet almost unshakable. That is the
nature of fake news.
Everyday conversations are characterized by a seemingly self-evident use of
language. The participants mostly assume that the words they use are understood
in the same way by the others. There is little discussion around the meaning of
ZRUGV4XHVWLRQVOLNH:KDWGR\RXPHDQE\WKDW"UDUHO\DSSHDU/LVWHQHUVPRVWO\
assume that they inevitably understand everything in the same way as the speaker. In
everyday conversation, the participants tend to mutually confirm what is and what
is not, what ought to be and what ought not to be. Talk in an everyday context
PRVWO\SURYLGHVDVVHUWLRQVDQGFRQILUPDWLRQVDQGPXFKOHVVTXHVWLRQLQJDQGFULWLFDO
reflection. Truths are asserted, not sought jointly. What is sought is agreement with
the assertions. We mostly find language games of gossip and chit-chat about immoral
and moral events. Such language games satisfy a malicious pleasure by degrading,
unveiling and exposing, while pretending to be serious criticism. Such degrading,
unveiling and exposing may be understood as psychological defence mechanisms
and the repression of truthfulness and serious insight. These mechanisms also
create an unconsciousness instead of a critical acknowledgement of societal reality.
7KH\ FRQVWLWXWH ZKDW (ULFK )URPP FDOOV WKH ³VRFLHWDO XQFRQVFLRXV´ (YHU\GD\
life is a glittering mosaic of practical activity, tempting consumption, tediousness,
sleepiness, insipid daydreams, but sometimes also a flash of an idea about what is
not, but could be, a wickerwork of shadowy prejudices, opinions and vague hopes.
Opinions, prejudices and ideologies connected by segments of various religions
together provide the mosaic of everyday life consciousness. It is not an individual
consciousness, but belongs to groups, collectives, cultures, and entire societies.
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For many people, everyday consciousness is not at all self-evident and unproblematic.
It has a powerful unconscious side, which social psychologists and psychoanalysts
GHVFULEHDVWKH³VRFLHWDOXQFRQVFLRXV´DQDUHDRISV\FKRORJLFDOUHSUHVVLRQ
I would call the areas of repression found in most members of a society
‘the societal unconscious’. These elements suppressed from people at large
represent content that must not become conscious for members of the society if
the society with its particular contradictions is to function smoothly. (Fromm,
1962, p. 96)
:LWKWKLVFRQFHSWRI³WKHVRFLHWDOXQFRQVFLRXV´)URPPVHHNVWRFRQQHFWWKH0DU[LDQ
concept of ideology with the Freudian concept of repression. For Freud, repression is
a mechanism where the individual makes something unconscious, while Fromm sees
it as a mechanism whereby society makes something unconscious. A society develops
social and moral laws, norms and rules that sanction and prohibit (consciousness of)
those elements which would disturb the smooth functioning of society. Such elements
are filtered out by means of opinions, prejudices and ideologies. Fromm writes about
WKHFDWHJRULHVRIWKLQNLQJDQGIHHOLQJ³6RPHFDWHJRULHVOLNHWLPHDQGVSDFHPD\
be universal, common to all people. Others, like causality, may be valid categories
for many, but not all, types of conscious perception. Yet other categories have even
less general validity and vary from one culture to another. In any case, perceptions
can only become conscious if they can be related to and fitted into a conceptual
system and its categories. This system is itself a result of societal developments.
Every society uses its ways of life and its types of relating, feeling and perceiving
to create a system of categories that determines the forms of consciousness. This
system could be said to work as a societally conditioned filter. A perception can only
EHFRPHFRQVFLRXVLILWSDVVHVWKURXJKWKLVILOWHU´ )URPPS 2SLQLRQV
prejudices and ideologies, as described above, are just such filters for everyday life
consciousness. These filters are inserted into in social and political frameworks that
prescribe possibilities and constraints for everyday thoughts and feelings. This takes
SODFH LQ D VHOIHYLGHQW PDQQHU TXLWH EH\RQG DQ\ FULWLFDO HQOLJKWHQLQJ UHIOHFWLRQ
Each society defines, according to its development, such frameworks that make it
difficult to expand the horizon of experiencing and thinking, and difficult to take
charge of one’s own thoughts and uncover one’s deeply personal feelings. We might
also call these ideological frameworks that take a hold in societies. Where such
frameworks are lacking, they tend to be frantically sought after.
Their aim is to provide a sense of security in societal coexistence. Cognitive science
XVHVWKHWHUP³IUDPLQJ´WRGHVFULEHWKHVHDWWHPSWVWRVHWQRUPVIRUFRQVFLRXVQHVV
Cognitive scientist Elisabeth Wehling has illuminated these partly conscious, partly
XQFRQVFLRXVIUDPLQJPHFKDQLVPVLQKHUERRN³3ROLWLVFKHV)UDPLQJZLHHLQH1DWLRQ
VLFKLKU'HQNHQHLQUHGHW±XQGGDUDXV3ROLWLNPDFKW´ :HKOLQJ $WUDQVODWLRQ
LV IRUWKFRPLQJ HQWLWOHG ³3ROLWLFDO IUDPLQJ$ FRJQLWLYH VFLHQWLVW¶V JXLGH WR KRZ D
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QDWLRQWXUQVODQJXDJHLQWRSROLWLFV´6KHZULWHV³)UDPHVDUHDFWLYDWHGLQWKHEUDLQ
through language. They first assign a meaning to facts and then arrange them by
relating the information to our bodily experiences and our accumulated knowledge
about the world. In this way, frames are always selective. They highlight certain facts
and realities and let others fall by the wayside. They thus evaluate and interpret. And
once they have been activated in our heads, in e.g. a public debate, they will guide
RXU WKLQNLQJ DQG DFWLQJ ZLWKRXW XV HYHQ QRWLFLQJ´ S  7KH FXUUHQW SRSXOLVP
and the political game with its fake news represent a broad field of framing. The
US President Donald Trump has entered the political stage as a master of populist
IUDPLQJ +LV FHOHEUDWLRQ RI KLV QDWLRQDOLVW VORJDQ ³$PHULFD )LUVW´ LV QRW IDU IURP
WKH³'HXWVFKODQGEHUDOOHV´ *HUPDQ\DERYHDOOHOVH RIWKH1DWLRQDO6RFLDOLVWVRI
the 1930s and 1940s. Today’s political struggle in Germany increasingly involves
WKHSRZHURIGHILQLWLRQRIIUDPLQJWKH³KRPHODQG´,IZHLQFOXGHWKH:HKOLQJLDQ
UHVHDUFK FRQFHSW RI IUDPLQJ LQ WKH )URPPLDQ LQYHVWLJDWLRQ RI WKH ³VRFLHWDO
XQFRQVFLRXV´ZHFDQXQGHUVWDQGIUDPHVDVLGHRORJLFDOILOWHUVZKLFKUHJXODWHRXU
thinking and imagining and the social mechanisms of repression and drive them into
the unconscious. In this form of regulation, Trump’s policies attempt to suppress the
politics of globalization and multilateralism with nationalist phrases and bilateral
deals. In the long run, this will probably not succeed. This is because the ideological
filter of nationalism is no longer self-evident enough. One self-evident frame in
business is the distinction between employer and employee (in German, literally:
³ZRUNJLYHU´DQG³ZRUNWDNHU´ WKXVZRUNLVXQGHUVWRRGDVVRPHWKLQJWKDWFDQEH
given and taken. Those who possess the means of production are described in natural
ODQJXDJHDV³ZRUNJLYHUV´ZKLOHWKRVHZKRKDYHQRPHDQVRISURGXFWLRQDUHVHHQDV
³ZRUNWDNHUV´6XFKDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHGLYLVLRQRIUROHVLQZRUNLVFXUUHQWO\QRW
FDOOHGLQWRTXHVWLRQ,WKDVEHFRPHDQXQFRQVFLRXVIUDPHLQVRFLHW\DQLGHRORJLFDO
filter that barely allows for consciousness or critical reflection, unless in an ironically
PHDQW UROH UHYHUVDO DV VXJJHVWHG E\ (OLVDEHWK:HKOLQJ ³2QH FRXOG HTXDOO\ ZHOO
VD\WKDWWKRVHZKRSHUIRUPWKHZRUNDUHWKH³ZRUNJLYHUV´DQGFRQFHSWXDOL]HWKH
UHFHLYHUV RI WKLV ZRUN DV WKH ³ZRUN WDNHUV´ :HKOLQJ  S   %XW KRZ
we may ask, does framing filter out conscious and unconscious parts of thinking
and acting? Fromm would probably seek to understand framing as a process of
adaptation to the constraints and opportunities of social reality. Framing is the result
of the socialization of individuals into society. This socialization begins, as Fromm
understands it as a psychoanalytical social psychologist, in the earliest mother-child
relationship, and as we know today, even in prenatal developmental processes in
the womb. The physical and psychological development of an individual can never
be completely separated from his/her social development. It is an interdependent,
differentiating developmental process which Fromm addresses as a basic, bodily,
emotional, and cognitively intimate social relationship, unlike traditional Freudian
psychoanalysis, which would examine it as concerning the development of a single
individual. Fromm’s research perspective is genuinely social-psychological, not
individual-psychological.
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SOCIALIZATION OF THE SOCIETAL UNCONSCIOUS

7RIXUWKHUFODULI\WKH³VRFLHWDOXQFRQVFLRXV´DQGLWVHQWDQJOHPHQWLQHYHU\GD\OLIH,
would like to refer to the psychoanalytical socialization theory of the psychoanalyst
and social researcher Alfred Lorenzer (see Salling Olesen & Weber, Chapter 12).
Similarly to Erich Fromm, Alfred Lorenzer has a theoretical orientation towards
0DU[ DQG WKH FULWLFDO WKHRU\ RI WKH )UDQNIXUW ,QVWLWXWH IRU 6RFLDO 5HVHDUFK (ULFK
Fromm also belonged to this institute in his early days and played a major part in
the development of psychoanalytical research in the institute. Lorenzer also sees
the constitution of human consciousness and its differentiation into conscious and
unconscious from the early stages of psychological development as a social process.
Fundamental to the forming of the psychological structure of each individual is the
PRWKHUFKLOGUHODWLRQVKLSZKLFK/RUHQ]HUFDOOVWKH³PRWKHUFKLOGG\DG´$FHQWUDO
FRQFHSW IRU /RUHQ]HU LV WKH ³IRUP RI LQWHUDFWLRQ´ ZKLFK KH XVHV WR GHVFULEH WKH
initial symbiotic, emotional and cognitive relationship of the mother-child dyad,
which becomes differentiated in the course of the child’s development. This process
LVE\QRPHDQVGHYRLGRIFRQIOLFW,WFRQVWDQWO\UHTXLUHVQHZDJUHHPHQWVRQIRUPV
of interaction between child and mother. The early symbiotic stages of development,
when the child experiences the mother as part of itself, include phases of separation
of the dyad, in which the child can gradually experience itself as a being that is
independent of the mother. This process of socialization is a process of agreement
on continual new forms of interaction that differentiate the mother-child dyad, to the
point of detachment of the child from the mother to become a separate individual.
This socialization (which involves language development) also causes the
differentiation of consciousness into conscious and unconscious parts. Thus, forms
of interaction that have become obsolete in the socialization of the child are not
VLPSO\GHOHWHG5DWKHUWKH\DUHUHSUHVVHGDQGFRQGHQVHGLQWRWKHXQFRQVFLRXVOHYHO
RIFRQVFLRXVQHVV,QIUHTXHQWUHSHWLWLRQVDQGYDULDWLRQVRIPRWKHUFKLOGLQWHUDFWLRQV
they attach themselves to forms of interaction, a relational context of lactation and
weaning, play, strictness and force, conflicts and reconciliation, whims and fancies.
/DVWEXWQRWOHDVWWKLVLQFOXGHVWKH³IRUW´DQG³GD´JDPHPDGHIDPRXVWKURXJK
Freud’s analysis, where the child enjoys making things disappear and finding things.
Such forms of interaction shape the everyday life of the mother-child dyad and the
family. In the mother-child dyad, the ability for everyday life is socialized with all
its apparent self-evidence and contradictions. Consciousness has its foundation and
genesis in everyday family life, an everydayness that continues into the working
lives of adults and is decisively effective in the general societal and political reality,
as characterized above.
'((3+(50(1(87,&6$6$0(7+2')255(6($5&+,1*(9(5<'$</,)(

Everyday life is a story of relationships that settle in the societal unconscious, and it
UHTXLUHVLWVRZQVRFLDOUHVHDUFK6LQFHLWFRQFHUQVWKHSKHQRPHQRQRIWKHXQFRQVFLRXV
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this research needs a psychoanalytic orientation without any therapeutic intent. Its
findings should rather enlighten a political and social practice which aims at the
improvement and enrichment of human coexistence. Such research can learn much
from individual psychology-oriented psychoanalysis, which still today draws on
Freud’s therapeutic experience and his theoretical (meta-psychological) elaborations,
but later differentiated into different schools. All these psychoanalytic schools can
inform social research of the societal unconscious. However, such research must
develop a methodology appropriate to its research topic. Its methodological setting
is not the therapeutic conversation with a couch and armchair, a patient forming
associations and an interpreting analyst. Its method is the open interview where
LQWHUYLHZHHDQGLQWHUYLHZHUPHHWRQDQHTXDOIRRWLQJ
Alfred Lorenzer has developed an independent interview method of this type,
which he called deep hermeneutics (as presented elsewhere in this volume by
Salling Olesen & Weber, Chapter 12). These interviews are not about tapping into
information and knowledge. They consist of a mutual exploration by interviewee
and interviewer; here the interviewee’s words have priority, but the interviewer
should not hold back his views on the topic either. It should not be a heated argument
based on fixed points of view, but an exploratory conversation. The interview
partners will tend to become a research team. The aim is to discover and analyse
the frames and ideological filters of the societal unconscious of everyday life. Deep
KHUPHQHXWLFV LV D TXDOLWDWLYH UHVHDUFK PHWKRG WKDW LV FRQVLGHUHG WR EH SDUW RI WKH
empirical hermeneutics of social research. In every empirical research project, the
methodology has to be justified in relation to the object of study. There are now
TXDOLWDWLYHHPSLULFDOKHUPHQHXWLFUHVHDUFKSURMHFWVLQVHYHUDOFRXQWULHVLQFOXGLQJ
Denmark, the UK and Germany. In Denmark, it was Kirsten Weber in particular
whose research promoted the study of everyday life with its unconscious aspects. I
dedicate this essay to her memory.
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$GXOWHGXFDWLRQFDQVXUHO\EHVKRZQWRSRVVHVVDQXPEHURI³ZLGHUEHQHILWV´IRU
individuals, employers and society. A cool-headed academic approach should,
however, not jump to such demonstration without reflecting on the nature of more
traditional benefits – such as motivation and learning. The historical framework for
giving substance to the benefits of education are more complex than ever before,
as current internationalisation and (discourse of) globalization does indeed point
WR (GXFDWLRQ LV QRW DERXW VNLOOV DQG TXDOLILFDWLRQV RQO\ EXW DERXW LGHQWLWLHV DQG
lifelong development of capacities and attitudes. And is it, one may ask, subjectively
exclusively a benefit to engage in such processes? Even in Denmark, who possesses
a well developed system of general and labour market education, motivations are not
always so positive as the tradition of enlightenment would assume.
For the structural paradoxes behind the expanding and programmatically
optimistic adult education sector are of course perceived more or less directly by
participants. In Denmark we empirically register considerable enthusiasm about
education – often with women – or downright refusal of it – often with men, if the
WUDLQLQJLQTXHVWLRQLVQRWGLUHFWO\UHOHYDQWIRUZRUNRUHPSOR\PHQW%HORZWKHVXUIDFH
more mixed and complex motivations can generally be found, and in this chapter I
shall indeed focus on two populations, whose subjective motivations for participating
LQ WKHLU UHVSHFWLYH IRUPDOO\ TXDOLI\LQJ HGXFDWLRQDO SURJUDPPHV ZHUH FHUWDLQO\
explicitly ambivalent both cognitively and emotionally. And whose contradictory
motivations were constituted by perceptions and experiences deeply personal and
individual, yet collective and historically significant. This chapter was written for
WKH(65($WULHQQLDOFRQIHUHQFH³:LGHU%HQHILWVRI$GXOW/HDUQLQJ´LQ/LVERQ.
EMPLOYMENT DEMANDS EDUCATION

So my empirical material, the texts to be discussed, are two. One is produced in
a thematized group discussion by a group of adult men – long term unemployed
skilled workers along with ex-UN soldiers out of a civil job – who went through
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a two year training programme for jobs within care. They did so with a view to
obtain permanent employment as wardens in a psychiatric hospital – by tradition a
man’s job. The other text is produced in a group interview by a mixed gender group
RI DGXOWV ZRUNLQJ LQ \RXWK FOXEV ± EXW QRW SRVVHVVLQJ DQ\ IRUPDO TXDOLILFDWLRQV
within social pedagogy. They completed a two year part time programme especially
designed to match their job, which they kept during the entire period of training, but
which they would lose if they did not complete the training.
Both texts were produced as empirical data in evaluation projects concerning the
respective educational programmes.1
So the empirical populations are exemplary objects of the current function of
DGXOW HGXFDWLRQ ZKLFK LV WR QRW RQO\ VXSSO\ WKH TXDOLILFDWLRQV DOOHJHGO\ QHHGHG
in the jobs available, but to furthermore constitute the space where fundamental
changes of work identity and general future orientation may develop. The subjective
journeys of the skilled painter or welder and his class-mate, the soldier just returned
from Kosova, towards identification with the professional standards of the caring
professions – and the shifts of life perspective of the hairdresser towards becoming
a social worker, are considerable ones.
So the explicit ambiguities voiced to the researchers2 were to be expected.
Both groups – and their colleagues – had good reason to be concerned about their
future employment, income and social status. They were explicitly dependent
on the specific economic organization, designed to keep them on track, of their
programmes. The instrumental attitude was forever popping up … interrupting and
disturbing the agreed agenda, which was that of subjectively relevant and societally
GHPDQGHGTXDOLILFDWLRQ0XFKIXVVLQJDQGFRPSODLQLQJLQWKHWH[WVFDQEHDWWULEXWHG
to the labourious psychological processes harmonizing the basically compulsory
participation with the self-identity as autonomous adults, of managing the competing
motivations of infantilisation and boredom versus the obviously interesting – at least
occasionally! – substance of the educational discourse and the subjective need to
attribute some kind of meaning to the perspective of doing this job for a considerable
number of years, if not for the rest of one’s life.
The fact that the educational programmes were subject to evaluation probably
accentuated the perception of this implicit motivational conflict.3 The participants
did not think of themselves as contributors to educational evaluations or to any other
major political problems, and anyway the message to research subjects4 is always
a double one: in the context the research subjects are the most important people
on earth, the chosen, those receiving attention – while at the same time they might
immediately and with no special effect on the research agenda be substituted by
somebody else.5
The subjective conflict outlined is interesting and its analysis can yield considerable
inspiration to improvement or renewal of educational settings. The focus of this
SDUWLFXODUDQDO\VLVKRZHYHULVRQDQXPEHURI³XQFRXWK´RXWEXUVWVRIDJJUHVVLRQ
RQFROOHFWLYHO\DJUHHGVWDWHPHQWVDERXWRWKHUVWKDWZHUHVXUSULVLQJDQGGLVTXLHWLQJ
even in the relaxed and permissive context of research interviewing and discussion.
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It may be argued that such outbursts belong to ordinary human communication
and that they should be condoned. Every text production comprises irrelevancies,
and is it not the function of the researcher to sort this out, to get the discussion
back on the track, to condense the objective and impartial? In my approach: Not
necessarily so! The very organization of the research group building on existing
social organization aims at bringing out the explicit as well as the implicit substance
and the legitimate as well as the illegitimate psychological energies immanent in
WKHVRFLDOVHWWLQJ7KHSUHVXSSRVLWLRQLVWKDW³WKLQNLQJLVDKLJKO\HPRWLRQDODIIDLU´
(Becker-Schmidt, 1987), that factual and functional attitudes and opinions are products
of multidimensional subjective processes that are cognitive, social, emotional as well
as physical – and furthermore that the group processes contribute to the exposition of
this complexity. The irrational, even the idiosyncratic, surplus is an invaluable spur
to research. This is a point highly relevant for our conceptions of learning, e.g. in that
it approaches the everyday situation in education where teachers and administrators
often face diffuse complaint (cf. Weber, 2001b). I shall return in some detail to
the theoretical framework, once I have presented the texts and my provisional
analyses.
7+(%2',(6,17+('(3$570(17±217+(3(5&(37,21
2))(0$/(683(5,256

'XULQJ WKH WKHPDWL]HG JURXS GLVFXVVLRQ RQ WKH TXDOLWLHV RI ZRUN ± WDNLQJ SODFH
immediately after a practice period in the hospital departments – life the following
passage6 occurs. It is one out of many where the perception of women become the
defining theme of the discussion, and where the men in education for social- and
KHDOWKDVVLVWDQWVGHQRXQFHWKHLUIHPDOHFROOHDJXHVZKRVH³FXQWSUDW´RU³FXFXPEHU
FDFNOH´7 they overtly and explicitly detest:
6WHHQ³,VWKHUHDQ\WKLQJ\RX¶YHEHHQSURYRNHGE\ZKHQ\RXJRWRXW>LQWKH
GHSDUWPHQWVRIWKHKRVSLWDOV.:@"´
0DGV³7KDWWKHZRPHQKDYHVRPXFKSRZHU,WVFDUHGPHVRPHZKDWLQWKH
first place [I was in KW]. There were two men there, and I saw very little of
them, and the rest … they were women. It’s just a bit strange, to sit there,
among all those women, and to hear nappy-talk, and birthings, and all the time,
\RXNQRZWKDWVRUWRIWKLQJ«´
/DUV³([DFWO\´
0DGV³/LNHIRRGUHFLSHVFORWKHVDQGPDNHXS,W¶VVLPSO\LPSRVVLEOHWRMRLQ
LQ$PDQPLJKWDVZHOONHHSKLVPRXWKVKXW´
6WHHQ³6RWKHUHLVDFXOWXUHLQWKHSODFHWKDW\RXIHHO\RXGRQ¶WEHORQJWR"´
0DGV³%XW\HV\RXNQRZ,ZRXOGDFWXDOO\OLNHWRWDON7KH\DUHYHU\QLFH
the women are, but it sort of scares you a bit, that there are just so many women
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sitting there, you … you don’t really have anything grand to contribute, you
NQRZ«DWOHDVW,IHHO,GRQ¶W´
/DUV³,¶OOFHUWDLQO\FRQILUPWKDW«ZKHQWKH\VLWDURXQGWDONLQJDERXWKRZ
VRUHWKHLUQLSSOHVDUH«IURPEUHDVWIHHGLQJ\RXNQRZ´
Loud laughter around the table.
3HWHU³:HOO,ZDVWKLQNLQJWKDWLW¶VVRPHWKLQJWKDWDIIHFWVWKHSDWLHQWVWKHVH
WKLQJVZKHQZHZHUHWDONLQJDERXWDOOWKDWFXFNRR«´
Several people make confirming noises.
3HWHU³,VDLG³$FWXDOO\\RXNQRZLWPLJKWKDYHEHQHILWHGWKHSDWLHQWVDOO
WKLVWLPHKHUH´«MXVWZDVWLQJDZD\HYHU\PRUQLQJ$OO\HDUURXQG<HDURXW
and year in. There’s a bloody lot of resources there that just … and fuck the
SDWLHQWVDQ\ZD\´
Lars: It’s also because there are some departments that are very particular
DERXWLWWKDWQRZZHKDYHDEUHDNLVQ¶WLW"³1RZZHFDQQRWWDONDQ\PRUH´
And it’s psychiatric people around here, people that you cannot just treat like
WKDW,IHHO´
3HWHU³/LNH³3OHDVHKXUU\XSDQGHDWXSVRWKDWZHFDQOD\WKHWDEOHIRUXV´
7KDWZD\WKDWWKHUHDWWLWXGH,UHDOO\FDQ¶WVWDQG´
/DUV³,UHPHPEHUWKDW,ZDVREOLJHGWRKROGP\EUHDNVDORQJZLWKWKHUHVWRI
the regular staff. In that there women’s department that I was in. Erh … and
a … we only had that half hour break the whole day. And a, it [the work KW]
was all about sitting and drinking coffee and chatting with patients and the like.
And then, you know, I liked it, to go upstairs to play table tennis [with patients
KW], in order to, sort of, get some exercise, you know. It was rather nice, you
know, to just, like … instead of sitting down all the time. But they wouldn’t
have that. I was to sit down and have my break along with the rest of them,
because, as they put it, it was about … and it did happen too, that they talked
DERXWSDWLHQWVDQGWKHOLNH6RLWZDVLPSRUWDQWWKDWZHZHUHWKHUH´
Peter sighs audibly.
/DUV ³%XW , QHYHU H[SHULHQFHG QRW RQFH WKDW WKH DFWXDOO\ GLG WDON DERXW
SDWLHQWV,WZDVDOZD\VDERXWWKRVHZHOO«WKRVHZRPHQ¶VWKLQJV´
Facts and Fiction
If we look first at the factual content of the passage the first striking thing is the very
first reply by Mads, the willing admission that the most provoking thing about practice
periods in psychiatric departments is not the psychiatric patients, the sometimes
YLROHQWFRQIURQWDWLRQVWKHVWUHQXRXVZRUNLQJFRQGLWLRQVDQGQLJKWVKLIWV±EXW³that
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the women have so much power´7KHJHQHUDOLGHDRIWKHKHDOWKVHFWRULVWKDWWKH
medical profession, the doctors, occupy the executive layers of the organization,
both administratively and medically, and the statistical truth is that doctors are
most often men.8 The next striking thing is that the concrete exemplification of the
alleged exertion of power is women who sit and talk – in general cultural terms
that is the most powerless of images! Sitting, not moving; talking, not acting; selfcontained, not directed against others. Furthermore the power talk is about children
and childbirth – the latter certainly in a fundamental sense a powerful thing, but as a
topic of conversation one could hardly think of a less belligerent one.
Further on in the passage a number of allegations are made about the staff wasting
a lot of time on their job, not caring about the patients, being overly obsessed with
negotiated rights such as regular breaks, and even being bossy towards patients as
well denying trainees their breaks and lying about their professional commitment,
alleging to speak professionally when in fact they are chatting about themselves.
Of course we are in no positions to deny that these accusations may be true, but the
assembled recriminations seem more fit for a political vendetta against the growing
public sector than for a discussion of the learning experience of would be social and
health assistants. Which is what is actually is.
On the other hand the passage conveys a culturally plausible image of female
work place culture, which is indeed what the interviewer hears and interprets as an
experience of exclusion on behalf of the men. This active definition of the initial tale
is accepted – even to the degree that the men state their own innocence: they do want
to talk! And to the degree that examples of explicit humiliation is given: a man has
been denied the right to stand up and leave the table, he has been put in his place as
if he were a child.
So on the referential level the passage is about women who talk about women’s
things and who do their job poorly, and about oppression and humiliation of men by
women.
Communicative Dimensions
As the transcription hopefully communicates the passage was spoken with dedication
and eagerness. Mads’ opening answer is somewhat reluctant, only speeding up
WRZDUGV WKH HQG7KH ³VRPHZKDW VFDUHG´ DQG WKH SDUDGR[LFDO ³D ELW´ VWUDQJH  LQ
fact means very much so, and furthermore Mads’ comes up with a proper linguistic
LQQRYDWLRQWKHWKHSKUDVLQJRI³ELUWKLQJV´WKXVVWUHVVLQJWKHVWUDQJHTXDOLW\RIWKH
situation, attributing a connotation of active giving birth, instead of just referring to
childbirths as events of the past, and maybe even signifying that – at least for him –
new experience is being formed in the situation. His experience is immediately
FRQILUPHG E\/DUV HODERUDWHG ³IRRGUHFLSHVFORWKHVDQGPDNHXS´ DQGIROORZHG
XS E\/DUV³VRUHQLSSOHV´³EUHDVWIHHGLQJ´ /DWHURQWKHH[DPSOHRIWKHIHPDOH
staff disregarding the patients is about taking the space for their own eating, and the

87

.:(%(5

VFHQHZKHUHWKHLUSRZHULVH[HUWHGWRZDUGVWKHWUDLQHHLVWKDWRI³VLWWLQJDQGGULQNLQJ
FRIIHH´
So the general characterization of the women’s talk has to do not only with activities that are culturally connotated as belonging to a women’s realm of experience, it
also specifically about body, reproduction (babies sucking, women eating and drinking, food-recipes, babies’ faeces), intimacy (mother-child dyade, sore nipples), and
decorating the body (clothes and make-up) with a view to looks and possible seduction.
The general perception of the women is of their number (all those women, so
many women), power and possession of space (the women’s department) and the
notion of their (in)activities is its all-consuming nature (all that cuckoo, all this time,
every morning, all year round, day in and day out, bloody lot of resources, all about
sitting and …, sitting down all the time) – concerned about themselves.
The general image of the men, on the contrary is that they are few, and not seen,
WKDW WKH\ PLJKW DV ZHOO NHHS TXLHW DQG WKDW WKH\ GR QRW KDYH DQ\WKLQJ JUDQG WR
contribute (or feel they don’t). When Peter introduces the patients’ perspective he
not only offers a rational and professional framework for the dissatisfaction of the
men, he directly inverts the psychologic states of the staff and the patients in that it’s
WKHVWDII¶VWDONWKDWLV³FXFNRR´QRWWKHSV\FKLDWULFSDWLHQWV:KRDUHLQWKHLUWXUQ
³DIIHFWHG´QHHGWKH³WLPHWREHQHILWWKHP´DUHGHJUDGHGDQGQHJOHFWHGDQGZKR
³FDQQRWMXVWEHWUHDWHGOLNHWKDW´,QVKRUWWKHSDWLHQWVDUHFKDUDFWHUL]HGDVVXIIHULQJ
much in the same way as the men themselves, and their liberty to move about are
even envied and sought for (in joining the table tennis).
As the men are thus denied their space they focus on and specify what they are not
able to do: they are not able to contribute anything grand (as implicitly a man should
presumably do) and they are not allowed to be physically active (rationalized into
³JHWWLQJVRPHH[HUFLVH´E\/DUV$VDUHVXOWWKH\DUHOHIWWRDOOHJHWKDWWKH\¶GOLNH
to talk (i.e. do as the women do), to feel, to think, to be there. Paradoxically, what
happens in the group discussion is actually that the men adopt the female standard of
talking about themselves as well as mutually confirming their professional interest –
taking on what is formally the women’s obligation.
The conclusion of the passage holds special interest: The statement that the female
VWDIILVEDVLFDOO\QRWFRQFHUQHGZLWKWKHLUZRUN³QRWRQFHGLGWKH\WDONDERXWWKH
SDWLHQWV´LVDGLUHFWFRQWUDGLFWLRQRIWKHSUHFHGLQJ³LWGLGKDSSHQWRRWKDWWKH\WDONHG
DERXWSDWLHQWVDQGWKHOLNH´7KHVHOIFRQWUDGLFWLRQLVWULJJHUHGRIIE\WKHFROOHDJXH
3HWHU¶VQRQYHUEDOUHSO\3HWHU¶VVLJKVHHPVWRLPSO\³WKH\ZRXOGsay that, wouldn’t
WKH\´7KHUHIHUHQFHGLVWXUEVWKHE\QRZHVWDEOLVKHGUDWLRQDOPHVVDJHDQGWKHVKDUHG
emotional content of the communication immediately causes it to be censored.
Threatening Femininity
During the passage the emotional experience of being threatened, excluded and
belittled, as well as being exposed to women’s intimacies, is supplemented by a
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rational and professional concern about the patients. In the context, however, it is
obvious that the patients are not analysed in their own right, but serve as objects of
projection of the men’s own perceptions and needs. The total image is that of the men
being surrounded by and engorged by female passive-active flesh to an extent that it
becomes necessary to break away, to get up and out. If the interpretation of the men
collectively wishing to be reborn out of this institutionalized womb, the perceptual
version of the scene of their labour market integration, is perhaps a dramatic one, it
is, none the less, the one that emerges to the empathic reader sympathising with their
lively and indignant communication.
As space for articulation of needs is denied they return in a rationalized (re)version.
Accordingly the experience of women as strange and powerful self contained bodies
is collectively confirmed, only to be stored in the experience of each man, ready to
be activated in other situations of confrontations with women.
7+(0,6),76,17+(&/$6652206±217+(3(5&(37,21
OF PASSIVE CLASSMATES

During the group interview on possible improvements of the education for social
work in youth clubs the following passage occurred.9 It is just one example, and a
fairly moderate and well argued one too, of participants talking derogatorily about
their fellow students. The textual reproduction does not signal the speed of the lines
or the vibrating anger of the group, nor does it catch the vehemence of the initial
statement by Anna – on the factual surface she is simply stating:
$QQD³7KHUHLVRQHWKLQJDERXWWKHFOXEHGXFDWLRQWKRXJKDQGWKDWLVWKDW
when you start, that is on the first day, and people introduce themselves …
and it happens both here and on other courses … you often hear that people
are subject to rehabilitation [i.e. being supported by labour market authorities
because of physical or social handicaps KW]. And it is maybe 15 or 20%, that
represent, in a class, that actually is that. It’s not as if there’s any wrong in that,
mind you, and I do agree that it’s a fine thing to be social and to help a lot of
people, but I do have a feeling that if you can’t become anything else, or if you
are unable to keep the job you once have, then you can always become a club
pedagogue [Danish: Klubpædagog, the name of the un-skilled social workers
in youth clubs KW]. And I can’t help feeling that the education sort of falls
GRZQDELWEHFDXVHRIWKDW´
.HQQHWK³1RWMXVWWKRVHWKDWKDYHDEDGEDFNEXWLIWKH\KDYHSUREOHPVWKDW
cannot be combined with our profession, then I think it’s wrong. And there is
much debate about it around, actually!
'HV³<HVEXWWKDWLVEHFDXVHSHRSOHDUHVRGLIIHUHQWKHUHDQGEHFDXVHWKHLU
background is so mixed. And of course there are some that are not so used
to these here things. To formulate things verbally or in writing, that is – you
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can feel that, it’s all very different, and the teachers must pay attention to the
differences. And sometimes you feel that it’s … a bit heavy … there must be
VSDFHIRUDOO´
$QQD ³$QG , DEVROXWHO\ GR DJUHH WKDW WKHUH PXVW DQG , ZRXOG QRW WKLQN LW
wrong if it were only a few, but it’s many (…) And there’s nobody around to
look after people who maybe have a hard time. But I do think that the general
OHYHOVRUWRIGURSVEHFDXVHRIWKDW « ´
.HQQHWK³%XWWKH\DUHDOORZHGLQDORQJWKHVDPHOLQHVDVHYHU\ERG\«´
3HWHU LQWHUUXSWLQJ  ³1R QR , GRQ¶W WKLQN VR7KHUH LV D ORW RI SHRSOH ZKR
do not have enough points, but who get in because of their background. It is
EDVLFDOO\DGRZQJUDGLQJRIRXUWUDGH´
$QQD³7KDW¶VP\SRLQW7KDW¶VZKDW,¶PJHWWLQJDW,WKLQNWKDWWKHHGXFDWLRQ
LVGHJUDGHG´
.HQQHWK³<RXJHWDZRUOGRISUREOHPVODWHURQZKHQ\RXJHWRXWZKHQ\RX
have problems with yourself, and then have to work with other people who
KDYHSUREOHPV7KDW¶VZKHUHLWLVERXQGWRJRWRWDOO\ZURQJ´
9DO³,GRQ¶WWKLQNLW¶VDFFHSWDEOH,GRQ¶WWKLQNZHVKRXOGMXVWOLYHZLWKLWIRU,
consider our way of working an important part of the life of young people. We
are there to help them, and to guide them, and to instruct them, and it simply
cannot be right that there are some people who have problems themselves,
and who cannot tackle their own problems, and then to go in and work with
children and youngsters (…) And for anybody to just come in from the street,
apply for a club job, and the get it, because we need staff. That’s dangerous, I
IHHO´
.HQQHWK³,DJUHH,WFDQQRWEHULJKWWKDWDQ\QXPEHURIQXWFDVHVFDQJHWLQWR
this. It’s not that they are dyslectic, it’s not that. (…) You can get a diploma
here even if you have a severe alcohol problem. There are people here who
have really grave problems with themselves … with alcohol or with other
WKLQJV«DQGLW¶VWKHPWKDWDORWRISHRSOHZDQWRXW´
3HWHU³%XWGRQ¶WSHRSOHVRUWWKDWRXWIRUWKHPVHOYHV"´
9DO³1R,¶PQRWVXUHEHFDXVHWKHUHDUHVRPHZKR¶GVD\WKDW,QHHGWRKDQJ
on to this because I need the 10.000 kroner every month. And there’s no other
ZD\WRJHWLW´
Facts and Fiction
If we look, firstly, at the factual content of the passage, of the presentation of the
educational context, a number of lines are arresting: The fact that some participants
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are subject to rehabilitation is verifiably true, but the registered number is exaggerated. Another stated fact is that some people are allowed in especially because they
are handicapped, which is formally and empirically not possible. A third is that any
nutcase can get in from the street and that you can get a diploma in spite of alcoholism, intimations that are basically unfounded.10 On the whole the college is given
little credit: It has few resources, it lets people in against rules, it accepts general
dissipation, and hands out diplomas at random! This contrasts heavily with the
explicit satisfaction with the education evident in other parts of the text.
So the impact of the passage is that the group – as opposed to the college – is
concerned with a potential dilemma well known in education, namely how far a given
education should accept participants that need special attention for social and health
reasons, and that it is so concerned that some exaggeration is needed to convince the
interviewer. The group is aware of this dilemma. Several lines meet with envisaged
contradictions that they are discriminating people who do not deserve it, i.e. the bad
backs and the dyslectics. The concern is on behalf of the status of the education, of
the profession, and of the children and youngsters in the clubs.
Now, skilled and professional labour is actually in great demand in the Danish
KHDOWKDQGVRFLDOVHFWRU,WLVDQDFNQRZOHGJHGIDFWWKDWWKHUHDUH³WRRPDQ\XQVNLOOHG
SHGDJRJXHV´ DW ZRUN QRW RQO\ LQ FOXEV EXW DOVR LQ GD\ FDUH11 Furthermore the
club sector by tradition recruits non-professional staff, and so it is vulnerable to
general stigmatisation when staff problems occur – which invariably they do, as
Kenneth confirms. So the arresting point here is not so much that the group points
to a problem, but that in the public and administrative eye they are themselves the
very population that is problematicLQWKHVHQVHWKDWWKH\DUHQRWIRUPDOO\TXDOLILHG
for their – societally important – job of socialisation and integration. That is why
Danish municipalities demand that they complete the education programme that is
the subject of our interview. Whether the individual participant suffers from a bad
back or is recovering from drug abuse, whether he or she is in education – and
working in the youth club – because he or she fell out of university, because the
building industries are down or hairdressing is not much of a business these days –
these facts are immaterial – both in the public eye, in the bureaucratic sense and
as far as the educational measures are concerned. And contrary to the assumption
of the group there is no documented covariance between rehabilitation, dyslexia,
alcoholism and having problems with oneself.12
The concluding line, Val’s accusation that the rehabilitating colleagues are strictly
instrumentally, economically, motivated, is also strange. For it is generally agreed
that more or less everybody in this education are dependent on upholding their
LQFRPHZKLOHWKH\TXDOLI\7KHHGXFDWLRQLVGHVLJQHGIRUVXFKSHRSOHIRUDGXOWV
with adult lives and obligations.
7KH FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ RI WKH FOXE SHGDJRJXH¶V WDVN ± DV ³KHOSLQJ JXLGLQJ DQG
LQVWUXFWLQJ´ 9DO ±LVQRWLFHDEOH,WLVWUXHWKDWZRUNLQJZLWKWKH\RXQJLVVRFLHWDOO\
important,and that youth need reliable adults! But social advisors, school teachers
and other professional groups would smile, to say the least, at the club pedagogue’s
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ambitious self-understanding. Youth clubs do work with fringe groups, but much
everyday life in youth clubs comprise a number of relaxed leisurely activities.
)XUWKHUPRUH LQ WKH 'DQLVK FRQWH[W WKH UHIHUHQFHV WR WKH ZRUN DV ³SURIHVVLRQ´
.HQQHWK DQG³RXUWUDGH´ 3HWHU LVSHFXOLDU7KH\VLJQDODZHOOGHILQHGOLQHRIZRUN
VRFLDO UHFRJQLWLRQ DQG VWDQGDUGV RI TXDOLW\ ± LQ VKRUW SURIHVVLRQDOLW\13 Actually
WKHFXOWXUDOO\HVWDEOLVKHGSURILOHRIWKH³FOXESHGDJRJXHV´LVWKDWRIWKHLQIRUPDO
comradely and loyal companion – undisturbed by professional distance, defying
control and disciplinary dimensions of the job. This collective understanding of the
sector is confirmed throughout the present project, and although it may be said to
make a virtue out of necessity, it appears well founded in the subjective experience
of the staff. If this syndrome is perhaps also nurtured by subjective and objective
inferiority, it is at least a popular one … but it is remarkably absent in this passage.
Here we meet professional concern only.
One interesting feature of the dialogue is the way factual corrections are turned
around and used to opposite ends: The group denies the fact that the rehabilitating
colleagues are allowed in along the general rules (as suggested by Kenneth) and
it refutes the possibility that they might themselves be capable of assessing their
competence (as imagined by Peter). Both attempts at modifying Anna’s initial
definition of the problem are used to further degrade the colleagues.
)LQDOO\ WKH JURXS EXLOGV FRQVLVWHQW DUJXPHQW WKDW SHRSOH ZKR ³KDYH SUREOHPV
ZLWK WKHPVHOYHV´ LH ZKR DUH SV\FKRORJLFDOO\ XQVWDEOH VKRXOG QRW ZRUN LQ WKH
caring professions, concluding that they are only in it for the money, anyway. The
preoccupation with the psychological resources is a valid and recurrent debate all
over the social and health sectors, and it does possess its own relevance in this
short-term educational programme. But there is little, if any, reason that this general
problem should arise in the context of the discussion.
So even at the surface level, where the text is confronted with the reality it refers
to, the text has little value of information. In a positivist sense the group is not
reliable. On the other hand the group is remarkably at ease with itself, it is in relative
agreement – it is obviously telling us something important.
Communicative Dimensions
So how does the group go about it? Which features in their way of talking and which
figures of speech convey the message to us? As above, the lines are spoken rapidly,
with a high level of dedication, and there is a generally positive and corroborative
atmosphere. People are eager and responding, almost echoing, and the energy grows
VWHDGLO\WKURXJKRXWWKHTXRWHGSDVVDJH
As it turns out Anna’s opening statement sets a theme, and also launches a
pattern of formulation that are kept up by the group during the paragraph. Anna
repeats a lot. She uses a number of parallel, slightly droning sentences, as well as
literal repetitions. She feels, even if she allegedly doesn’t want to – thus calling for
explication of this conflict between emotion and rational argument. The theme is
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that of the others, developed as a definition of intruders. The imagery of intrusion is
supplemented by that of the education falling down, and the general framework of
right and wrong is introduced.
7KHLQWUXVLRQLVGHILQHGE\WKH³ZURQJ´SUHVHQFHRIWKHRWKHUV7KHLUJHWWLQJinto
the introduction is echoed all through: they make the space heavy, they are allowed
in wrongly by the system, they go in the work, and they get into this, until at last
they are wanted out – of the education, to prevent them from getting out in the
workplaces.
$QQD¶V SHUFHSWLRQ LV WKDW WKH HGXFDWLRQ ³IDOOV GRZQ D ELW´ DV LI WKH HGXFDWLRQ
might fall on her and bring her down. This is no error of translation, she actually
uses this slightly awkward, very concrete image. Combined with the inevitability of
WKHIHHOLQJWKHIHDURIIDOOLQJLVIULJKWHQLQJ³$ELW´LVDSDUDGR[LFDOFROORTXLDOLVP
literally modifying, but substantially augmenting. It is echoed in the space getting
³DELWKHDY\´ 'HV DQGLQWKH³VRUWRI´GURSSLQJOHYHO $QQDKHUVHOI )LQDOO\WKH
LPDJHLVTXDOLILHGLQWKH³GRZQJUDGLQJRIRXUWUDGH´ 3HWHU DQGWKH³GHJUDGLQJRI
WKHHGXFDWLRQ´ $QQDKHUVHOI 
The theme of right and wrong is paradoxical from the outset: Anna distinguishes
in the peculiar way that something is wrong (the number of participants in rehabilitaWLRQ ZKLFKWKHUH¶V³QRWKLQJZURQJLQ´EHFDXVHLW¶VVRFLDODQGKHOSIXODQG WKHUHIRUH 
right. It is within this paradoxical framework that she must modify her statement,
VKH³FDQ¶WKHOS´IHHOLQJGHVSLWHKHUVHOI,QKHUVHFRQGUHPDUN$QQDUHLWHUDWHVERWK
VWUXFWXUHDQGFRQWHQWRIWKHILUVW6KHFRQILUPVKHURULJLQDO³QRWKLQJZURQJ´DVVHVV
LQJWKDW³DEVROXWHO\´PXVWWKHUHEHVSDFHIRUDOO±RQO\QRWIRUDOOEHFDXVHWKHUHDUH
too many. She accelerates the discomfort by denying her own reassurance of the
right, that she thinks wrong, you cannot do that much right, too much right makes
wrong, and she substantiates her point by alluding to the (too small) resources of
the college, again ending up in a down falling image, this time of the education
dropping. The wrong is first substantiated by Kenneth, modified (into difference) by
Des, enhanced by Kenneth (into totally wrong), civilized as well as dramatized (into
not acceptable as well as downright dangerous) by Val, and confirmed (it cannot be
ULJKW E\.HQQHWKZKRDOVRHODERUDWHVTXDOLWDWLYHO\DVZHOODVTXDQWLWDWLYHO\RQWKH
danger: the intruders are nut-cases, they come in any number, their problems are
severe and really grave, and the problem is alcohol as well as other things, intimating
drug problems. The culmination of the definition of the wrong is the explication of
the attitude of the others. They are dishonest, they are in the education on pretence.
Do Not Degrade Us!
&ULVFURVVLQJ WKHVH FRQVLVWHQW ILJXUHV LV WKH HPRWLRQDO SUHVHQFH RI WKH ³ZH´ RI
the (insider) group as called upon by Anna’s anxiety, as opposition to the others,
who represent the explicit danger of the club-pedagogues being considered of no
YDOXH ³LI \RX FDQ¶W EHFRPH DQ\WKLQJ HOVH´  ± D IHDU ZHOOIRXQGHG LQ WKH FXUUHQW
hierarchies of the social and health labour market, a much wider problem with no
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direct connection to a possible number of misfits in the education. This is made
H[SOLFLWDJDLQZKHQ$QQD±KDSSLO\³7KDW¶VP\SRLQW7KDW¶VZKDW,¶PJHWWLQJDW´±
DQVZHUV3HWHU¶V³WKH\DUHOHWLQ´ZKHUHVKHDOVRFKDQJHVWKH³GRZQJUDGLQJRIWKH
WUDGH´WRWKH³GHJUDGLQJRIWKHHGXFDWLRQ´6KHLVKHUVHOIpart of the education, she
is indeed within it in the very interview situation, so if the education is degraded,
she is herself degraded. The unconscious thematic collusion of the group is: We do
not want to be degraded. And at this point the more vicious attacks on the others
(Kenneth’s remark and Val’s denunciation of their morals) have become legitimate.
$QGWKHVRPHZKDWSRPSRXVVNHWFKRIRXURZQLPSRUWDQFHLQ³KHOSLQJJXLGLQJDQG
LQVWUXFWLQJ´IDOOVLQWRSODFH
So the real danger is one facing the group itself, and the unconscious danger is
WKDWWKHGHJUDGDWLRQPLJKWEHMXVWLILHG$IWHUDOO³SUREOHPVZLWKRQHVHOI´DQGDIDLU
amount of daily alcohol intake are not uncommon – neither with the population in
general or with the low-skilled segment with an unstable labour market position
that the group represents. Although in the interview situation the individuals come
out as winners, there is no reason that they should not be as ambivalent facing the
challenges of their job of social work as anybody else, and their labour market carriers
are probably as mixed.14 In structural terms the group represents one layer or level
in a Chinese box, where income and cultural status form the objective foundation of
individual and collective inferiority, substantiated by the imagined shortcomings of
other professional groups.15
So as a result of the interview we have gained two results, neither of which are
directly relevant to the evaluation project: One is that it takes very little to bring
out an intolerant and aggressive attitude towards people with social problems in the
club pedagogues to be – the exact opposite of what the educational impact should
LGHDOO\EHDQGRQHZKLFKVHULRXVO\TXHVWLRQVWKHJHQHUDOVXLWDELOLW\RIWKHXQVNLOOHG
social workers to their jobs. I.e. the group manages to produce the exact opposite of
their more or less conscious intention. Another is that the club pedagogues-to-be are
in serious need of recognition. Below I shall discuss how and why the educational
setting and the position of being a student may contribute to these two states of mind.
,1',9,'8$/67(;76$1'*5283'<1$0,&6

7KHLQGLYLGXDOVZKRVSRNHWKHOLQHVTXRWHGZHUHEURXJKWWRJHWKHULQWKHLUVSHFLDO
capacities as participants in an educational setting that was being explored and
evaluated. They brought into the research setting not only their shared experience
of the educations, but also the general experience of their everyday life and their
respective life histories. In this respect they are representative16 of the unskilled
populations that in current years are more or less willingly training or retraining
IRU WKH FKDQJLQJ DQG LQFUHDVLQJO\ TXDOLILFDWLRQV GHPDQGLQJ ODERXU PDUNHW 7KHLU
labour market experience is a mixed bag: this segment of the labour force is the one
to immediately feel ups and downs of trades and the general economy. Participants’
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experience comprises a number of contradictory motivations. The jobs headed for
are much wanted, if not for their content then for the income. The road to get there
is, however, paved with a number of imposed regressions, the structural position
of a pupil perhaps being the most basic and at the same time the most challenging.
So the general background of experience is contradictory – jobs wanted, training
unwanted, followed by training accepted, and infantile position unwanted.17 We
are not surprised that there is an explicit need to let out some steam of aggression,
for these adult pupils have surely had a number of reasons to be angry along their
ways, and have not been offered appropriate arenas for voicing their experience and
putting it into words.
The group communication will implicitly and sometimes explicitly appeal to each
participant to search emotionally and cognitively for the shared experience of the
group.18 Of course the experience of the research setting is immediately shared, as
is the implicit subjective pressure to contribute. The interview situation bears some
structural resemblance to the teaching, which holds its own kind of pressure, and
the teaching in its turn refers to the work situation, which holds another kind of
pressure. It may even be argued that the interplay between these levels of experience
of pressure is in itself anxiety provoking and will produce regressive resistance. So
if there is anxiety around it is sure to be exposed, and as we have seen in the texts, it
does, and it is managed by means of collective rationalization.19
So voicing shared experience referring to any of these levels invariably brings
DERXWTXDOLWLHVRISHUFHSWLRQWKDWFDQQRWEHXQGHUVWRRGLQWHUPVRIWKHIDFWXDOHYHQWV
referred to only. The challenges of social work and dealing with patients have long
ago activated emotions, strategies of action and understandings from other phases
of the life course, from family settings as well as from other workplaces. In the
communication a gradual and intuitive selection of experience suitable in the group
WDNHV SODFH DQG HPRWLRQDO TXDOLWLHV DQG LQWHOOHFWXDO LQVLJKWV DUH DWWULEXWHG WR WKH
common production of meaning. This does not happen randomly, but not in a purely
rational manner either. Contributions are formed in a subjective navigation between
the reservoirs of individual experience and the theme perceived developing in the
group. In this respect the research setting actually reproduces a characteristic of
everyday life communication, where the attitudes and emotions of people are often
not articulate until they are offered a communicative arena, until they are voiced in
a social situation. The group thus develops its own explicit meaning, drawing on
dimensions of experience, and indeed formulations, from the individual participants,
who in their turn have contributed, not what they are, who they are, or what they
think, but what this setting and communication allowed them to feel, remember and
articulate – and avoid. The meaning developed by the group is not simply the sum
of the attitudes and opinions of the participants, nor are the participants victims
RI H[WHUQDO JURXS G\QDPLFV 7KH JURXS SURGXFHV D XQLTXH DQG RULJLQDO WH[W WKDW
communicates shared experience, not exhaustingly so, but relevant and carefully
voiced dimensions of experience.
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The two empirical populations have produced texts that explicitly and implicitly
voices the need for personal and professional recognition by superiors and by society.
7KH\KDYHDOVR³WH[WHG´DSURIHVVLRQDOFRQFHUQ±IRUWKHZHOOEHLQJRISV\FKLDWULF
patients and for the reputation of the education for social pedagogic work in clubs –
thus legitimizing not only their demand for recognition, but also their apparent
emotional state of readiness to perceive degradation and humiliation.
In both cases, however, the groups verbalized their messages in a roundabout
manner by abusing a specific population of others, indeed they collectively constructed the female nursing staff and the rehabilitating colleagues respectively, not
only as less able populations, but as morally corrupt as well. The images produced
and confirmed each correspond depressingly well with a number of cultural
cliches active in popular or populist political rhetoric and in everyday folklore. As
recognizable figures they serve to simplify and thus make bearable the complex and
multitudinous experience of everyday life, and as organizers of subjective collective
energy they contribute powerfully to corrupting political civilization and gender
HTXDOLW\,WLVVDIHWRVD\WKDWWKHDWWLWXGHVWH[WHGDERYHDUHQRWWKHLQWHQGHGRXWFRPH
of the respective training programmes. They have certainly nothing to do with
neither the formal curriculum nor with the intended communication of workplace
culture or general political implications of being public sector social service staff.
They even disavow the professional ethos that they serve to establish in the texts.
So have the educations been counterproductive? Is the educational outcome
that poor? And are the individuals so politically blind (labelling socially deprived
groups) and so male chauvinist?
Hopefully not. My exposition of the regressive images in the collective
unconscious of the groups is on the one hand a research produced artefact that –
on the other hand – exposes a potential of subjective energies, organized within
WKHIUDPHZRUNRIWKHFRQVFLRXVQHVVRIHYHU\GD\OLIH /HLWKlXVHU $JHQHUDO
cultural disposition to employ reductive schemes of understanding in complex
and challenging situations is reproduced. The interpretation has focussed on the
frightening aspects of the collective subjectivity – with good reason, I should think –
but the texts themselves comprise reference to the contradictions reacted to. There
LV D IUDPHZRUN RI DPELWLRQ RI EHLQJ DQG GRLQJ ³ULJKW´ LQ WKH FOXE SHGDJRJXHV¶
discussion and beyond the aggression of the men in the psychiatric hospital we can
actually detect some sound observation of a routinized and (too?) highly gendered
workplace culture.
So the scapegoat figures of munching women and morally corrupt colleagues
are also inversions of a general humanist and/or professional ethic – the claim that
education and social work should be for the benefit of the users – children, youngsters,
patients, etc. In fact random elements of such ethics are employed to construct the
villainous images. And in present day institutionalised and bureaucratic public sector
such ambitions, however fragmented they stand, are no irrelevant agenda.
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My general line of arguments has been that the interplay between lacks of
recognition at different levels of experience is decisive in producing the defensive
reductions. So the experience atclassroom level does come into it.
So what characterises the classroom experience: A double agenda of accepting
to be a pupil and a curriculum of welfare state legislation, psychology, pedagogy,
cultural studies, etc. – very much about the very situation that is reacted to, but
in both training programmes, in abstract and general terms. Indeed the men in the
hospital faced a number of physics and chemistry lessons at the level of 7th grade,
but that was difficult enough. And although teachers strive to meet the subjective
H[SHULHQFHRIWKHZRUNWKH\DUHTXDOLI\LQJSHRSOHIRUWKH\ZRUNZLWKLQDVHWRIUXOHV
describing the context of the education in terms of subjects and disciplines, not as
experienced problems.
In educational terms these analyses thus point to the relevance of problemoriented curricula, and to the need of explicitly reflecting the background experience
and the subjective motivations of participants within the framework of education.
It also reminds us that teachers should respect that subjective motivations are only
one version of the multitudinous sensations and perceptions that adults possess –
aggression may be an integral part of regressive defences as well as progressive
orientations.
Finally, as stated at the outset of this chapter, a number of the mixed and functionally inappropriate motivations are in fact embodiments of the economic and societal
paradoxes that constitute everyday life in and around education: Adult pupils, soldiers
in nursing, men in women’s jobs – are empirical evidence of contradictory demands
of modernization, rationalization and labour market development. If they appear
irrational, history is irrational, and a rational appropriation process will reflect it.
$5(0$5.217+(0(7+2'2/2*<

The general framework of my interpretation is that of a psychoanalytically oriented
social psychology, that acknowledges preconscious and unconscious dimensions
and dynamics in everyday life communication. It also appreciates participants’ life
history experience, the everyday life experience and the interplay between these
subjective reservoirs.
In contrast to the well known clinical psychoanalysis, this approach is concerned
with general cultural patterns of subjectivity, where a potential of politics of repression as well as of liberation is stored. Of course collective subjectivity is constituted
by the interaction of individuals, and by the collusion of individual drives and
dispositions. It might, for example, be productive to see the aggression of the men
in the hospital as collectively re-iterated scenes of primary socialization, where
LGHQWLILFDWLRQVZLWKPRWKHUDQGIDWKHUUHVSHFWLYHO\FRPSULVHGQRWRQO\³EHFRPLQJ
OLNH´EXWDOVRFRXQWHUSRVLWLRQLQJILJKWVDQGDPELYDOHQWSRVVHVVLRQ)RUWKHPHQ
are under regressive pressure, they are infantilised and denied their status (and
identity) as men. It is likewise interesting to consider the discriminating and rigid
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DSSURSULDWLRQRI³ULJKW´E\WKHFOXESHGDJRJXHVDVDQLGHQWLILFDWLRQZLWKDPLJKW\
if abstract aggressor – in momentary need of more specific, tangible and realistic
ideals. Such deepening of the current analysis is indeed possible, but the procedure
might create the impression that I was aiming at a redefinition of the educational
setting into a form of collective therapy.
Although I am sure that educational settings are often the arenas of subjective
liberation, including liberation from inner compulsions, the therapeutic fallacy
(Alheit, 1994) is not mine. The primary socialization of participants is only relevant
in this context insofar as it is activated and becomes decisive in the interaction, in the
production of the meaning of everyday culture – including that of education. In that
context the energies and search processes of participants must be respected – indeed
they cannot be substantially changed without counterproductive effects. They must
find their own – devious – ways (cf. Weber, 1995).
Learning and socialization is always a progressive-regressive process, and it
always activates the inner resources of the learner. So the focus of the educationally
relevant analysis is on the interaction with reality and on how it is voiced.
So a social psychology that draws on the tradition of psychoanalysis faces the
theoretical challenge of understanding subjective energies not as natural instincts or
fateful drives, but as energies organizing reality. This is the ambition of the German
social psychologist Alfred Lorenzer, who defines drives with a view to societal and
interactional logics meeting with the individual in primary and secondary socialization, shaping subjectivity but also being changed by the specific ways in which the
logics are appropriated (Lorenzer, 1970, 1972). The concepts of ambivalence as
defined by the Hungarian psychoanalyst Sandor Ferenczi: inner ambivalence stems
IURPWKHFRQWUDGLFWRU\TXDOLWLHVRIUHDOLW\QRWIURPWKHFRQIURQWDWLRQRIOLELGRDQG
thanatos (Ferenczi, 1972), as well as the whole tradition of object relations theory
(e.g. Winnicott, 1987) point to the same concern for the outside world. With Lorenzer,
however, it is an explicit point that unconscious processes themselves are not just
products of individual repression, but societally produced ones. Life history is thus
an ongoing process of socialization, not just an adaptation of individuals to reality,
but a dynamic continuation of society and culture as such: Subjectivity is society in
a specific historical and social mediation of individual sensation – bodily, emotional,
cognitive perceptions – with language as the primary medium. The approach has been
succesfully developed into a psychoanalytically oriented understanding of culture in
general, comprising not only literature and media analyses, but also understandings
of architecture, physical space in general, etc. (Lorenzer, 1986). Theorizing everyday
life is a well established tradition in cultural studies and sociology, and the very
concepts of every day life is developed into a theory of late modern consciousness
E\7KRPDV /HLWKlXVHU ZKR VHHV WKH GLIIHUHQW VHFWLRQV RI HYHU\GD\ OLIH DV DUHQDV
of experience, adapting to necessities, repressing socially illegitimate sensations
DQGUHDFWLRQVDVZHOODVGHYHORSLQJZLVKHVDQGDPELWLRQV/HLWKlXVHU¶VFRQFHSWRI
consciousness of everyday life point to the fact that attitudes and opinions may beunderstood as pragmatic and situated – individual or collective – subjectivity, thus
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TXHVWLRQLQJWKHHVWDEOLVKHGFRQFHSWRILGHQWLW\DVZHOODVLQGHHGWKHYDOLGLW\RIDQ\
positivist registration of attitudes. Together with Birgit Volmerg and the Institute of
3V\FKRORJ\DQG6RFLDO5HVHDUFKLQ%UHPHQWKHDSSURDFKKDVSURGXFHGDQXPEHURI
empirical studies, comprising workplace experience and experience in public space
9ROPHUJHWDO/HLWKlXVHU 
Integrating a Marxian analysis of society – the separation of private and public
sphere and the logics of production and reproduction – with psychoanalytical social
SV\FKRORJ\5HJLQD%HFNHU6FKPLGWHWDOKDYHSURGXFHGDQXPEHURIDQDO\VHVRI
women’s experience in work and family life. Becker-Schmidt applies the Ferencian
concept of ambivalence as well as concepts of identification processes to the field
of girls’ and women’s lives, and she contributes substantially to a gender-specific
and historically sensitive understanding of socialization (e.g. 1995, 1998; see also
Chapter 4, this volume).
The brief account of the approaches hardly do them justice, but they each served
as inspiration to the analysis presented above. The theorizing of learning settings
gains by a societal dimension that can see actions and attitudes, not as individual
fallacies or shortcomings, but as valid reactions to complex and partly invisible
logics. Before concluding this chapter I shall elaborate somewhat the underlying
understanding of our media of communication – language.
/$1*8$*(*$0(6$1',17(5$&7,21)2506

Language as an integral dimension of interaction and bodily experience has been
theorized by Alfred Lorenzer, who sees the dynamics of subjectivity – of inner
nature – and societal structure as authentically experienced bodily interactions,
established as interaction-forms. They constitute the basic socialization, and they are
progressively differentiated and refined as language is introduced. Only language
also serves to render some interaction-forms acceptable, while others remain
as bodily perceptions, pre-verbal – but none the less psychologically active. The
basic epitome of the interaction-form is the mother and child, the dyad – not only
because this stage in socialization holds importance, but also because it serves to
illustrate the dialectic of refinement and deprivation that socialization is about. No
verbalization, no establishment of symbolic interaction, takes place without leaving
VRPHWKLQJ EHKLQG RUJDQL]LQJ SHUFHSWLRQV OHDYLQJ VRPH RXW DQG ³IRUJHWWLQJ´
them systematically. Pre-verbal interaction forms melt into the symbolic ones as
interaction-forms and language relate. Lorenzer ses this process as a potential for
later reflected experiments (in the psychoanalytic sense: Probehandlungen) of action
and expression.
Lorenzer’s ambition is to theorize language, interaction and bodily experience in
the context of their mutual societal settings and functions. The concept of language
game, which stems originally from Wittgenstein, situates language practically and
societally. The language game is a complex unity of the actual use of language,
its practical functions and the general understanding of its life world. It mediates
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subjective and objective structures, and its genesis is indeed the constitution of the
relation between individual and society. Language and consciousness are integral
parts of societal praxis, and language games are accordingly the medium of subjective
structuring of reality. In this sense individual subjectivity is societal from the outset.
In an intact language game the agents share pre-verbal interaction-forms as well
as its specific verbalization, in language becoming a symbolic interaction-form – in
short: that agents understand each other and empathically share explicit and implicit
meanings.
Lorenzer introduces the concept of disturbed language to understand the
SURFHVVRIWKH³UHGLYLVLRQ´RIODQJXDJHJDPHV2QFHDFFRPSOLVKHGFRPSHWHQFLHV
of symbolization – putting subjective structures to language – may, in specific
situations, that recalls and activates inner conflict, cease to work. The capacity of
expressing subjective experience is lost facing the confrontation of contradictory
and irreconcilable interaction-forms. Pre-verbal interaction forms that have never
been integrated into the language games at all may well be part of such conflict,
although they are systematically left over to the unconscious. In such cases language
is unfounded in experience, the words stand stripped of authentic meaning. Lorenzer
uses the concept of sign about this language with no foundation in interaction-forms.
Accomplished symbolic interactions may also be broken up for psychodynamic and/
or societal reasons, the word stripped of its symbolic meaning, but still representing
dynamic inner scenes – which, in their turn, may be activated without access to
relevant means of communication.
Language games will not only echo interest and power relations in the social
situation, they will also develop meanings of their own, register and comprise factual
as well as implicit cultural and psychological meaning. They are dialectical unities
of the use of language, everyday life as it is in fact lived practically, and the attitudes,
opinions and ideologies it develops and makes use of. In the research situation we
KDYH³RQO\´WKHZRUGVEXWLIZHORRNDWWKHFRPPXQLFDWLRQVLQWHUPVRIDODQJXDJH
game we have also a symbolic life world.
In the language game subjective structures are mediated with reality, with
social and societal structures. When the appropriation of reality demands
emotional or cognitive accommodation the language becomes vague, which gives
WKH FRPPXQLFDWLRQ RI HYHU\GD\ OLIH LWV ZHOO NQRZQ VSHFLILF TXDOLW\ RI LPSOLFLW
congeniality, of indefinite allusions that comprise a variety os different sensations
and recollections. To each individual words and concepts possess an aura of implicit
meanings founded in earlier experience, and in interaction and communication these
meanings are sorted out and established as new collective formulations, that merge
with the general cultural reservoir – confirming and changing culture. In this process
factual information and authentic experience may find words – become symbolized –
but as we have seen they may also be censored, withdrawn, only to sink back into the
pre-verbal consciousness of individuals and institutions.
The club pedagogues certainly go through a process of negotiating and sorting
out the relevant phrases before their implicit aggressions are finally focussed on the
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³GDQJHU´DQGGXELRXVPRUDOVRIWKHUHKDELOLWDWLQJFROOHDJXHVZKHUHDVWKHPHQLQ
the psychiatric hospital immediately share both a vocabulary and a cultural image
of femininity. The former are bringing together vague anxieties stemming from
number of different settings, whereas the latter have recently faced much the same
challenges, which they can therefore readily communicate. Maybe the common
gendered experience contributes to the immediate collusion in the male group. The
FXOWXUDOFOLFKHRI³FXQWSUDW´DFWXDOO\EULQJVWRJHWKHUWKHVXEMHFWVRIWKHZRPHQ¶V
talk with the otherwise tabooed sexual connotations – not only implicit in the men’s
perception, but certainly in the workplace culture as well as in society in general.
On this background we may look at the text as a frozen version of specific
interaction. We may look at the referential level, which is immediately understood
because words refer to recognizable objects and situations, and where the cultural
FRQQRWDWLRQVDUHVKDUHG$V,KDYHVKRZQHYHQWKLVOHYHOUDLVHVDQXPEHURITXHVWLRQV
the texts each possess a referential value that is unknown to the interviewer or
discussion leader, and which he, in his turn, tries to come to terms with – as Steen, who
does not personally share the emotional content of the communication, translating
into the more general concepts of workplace culture. Of course the interviewer may
simply get new information, but in the texts above, we are given to wonder, because
the information we get does not agree with our existing knowledge of the field: We
are cognitively as well as emotionally aroused. We think we know, for instance, that
the administrators of the club education are not reckless – and we are disturbed by
the prospect of alcoholics in social work. We react on behalf of the general cultural
framework: this cannot or should not be so.20
So we move on to other potential sources of information in the text, to the communicative dimension and to be empathic on the communicative level as well: How
does the mode of communication add or detract from the phrases, and which figures
of rhetoric are employed?
%\ FRQIURQWLQJ WKHVH OHYHOV RI UHDGLQJ DQVZHULQJ WKH UHVHDUFK TXHVWLRQ +RZ
do they talk about what? In this process new structures of subjective meaning,
embracing implicit meanings as well as explicit ones, are formed, and we approach
a motivational and perhaps an experiential, perceptual understanding.
Such understanding might inspire adult education to some abstaining from
directing the learning processes towards specific curricular goals, and to a critical
reflection of the relation between teaching and learning in general. People learn what
they want to learn – and their rich ambitions of being recognized themselves as well
as changing the world for the better are much easier developed if they are allowed
to – and supported in – sorting out their ambiguities and reflecting on them.
NOTES
1

 7KHHYDOXDWLRQVZHUHGHVLJQHGDVWKHRU\EDVHGDQGTXDOLWDWLYHDQGWKHHPSLULFDOPDWHULDOSURGXFHG
ZLWKLQ WKH UHVHDUFK FRQWH[W RI WKH ³/LIH +LVWRU\ 3URMHFW´ D ORQJ WHUP SURMHFW RQ WKH VXEMHFWLYH
interplay between adult education, every day life and life history (Weber, 1997c, 1999b; Andersen,
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2000; Salling Olesen, 2000a, 2000b). The Danish evaluation reports are Nielsen and Weber (1997),
Weber (1997a), Lund and Weber (2000), as well as Weber (1997b) and presentations of analyses in
English are Weber (1996, 1998, 1999a).
2
 %HVLGHV P\VHOI 5HVHDUFK DVVLVWDQW FDQGPDJ 6WHHQ %DDJ¡H 1LHOVHQ QRZ DVVRFLDWHG SURIHVVRU DW
5RVNLOGH8QLYHUVLW\ DQGUHVHDUFKDVVLVWDQWFDQGS G8IIH/XQGSUHVHQWO\DQHGXFDWLRQRIILFHUDW
WKHSHGDJRJXHVXQLRQLQ'HQPDUN
3
The evaluations were financed by the County of Western Seeland and by the Ministry of Social and
Health. Each in their way they were characteristic measures of the current transformation of the public
VHFWRU LQ 'HQPDUN WKDW DLPV WR FKDQJH WKH WUDGLWLRQDO ZHOIDUH VWDWH LQWR DQ VRFDOOHG ³UHVSRQVLYH
VWDWH´±LQWKLVFDVHLQWKHVHQVHWKDWWKHSXEOLFODERXUIRUFHPXVWEH PDGH IOH[LEOH7KLVWKHRUHWLFDO
and political discourse falls without the scope of this chapter, see, however, Weber (2001a).
4
 7KHFRQFHSWRI³UHVHDUFKVXEMHFWV´UHIHUULQJWRWKHSRSXODWLRQRILQIRUPDQWVDQGSDUWLFLSDQWVVWHP
from Hollway and Jefferson (2000). It signals the dynamic and autonomous status of the people
involved as opposed to the status of objects under positivist scrutiny.
5
The methodological implications of this double bind is a research field in itself. Likewise the different
modes of text production, the informing group interview (cf. e.g. Kvale, 1996) and the thematized
JURXSGLVFXVVLRQ FI&RKQ0DQJROG/HLWKlXVHU 9ROPHUJ UHSUHVHQWVHSDUDWH
fields of interest. In the present context, however, only the fact that the texts are group produced, and
the fact that they comprise culturally significant outbursts of aggression, are looked into.
6
The group discussion leader is Steen Baagøe Nielsen, and the passage is translated from the evaluation
report (see above, pp. 139–140).
7
 'LUHFWWUDQVODWLRQVRIWKH'DQLVK³NXVVHSODGGHU´DQG³DJXUNHVQDN´ERWKRULJLQDODQGVWULNLQJYHUEDO
innovations of a highly derogatory nature – from other group discussions of the men in the project.
8
This is actually changing in Denmark. The medical profession presently recruits a majority of women,
but firstly this has not yet changed the work-places, and secondly it is still true that executive positions
are held mainly by men. I.e. a horizontal gender barrier has been moved, but a vertical one remains.
9
The interviewer is Uffe Lund, and the passage stems from the background material of chapter 5 of the
evaluation report (see above, p. 57 ff.).
10
The verifications of these facts with the administrative authorities of the college is solid. The
identification of factual faults or inconsistencies in the communication is not motivated by any drive
WR³FRUUHFW´WKLQJVEXWLVDPHDQVWRLGHQWLI\WKHHQHUJ\DQGPRWLYDWLRQVSUHVHQWLQWKHJURXS2I
course evaluators and researchers should not communicate gossip and rumour as such, but in this
approach gossip and rumour communicates something important besides their factual irregularities.
So we take it on face value, we test it against the reality that we know something of, but which we may
also learn about.
11
This is due to the educational policies of the liberal government in the 80’es, which restricted access
to human service training and education considerably.
12
In fact some of the texts in this project could support the opposite thesis: A number of the rehabilitating
colleagues appear lively, intelligent and well motivated participants with a realistic attitude to their
handicap. Whereas some of the university drop outs could be said to signal problems of self esteem,
and some of the skilled workers to manage the shift from production to social work less than well.
But these are mere assumptions, associations in the research team, who have obviously been severely
provoked by the group’s unanimous problem identification. In it inherent in our approach not to
censor such associations, but to register them, and to confront them with the text. You can say that at
first we serve as a screen on to which the allegations of the group are projected. And next we react,
and serve as a complementary mirror. Neither the construction of the group nor the associations of
WKH UHVHDUFK WHDP DUH ³WUXH´ LQ WKH OLWHUDO VHQVH EXW WKH\ HDFK FRQVWLWXWH SRVVLEOH SHUFHSWLRQV DQG
dimensions of experience.
13
Not even the professional educations of 3½ or 4 years’ duration – such as those of pedagogue, nurse
or school teacher – can claim proper professional identity in the strict sociological sense, and when
WKH\WU\FXUUHQWPRGHUQL]DWLRQTXLFNO\JHWWKHEHWWHURIWKHPZLWKIXUWKHUGHPDQGVRIIOH[LELOLW\DQG
employability (Weber, 2001a; Salling Olesen, 2000b).
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The life history of the group was not focussed on in the interviews. But we know what they are doing:
Anna’s task in the leisure centre is in the kitchen, where she bakes with the school children every
afternoon; Kenneth dropped out of technical college and has made a career of working in the national
organization of youth clubs, thus so far making further education unnecessary; Des is an immigrant
with ten years of unskilled social work behind him, specialising in computer games and music; Peter
is young and has no education or labour market experience other than that in the social project he is
employed in; Val has an education as a teacher of textile work, i.e. she is working beneath her status,
but indeed she does run the sewing workshop in her workplace.
15
Thus traditional profiling school-teachers-pedagogues, pedagogues-unskilled staff, unskilled staffunemployed, etc. are well known. Of course they have their objective foundation in different status of
the societal tasks, of income and status, but they are often voiced with more vigour than the objective
differences would vouch.
16
 7KLV LV QRW D TXHVWLRQ RI VWDWLVWLFDO UHOLDELOLW\ DOWKRXJK E\ DJH DQG ODERXU PDUNHW SRVLWLRQ WKH
populations may well mirror their social strata. Within the context of the club education the groups
have been composed with a view to comprising the most characteristic empirical profiles – genderwise and by educational background. The men in the hospital are simply those allocated from the
ORFDOXQHPSOR\PHQWDXWKRULWLHVDQGVRWKH\UHSUHVHQWWKHSURILOHRITXDOLILFDWLRQVGHPDQGLQ:HVWHUQ
Seeland. Both populations are plausible examples of unskilled adults in education. For a discussion of
YDOLGLW\LQTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKVHH.YDOH  DQG$OWKHLGHDQG-RKQVRQ  
17
At an individual level, with each adult man or woman it is of course much more complex. Some adults
actually want the training, but not the job. Class and gender form different foundations for handling
the dilemma. But in a strategy of theorizing the motivational conflicts one has to simplify, in this case
by stating a common structural dilemma.
18
The underlying references here are the tradition from Pollock onwards, the group therapy (Foulkes)
and communication in groups (Bion).
19
The analysis might at this point be extended in terms of exposing institutionalised defence mechanisms,
cf. e.g. Menzies-Lyth.
20
Of course the individual characteristics of the researcher come into this process, both in the face to
face interaction and in the interpretation. So we should reflect our idiosyncrasies and, our loyalties as
well as our theoretical perspective in terms of transference and counter-transference. For a discussion
see e.g. Hunt (1989) and Andersen (2001).
14
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5. THE MILK LADY
A Nurturing Identification Object

This chapter presents results from the research project conducted as part of my PhD
dissertation. Divided into two parts, the chapter begins with a contextualisation
of the research project, which concerns students who use an alternative channel
to enrol in a profession-specific education as a social pedagogue. The concept of
non-traditional adult student is also defined. For readers unfamiliar with the Danish
system, a brief description is provided of the profession of social pedagogue as well
as the Danish practice of Validation of Prior Learning (VPL). Next, there is a short,
introductory presentation of the life history research approach.
The second part of the chapter involves an analysis of a student enrolled in a
professional bachelor degree programme. The case focuses on a non-traditional
adult student who changed careers. Her name is Hanna and she was accepted into
the programme on the basis of VPL, and is studying to be a social pedagogue.
The analysis examines how Hanna while contributing to and benefitting from the
VWXG\HQYLURQPHQWDFTXLUHVDQHZSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\DVDVRFLDOSHGDJRJXH6KH
emphasises her relationship with her mother as important to her choice of education.
The way she paints her future, the role as a professional she anticipates and her
experience of the degree programme appear to expose some contradictory aspects,
which call for an interpretation of her relationship with her mother, who worked as
the milk lady at Hanna’s school when she was growing up.
12175$',7,21$/$'8/7678'(176

The notion of the non-traditional student originates from the Anglo-Saxon term
non-traditional adult student (Alheit, 2017) and is currently defined in multiple
ways, though there appears to be a general European consensus on a common
understanding of the term. Crosling et al.’s (2008) international study Improving
6WXGHQW5HWHQWLRQLQ+LJKHU(GXFDWLRQSRLQWVRXWILYHFDWHJRULHVXVHGUHJXODUO\LQ
international access and retention studies to identify non-traditional students: (1) low
socioeconomic status, (2) disabilities, (3) first in family to participate in higher
education, (4) mature age and (5) minorities and refugees, which is also a recognised
GHILQLWLRQ LQ WKH (XURSHDQ 8QLRQ 0H\HUV &RQWH  5XEHQVRQ  7KH WHUP
non-traditional adult student, however, must be used with caution as it is imprecise
and defining it with precision is not possible since various students are considered
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traditional by some but non-traditional by others. The VPL students under study in
this chapter are primarily mature-age students, including Hanna, studying to be a
social pedagogue. In the Danish context, these students most often have a vocational
educational background. In recent decades, policymakers in Denmark emphasised
prior informal and non-formal learning in the effort to provide additional educational
opportunities for non-traditional adult students (Aagaard & Dahler, 2010).
7+(3$7+72(152/0(17,1$62&,$/3('$*2*8(352*5$00(

Since the end of the twentieth century lifelong learning has developed into a global
political agenda (CEDEFOP, 2016). Despite consensus concerning the potential
of lifelong learning on, for example, overall joint interests and visions, the group
of stakeholders are far from clear-cut (Field, 2008). In general, lifelong learning
is a field of political processes in constant motion (Salling Olesen, 2002, p. 4),
influenced by business interests, concern for individuals’ personal development and
also local interests of e.g. education institutions. Learning opportunities in working
life and education are central to lifelong learning and are based on a constant review
RIRQH¶VFXUUHQWVNLOOVDQGWKHDFTXLVLWLRQRIQHZRQHV 0HUULOO +LOO 7KH
key interests for our study are the learning potential, capacity and adaptability
of individuals to become competent while simultaneously increasing their selfawareness and sense of dignity as a responsible citizen (Singh & Duvekot, 2013,
p. 16). Salling Olesen (2017, p. 37) points out that lifelong learning as an imperative
can be viewed as a response to the overriding pressure put on people concerning
plasticity and readjustment that stems from capitalistic functionality.
VPL in adult education has a strong tradition in Denmark and the other Nordic
countries, though approaches vary regarding policy development, systems, solutions
and practical implementation. In 2007, a crucial year for the acknowledgment
and development of adult education in the context of lifelong learning, adults in
Denmark became entitled to have their prior learning, i.e. what they know and can
do, recognised and validated (Aagaard & Dahler, 2010). A new law about lifelong
upgrading of education and skills (Danish Ministry of Education, 2007) obliged
providers of adult and continuing education to offer people an assessment of their real
competences in relation to the objectives of one or more of the subjects or modules in
WKHHGXFDWLRQRULWVDGPLVVLRQUHTXLUHPHQWV 1LVWUXS /XQGS 
The 2011 an Executive Order on Professional Education replaces the term
assessment of real competencies with a more individualised approach, individual
FRPSHWHQFH DVVHVVPHQW ,.9  ,W UHTXLUHV LQVWLWXWLRQV WR FRQVLGHU ZKHWKHU DQ
DSSOLFDQW KDV SURIHVVLRQDO TXDOLILFDWLRQV FRPSDUDEOH WR ZKDW WKH DGPLVVLRQ
UHTXLUHPHQWV VWLSXODWH 7KH HGXFDWLRQDO LQVWLWXWLRQ XQGHUWDNHV DQ LQGLYLGXDO
assessment based on information about the applicant’s overall knowledge, skills and
TXDOLILFDWLRQVUHJDUGOHVVRIZKHUHWKH\ZHUHDFTXLUHG,IWKHDSSOLFDQWLVGHHPHG
WR KDYH SURIHVVLRQDO TXDOLILFDWLRQV HTXLYDOHQW WR WKRVH VSHFLILHG LQ WKH DGPLVVLRQ
UHTXLUHPHQWV DQG WKH LQVWLWXWLRQ LQ TXHVWLRQ FRQVLGHUV WKH DSSOLFDQW FDSDEOH RI
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FRPSOHWLQJ LWV SURJUDPPH WKHQ WKH DSSOLFDQW PXVW EH FRQVLGHUHG RQ DQ HTXDO
IRRWLQJZLWKRWKHUDSSOLFDQWVZKRIXOILOWKHVWDQGDUGDGPLVVLRQUHTXLUHPHQWZKLFK
is an A-level examination.
These developments and current conditions involving VPL mean that nontraditional students like Hanna now have a greater chance of applying for and being
accepted to university college degree programmes as a social pedagogue.
7+(352)(66,212)62&,$/3('$*2*8(,1'(10$5.

The social pedagogue profession is specific to Denmark and a few other countries but
to some extent analogous to pre-school teachers in a large number of other countries.
Comparable positions in out-of-school care include social workers, educators, play
workers and recreation instructors. The pedagogue degree programme provides
SURIHVVLRQDO TXDOLILFDWLRQV IRU SHRSOH WR ZRUN ZLWK WKH GHYHORSPHQW DQG FDUH RI
children and young people in e.g.: day nurseries, day care centres, pre-school classes,
recreation centres, school-based leisure time facilities, after-school clubs and in 24hour service institutions); in institutions for children, young people and adults with
reduced psychological or physical capacities; and in family centres and child and
youth psychiatric hospitals for adults with social problems (homelessness, substance
abuse and mental disorders (Bupl, 2016).
$36<&+262&,(7$/$3352$&+72/,)(+,6725<

To gain insight into the career changes of students who undergo an individual skills
DVVHVVPHQWDQGDFTXLUHDQHZFDUHHU,DSSO\DOLIHKLVWRU\UHVHDUFKDSSURDFK8VLQJ
life history makes it possible to examine the individual subject – experienced from
the lived life, contemporary experiences and future perspectives – and how they
FRFRQVWLWXWHWKHDFTXLVLWLRQRIWKHQHZSURIHVVLRQ7KHVSHFLILFUHVHDUFKDSSURDFK
of psychosocietal interpretation does not involve a causal understanding of career
development but seeks to interpret the complex, dialectically subjective processes
that unfold and lead to the educational situation.
Across Europe, recent decades have witnessed a considerable expansion of
ELRJUDSKLFDODQGOLIHKLVWRU\UHVHDUFK +DOOTYLVW RQQRQWUDGLWLRQDOOHDUQHUV
in higher and adult education (EU, 2011). Non-traditional students’ stories are seen
as a relevant way to gain knowledge regarding the formation and transformation
of identity in education (Bron & Thunborg, 2016). The focus on biographical and
life history research is part of a more general trend across the social sciences. The
biographical approach has become an increasingly recognised tool for examining
KRZOHDUQLQJWDNHVSODFHLQUHODWLRQWRSHRSOH¶VOLIHWUDQVLWLRQV +DOOTYLVW(OOVWU|P 
+\GpQS 7KLVIORXULVKLQJUHVHDUFKWUHQGRQQRQWUDGLWLRQDOOHDUQHUVLV
partly fuelled by dissatisfaction with surveys and other traditional research methods,
which tend to marginalise the individual perspectives and subjective experiences of
learners (West et al., 2007; EU, 2011).
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,Q 'HQPDUN HVSHFLDOO\ DW 5RVNLOGH 8QLYHUVLW\ YDULRXV DSSURDFKHV WR OLIH
history have been developed, inspired by experience with biographical research in
education, sociology and other disciplines (Salling Olesen, 2016, p. 11), as well as a
general inspiration from critical theory, which is also known as the Frankfurt School.
One of the leading Danish contributions to the field of life history research is the
psychosocietal approach, a neologistic term, which is a combined theoretical and
methodological approach that Henning Salling Olesen and his colleagues developed
(2007, 2012, 2013a) and which is applied in this chapter. Salling Olesen (2016) states
WKDW³7KHWHUPµDSSURDFK¶LQGLFDWHVWKHLQWULQVLFFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHWKHRU\WKH
empirical research process and the epistemic subject […] Paradigmatically this is a
mediation or synthesis of critical theory of society and the symbol interpretational
IRFXVLQSV\FKRDQDO\VLV´
The theory of subjective experiences conceptualises individual psychological
development as the interactional experience of societal relations. These experiences
and encounters with the external sphere produce an inner psychodynamic as a
conscious and unconscious individual resource (ibid.). The psychosocietal approach
embraces the life history perspective, where biography is used not to understand the
specific individual but to learn about individual subjectivity and its psychological
and societal dimensions by integrating a theory of subjectivity and a hermeneutic
interpretative methodology to explore the lived life experiences. The psychosocietal approach is interdisciplinary, emphasising the dynamic interaction between
the individual and the environment, thus integrating the psychological and social
dimensions of experience.
To avoid reductive constraints in the interpretation, three levels of awareness are
maintained, as illustrated in Figure 5.1, which shows what we are attempting to
identify, i.e. learning processes, the subjective analysis of experience and the identity
process in a specific profession. This heuristic research approach was developed
to examine the experience of professionals and professional development. In my
research it was however used as inspiration on a more general level.
The triangle in the centre illustrates the research areas of relevance for this chapter.
The three circles in the model represent relatively independent dynamics that are
mediated in the specific learning and identity building of individuals. The items
listed in the circles, but outside the triangle, are beyond the scope of this chapter
but will be touched upon briefly as they are pertinent to my research field but can
also be understood as widespread structures in society that must be recognised and
described on their own terms (Salling Olesen, 2006).
Individual life history, placed in the top circle, represents the individual or nonWUDGLWLRQDO VWXGHQW¶V XQLTXH OLIH KLVWRU\ ZKLFK FRPSULVHV IRU LQVWDQFH FKLOGKRRG
memories, school experiences, relationships and work. Life history is not the focus
in and of itself but is used as an aspect of interpretation to reveal the complexity of
subjective processes. As the items not in a circle in the centre of the triangle illustrate,
individual subjectivity is formed by and as an interplay between the individual (and
his or her life history) and social and societal (historic) factors in the broadest sense.
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Figure 5.1. Heuristic research model (from Salling Olesen, 2007)

The circle on the left involves the societal division of labour, which consists of the
educational institution, tasks involved in being a student, fellow students and the
teachers. The circle on the right represents scientific institutions or the theory base
of the professional field, and the wider cultural framework of thinking around it.
In order to understand the interviewee’s experiences and how they are brought to
the surface and revitalised through new (mainly study) experiences, I employed a
semi-structured interview approach focusing on narration (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009,
p. 173) inspired by various life history approaches (West et al., 2007; Salling Olesen,
2013a, 2013b) and structured by an infinite number of themes but also left open
to allow spontaneity and free association (Hollway & Jefferson, 2007: 36–39). I
draw on the interpretation approach developed in connection with the International
5HVHDUFK *URXS IRU 3V\FKRVRFLHWDO $QDO\VLV VHH ,QWURGXFWLRQ LQ WKLV YROXPH 
The group works with concrete empirical material among others inspired by the
hermeneutic (interpretational) understanding that is used in psychoanalytical
WKHUDSHXWLFSUDFWLFHFRQYHUWHGLQWR³VFHQLFXQGHUVWDQGLQJ´ 6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ :HEHU
2012). The particular value of these ideas mainly becomes evident in reflecting a
research practice that involves subjectively engaging in the interpretation and tracing
aspects of social relations that are not immediately visible and that may not even be
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FRQVFLRXVRQHVIRUWKHDFWRUVLQTXHVWLRQ6DOOLQJ2OHVHQ S VXJJHVWVWKDW
WKHPRVWFULWLFDODVSHFWRIWKHPHWKRGLVLWVDELOLW\³WROLIWRXWVRFLHWDOO\UHSUHVVHG
PHDQLQJVDQGSRLQWWRWKHLUSRWHQWLDODVUDGLFDOLPDJLQDWLRQVRIDOWHUQDWLYHUHDOLWLHV´
Although the theoretical complexities will not be delved into further, I shall just
describe the specific analytical procedure used in this study (Gripsrud & Mellon,
2017). The various stages involved in reading a text draw on various aspects of
experience, including: common sense understanding; immediate physical reactions
of comfort or discomfort; and the sensuous and dramatic patterns of group dynamics.
7KHIROORZLQJWKUHHTXHVWLRQVDUHXVHGWRH[SORUHWKHHPSLULFDOLQWHUYLHZGDWDIURP
the case study on Hanna in this chapter:
 What is said? In other words, what is the text about?
 How is it said?
 Why is it said in this particular way?
7KHVH TXHVWLRQV UHODWH WR GLIIHUHQW OHYHOV RI XQGHUVWDQGLQJ SHRSOH¶V VSHHFK DQG
communication. What is said corresponds to the propositional meaning; how it
is said corresponds to both the meta-communicative meaning and the pragmatic
meaning, while why it is said in a particular way can be differentiated into the
manifest intentions and the hidden, excluded intentions. The manifest intentions
might be obvious, but it is possible that the interviewee may employ an unconscious
strategy that can only be understood when we, as researchers, are aware of our
own feelings, such as irritation, confusion and shock (Urwin, 2012), but also of the
transference and countertransference of our own reactions (Hollway & Froggett,
2012). The responses of the interviewee and the researchers represent a mirror of the
unconscious (scene) (Hollway & Volmerg, 2010; Weber, 2001).
An important point in terms of how to act as a participant in the interpretation
process as Weber (1995, p. 132) mentions, is that the researcher is not outside the
process; on the contrary, the participant, i.e. the researcher, is also a significant factor
in the process, which is why spontaneous reactions should not to be suppressed as an
unprofessional disruption but rather seen as a source of critical reflection. Awareness
of these aspects in the interpretation process is necessary and acknowledging them is
crucial because they can influence the outcome.
$1$/<6,62)21(63(&,),&12175$',7,21$/678'(17+$11$

As presented in the introduction, my focus is on how a non-traditional adult
student, Hanna, who began as an VPL student enrolled based on an individual skills
DVVHVVPHQWLQDSURIHVVLRQDOEDFKHORUGHJUHHSURJUDPPHDFTXLUHVDQHZSURIHVVLRQ
DVDVRFLDOSHGDJRJXH7KHNH\DUHDRILQWHUHVWLVLQYHVWLJDWLQJKRZVKHDFTXLUHVD
new professional identity, for example, how she contributes to the study environment
that she is part of and what future perspectives she sees as a social pedagogue. First,
I present a summary of the portraits derived from a content analysis of the interview
(narrative segments), which is followed by an analysis and short discussion.
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VIGNETTE OF HANNA

At the time of the interview, Hanna, married with two children aged 11 and 16, was
49 years old. She had been in the bachelor degree programme for social pedagogues
for almost one year before participating in the interview. Until early adolescence she
grew up in one of Denmark’s larger cities with her parents and two younger siblings,
a brother and a sister. Her childhood home, which was located close to a cemetery,
is described only briefly. Stories about her school, however, are highlighted. From
first to tenth grade, she attended a primary school located at the city’s harbour.
$ TXLHW FOHYHU DQG ZHOOOLNHG FKLOG ZKR DOVR UHFHLYHG SUDLVH IURP KHU WHDFKHUV
she remembers going to school as enjoyable. Despite describing school as pleasant,
VKHDOVRPHQWLRQVEHLQJWHDVHGDQGEXOOLHGEHFDXVHWKHUHZHUH³VRPHWKLQJV´WKDW
were difficult in relation to her classmates. Her father, for example, worked at the
cemetery and her mother was an unskilled worker. Her descriptions of her father
are very modest, often stated in a neutral or critical manner. Her mother, in contrast,
LV GHVFULEHG IUHTXHQWO\ WKURXJKRXW WKH LQWHUYLHZ DV D FHQWUDO ILJXUH 6KH ZRUNHG
multiple places, for instance, in a nursing home and in various kitchens, until ending
as a milk lady at a school. While still young, Hanna trained to be a relaxation
therapist and initially got a job as a day care helper but was fired because she was
not a professionally trained child minder. She later worked at a care home at a time
when no skilled physical therapists were available but was later dismissed because
she did not have the right professional certification. Next, she worked in a day care
centre as an assistant, hired due to her background as a trained relaxation therapist,
even though this was not a specific job category at the day care centre.
THE MILK LADY

As the portrait of Hanna shows, and as is evident in the interview, going to school
was a topic she talked about a great deal, but the associated thoughts and feelings
also occupied her. Her time at school is described in contradictory terms, with school
viewed as a good place, where she learned something, but is also simultaneously
seen as a source of discomfort, where bullying took place and where she did not
learn very much. This ambivalence presents itself both as the desire and lack of
desire to go to school. Another significant topic involving dynamic psychosocial
processes in relation to her school years concerns her mother and an immediate,
FOHDULGHDOLVDWLRQRIKHUDVZHOODV³RWKHUZLVHQHVV´RUZKDWFRXOGEHFDOOHG³FUDFNV´
in the narration, which helps to clarify more complex (and contradictory) aspects in
the empirical material.
Hanna presents her mother in a positive light, for example when she talks about
how her mother gave birth to a child at a very young age that she had to give away
but nonetheless managed to care for through life. She also mentions the courage her
mother showed in resisting the wishes and expectations of her family. For instance,
at one point she chose to move in with a man at the other end of the country, which
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UHTXLUHG PRYLQJ IURP D UXUDO WR DQ XUEDQ VHWWLQJ +DQQD DOVR GHVFULEHV KRZ KHU
mother was a good mother. For example, she and her mother made an effort to rein
in her sister when she was smoking too much hash. When her parents divorced,
Hanna’s mother was strong and generous, inviting Hanna’s father to attend holiday
events.
A closer examination of Hanna’s story shows some cracks, for example, when her
mother began working at Hanna’s school, where she was very popular, when Hanna
was in ninth grade. Hanna’s initial description is favourable:
[…] and there she was, the milk lady, in her final working years. And she
somewhat turned into an institution for many of the youngsters. They often
came down to have a chat with her. She had a sort of a little house there, just
like this, with milk and … a small shop. They came down to chat with her.
They really liked her.
7KLVTXRWHGHVFULEHVKRZ+DQQDH[SHULHQFHGOLIHDWVFKRROZKHQKHUPRWKHUZDV
the milk lady and had responsibility for not only distributing the milk but also
served as a likeable hub, around whom the school’s children gathered daily. In the
IROORZLQJTXRWH+DQQDGHVFULEHVKHUIHHOLQJVWRZDUGVKHUFODVVPDWHVIURPZKRP
VKH GLVVRFLDWHV KHUVHOI E\ FDOOLQJ WKHP µWKH RWKHU \RXQJVWHUV´ DQG WKH HQY\ VKH
H[SHULHQFHG ³, UHPHPEHU WKDW VRPHWLPHV , EHFDPH D ELW HQYLRXV RI WKH RWKHU
\RXQJVWHUV WKDW WKH\ H[SHULHQFHG KHU LQ D ZD\ WKDW , GLGQ¶W TXLWH JHW WR´ 7KLV
story about her mother’s relationship with her classmates challenges the idealistic
description Hanna presents by also portraying the resentment she felt toward her
mother’s nurturing behaviour, which she felt did not extend to her. As mentioned
previously in this chapter, there is a dialectic dynamic at play in these processes.
This includes the mother’s role as the milk lady, where she nurtures the students and
gives them approval, even the ones who, at least according to Hanna, were part of
the reason that she experienced unpleasant situations at school.
Hanna’s idealised narrative about her mother as being kind and well-liked in
KHUUROHDVWKHPLONODG\EXWQRWWRZDUG+DQQDUDLVHVVRPHTXHVWLRQV+DQQDDOVR
mentions her disappointment concerning the attention her mother bestowed on the
other pupils. Her narrative describing how popular her mother was may be a bit of
an exaggeration and an idealisation of what happened.
This reduction can be understood as a ‘security principle’, where opportunities
IRUFKDQJHDUHSXVKHGWRWKHVLGHRUDYRLGHGFI/HLWKlXVHU¶V DE WKHRU\
of everyday consciousness, which involves many types of defence mechanisms.
Hanna’s idealisation of her mother must be seen in light of the social conditions that
Hanna grew up with: an absent father, who apparently had alcohol problems, and a
mother who worked a great deal and took care of practical tasks in the household.
In the following statement Hanna describes the attention, or lack thereof, that she
received from her parents:
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They were very, well … everything is going well, that’s great … they had no
ambitions on my behalf in any way, that’s … that’s actually something that
I missed sometimes, that they … I wasn’t able to talk seriously with them
about what I wanted to do and what I was good at. They just thought … that’s
great … that’s what you want – just do that. And you know … we never talked
DERXWZKDW,ZDVWUXO\JRRGDW«³,DFWXDOO\WKLQNWKDW\RX¶UHUHDOO\JRRGDW
WKLVRUVRPHWKLQJOLNHWKDW´±WKDWZDVQ¶WRQWKHLUPLQGV:HGLGQ¶WWDONWRHDFK
other like that.
Hanna uses the pronoun ‘they’ to discuss her parents and does not call them mom and
dad. This passage and other statements indicate that it is easier for Hanna to mention
her mother’s more negative roll and actions by using the more distant ‘they’ – though
there are only a few examples of this. Hanna desired greater participation from
her parents when she was a child, wishing that they had taken the time to discuss
with her and show an interest in her and her activities. She felt that they did not
acknowledge what she did and that they did not have any ideas or show any interest
in speaking with her about what she should do. Now an adult, Hanna imagines,
however, that they perhaps spoke nicely and in positive terms about her to their
friends. This positive desire can be interpreted as another attempt not to break with
KHULGHDOLVWLFSHUFHSWLRQRIHYHQWVRUWREUHDNZLWKZKDW/HLWKDVHUFDOOV³VXEMHFWLYH
EDUULHUV WR OLEHUDWLRQ´ E  7KLV H[DPSOH LQ FRQQHFWLRQ ZLWK WKH SUHYLRXV
examples, perhaps indicates that the difficulty or difficulties Hanna experienced as
a child created barriers that make it hard to develop new understandings of her own
experiences. There are subjective circumstances that contribute to solidifying the
LGHDRUIHHOLQJWKDW³HYHU\WKLQJLVRND\´LHWKDWWKHUHLVQRWKLQJWRZRUU\DERXW
but that also leads to directing or projecting the problem(s) elsewhere, for example,
toward the classmates or herself.
7KLVLVDQH[DPSOHRIWKHDQRPDOLHVRU³FUDFNV´WKDWWKHDQDO\VLVSRLQWVRXWLQ
relation to the mother’s role and which allow new understandings to occur. Hanna
mentions that at one point her class teacher, a woman, became her friend. Unlike
with her mother, she does not describe the teacher as having a wealth of outstanding
abilities, but in terms of the positive influence the relationship had on her. The
teacher, who was childless, also plays a role later in Hanna’s life. She also wanted to
talk to Hanna, for instance about the problems that later occurred in the family. The
teacher’s interest in Hanna, which is described as caring, is thus put into perspective
in contrast to her parents’ alleged role. Hanna explains that the teacher’s kindness
was important during a rough patch in her life.
Some of the familial challenges Hanna later faced transpired due to the harsh
circumstances that arose some years after her parents’ divorce. Her mother’s financial
situation was apparently poor and the family was abruptly evicted from their home
during Hanna’s final year in school, an information that Hanna suddenly mentioned,
without providing the details, while talking about her time in school:
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[…] You mean where I went to school? In ninth, tenth grade, yes, in fact
something terrible happened in my family, because … we were thrown out of
our home, evicted. A really traumatic experience. At that time we moved from
Valby to Nørrebro and later on to Vesterbro, where my mum got a flat. And
that’s …
This story, which came as a surprise at the end of the interview, is an indication that
the mother was not the perpetually nurturing milk lady; in other words, she was
unable to provide for her family. This experience was presumably, in Hanna’s words,
a highly distressing experience, one that, in a classical sense, Hanna is unable to
DGHTXDWHO\SURFHVVDQGZKHUHKHUUHVSRQVHLVGHIHQVLYH
Hanna breaks away from the predominantly positive narrative about her mother
as the happy, encouraging milk lady who has time for everyone, with a few, brief
stories. In this way, the aforementioned everyday consciousness also contains a
sense of hope due to the ambiguity present because it is possible to avoid habitual
behaviour and put new themes in motion. New sides of Hanna appear.
The interpretation of Hanna’s childhood, youth and school years, in addition to
her experience, appears to influence the way she perceives studying to be a social
pedagogue and perhaps also her choice of degree programme.
%(&20,1*$3('$*2*8(±$1'$185785,1*0,/./$'<

When Hanna originally applied to the social pedagogue programme via the
individual skills assessment channel she wanted to avoid receiving any credits that
exempted her from any teaching and internships because she wanted to experience
everything the programme had to offer. She had various reasons for choosing the
social pedagogue programme. On the one hand, she already had a job in an afterschool programme and collaborated with primary schools, but not as a trained
pedagogue. In order to protect herself against being fired due to a lack of formal
education, she explains that the reason for her choice of programme was to be able to
document her abilities – and what she wanted to learn. Her desire to get a degree and
thus obtain formal credentials was also possible due to a school reform implemented
in Denmark that involves the increased presence of trained pedagogues. Hanna’s
stories also communicate her interest in learning something new, for example, new
theories and novel perspectives on teaching, and via her new knowledge, the ability
to challenge the practices that she thinks are so familiar.
Hanna describes the teaching in the social pedagogue programme as academic
and extremely difficult, but also explains that she is happy with her choice and that
the programme has become easier along the way. This is especially true because she
works in a disciplined way, which she says she does more now than when she was
young.
Hanna’s study group sees her as well-functioning when they work together, even
though it can be a bit of a puzzle to organise everything. She sees herself as the
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participant with the most experience. While working on their various mandatory
DVVLJQPHQWVLWLVLPSRUWDQWWRKHUWRSURGXFHTXDOLW\ZRUN,IWKHRWKHUPHPEHUVRI
KHUVWXG\JURXSGRQRWGRWKHLUEHVWRUGRQRWKDYHWKHUHTXLUHGSURIHVVLRQDOVNLOOV
she accepts that but expects herself to do her best.
Her career change, from relaxation therapist, to studying to be a pedagogue,
does not immediately appear to be a big one. However, even though Hanna has
LQVLJKWLQWRZKDWEHLQJDSHGDJRJXHUHTXLUHVVKHKDVQRH[SHULHQFHRUNQRZOHGJH
FRQFHUQLQJ WKH GHJUHH SURJUDPPH DQG LV WKXV LQ WKH SURFHVV RI DFTXLULQJ D QHZ
professional identity. Hanna’s future work prospects are to head a preschool at some
point. In other words, she would like to work as a pedagogue at an elementary school
and head up the first graders (comparable to kindergarten). Hanna combines her
previous training with the new, which is a recurring topic among most VPL students
(Mellon, 2016). In addition she is pleased to be in a role where the children perceive
her as doing a good job and where she feels she is a success. During her internship
Hanna also experiences new ways of approaching education.
[about the internship] I did a programme like that. It was so much fun. And
I also spend a great deal of time … doing massages with the children and
that’s … a big hit, [the children] enjoy it immensely and really like it. So I
spend a good deal of time on exercise and massage in a variety of ways. Well,
I actually spend a large amount of time on well-being, the well-being of the
class.
One of Hanna’s driving forces is to be recognised and loved by the children. Hanna
LGHDOLVHVWKHUROHRIWKHSHGDJRJXHDQGFRQVHTXHQWO\KHUVHOIWKURXJKWKHQXUWXULQJ
UROHWKDWLVUHTXLUHGZKHQZRUNLQJZLWKZHOOEHLQJ7KHSHGDJRJXHSURJUDPPHDQG
the internship have led to new reflections on what an educator’s role is, initiated by
WKHH[SHULHQFHV+DQQDEURXJKWZLWKKHUWKHQHZRQHVVKHLVDFTXLULQJEXWDOVRWKH
new discussions arising due to the new role of pedagogues in elementary schools.
The prospect of one day becoming the head of a kindergarten is also appealing.
2QWKHRQHKDQGWKHUHVHHPVWREHDQDWWUDFWLRQWRWKH³PLONODG\´SKHQRPHQRQ
where Hanna’s mother had the role of being a popular figure who all the children
adored. Apparently Hanna would like to be popular just as her mother was, as Hanna
saw it at any rate. A recurring topic, on the other hand, which was also mentioned
in her description of her childhood, is the importance of talking to one another, for
example, in the form of the emotional and attentive relationship that Hanna had with
her own class teacher. The issue of relationships appears both in connection with the
pedagogue degree programme and during adolescence, where she talks about her
upbringing, the divorce, being evicted and her mother meeting another man.
[on changes in her family life] I think that it’s more the life experiences you
bring with you that play a role when you work with people – that you have
personal, first-hand experiences. Because I have, in fact, been interested how
people interact and how people talk to each other and that kind of things […]
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Hanna mentions how life experiences, i.e. her own experiences, significantly affected
her own awareness of what a lack of conversation and care means. What today would
be described as negligence in certain pedagogical contexts, or at least detrimental
from a mental health perspective (National Board of Social Services, 2017), has left
its mark and is a part of her reflections on her educational choices and goals. Hanna’s
interest in conversing, talking and having a caring relationship with children has
apparently not changed since she began to study, but her degree programme appears
to have helped fulfil a desire originating at both a professional and a personal level
that involves her professional identity and the continuing struggle to define herself,
DVHYLGHQFHGE\WKHDERYHTXRWDWLRQ
CONCLUSIONS

This analysis focuses on a single case in a multi-case study with a non-traditional adult
student, who made a career change. She was admitted via an alternative VPL channel.
The overall analysis of Hanna centres on two main themes: (1) her relationship with
KHUPRWKHUDQG  LVVXHVUHODWHGWRVWXG\LQJDQGDFTXLULQJDSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\
as a pedagogue. The analysis demonstrates how Hanna interprets her life story in
light of her present choice of education and being a professional pedagogue. Part of
+DQQD¶VLGHDOLVHGQDUUDWLYHDERXWKHUPRWKHUFRQWDLQVZKDW,WHUP³FUDFNV´ZKLFK
seem to indicate that Hanna has been affected by the lack of care and concern in her
FKLOGKRRG7KLVDIIHFWHGKHUFKRLFHRIHGXFDWLRQDQGKHUDFTXLVLWLRQRIDSURIHVVLRQ±
DSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\±EXWDOVRDGLDOHFWLFDOVKDSLQJRIWKHTXHVWLRQ³ZKRDP,"´
LHZKDWZHFDOOSHUVRQDOLGHQWLW\+DQQD¶VLGHDVDERXWWKHIXWXUHZKLFK/HLWKlXVHU
E FDOOV³GHVLUDEOHLGHDV´OLNHZLVHFRQWULEXWHWRWKHSURFHVVWKDWVKHLVLQDVDQ
93/VWXGHQWDFTXLULQJDSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\
The two main themes that emerge during Hanna’s interview, i.e. Hanna’s mother
as the milk lady and Hanna’s experiences and reflections as a student, indicate that
Hanna also wants to be a nurturing milk lady. This interpretation shows that the
desire to repeat the positive story about being a good mother – regardless of whether
her mother actually was a good mother or not – plays a role in Hanna’s choice of
profession: being like the milk lady, nurturing and making everyone happy. Another
aspect concerns being a competent, professional pedagogue, someone the children
look up to. The mother’s norms involving doing something for others appear to
represent a form of socialisation that I would define as normative pressure that cannot
VLPSO\EHPDQDJHGFRJQLWLYHO\DQGUHIOHFWLYHO\/HLWKlXVHU ES SRLQWV
out various aspects of everyday life that intrude upon and permeate the entire layout
of one’s psyche. What we perceive as conscious and (mostly) reasonable choices
also contain an unconscious dimension filled with ambiguities and revisions, which
the analysis also examined. In other words the norms that influence people’s actions
and that are rewarded and praised by one’s self if they are exercised will have this
type of invisible power and a hidden dimension that can be difficult to grasp and hold
RQWR$FFRUGLQJ WR /HLWKlXVHU¶V  E  WKHRU\ RI HYHU\GD\ FRQVFLRXVQHVV
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Hanna’s life stories and experiences serve as a projection screen where the mother
and the milk lady become a guide for Hanna’s current endeavours. It also represents,
however, the challenge of recognising and accepting the projections, of developing
a more realistic and ambiguous professional identity.
In conclusion, I would like to point out one issue that concerns a specific aspect
of my analysis. While interviewing Hanna, hearing about the family’s eviction
FDPHTXLWHXQH[SHFWHGO\DQG,FKRVHQRWWRIROORZXSRQKHUVWDWHPHQW:K\GLG,
refrain from doing so? Was it due to a sense of modesty, an overwhelming feeling
of empathy and the matter of confidentiality, causing me to doubt whether I could
morally continue, or was it the need to maintain the positive atmosphere? This issue
caused me to reflect on my subjectivity as a researcher but will not be delved into
further in this chapter, though it is pertinent to mention Weber’s (1995) perspective
RQWKHUHVHDUFKUHVXOWV$FFRUGLQJWR:HEHUDSUHUHTXLVLWHIRUWKHUHVHDUFKSURFHVV
is that subjective and objective idiosyncrasies clash and manifest themselves as
new meanings. The interpretive findings cannot be isolated from the interpretation
process, and should not be, but must be understood in tandem with it. As a result,
according to Weber’s (1995, p. 136) perspective, the researcher is inextricably
interwoven into and coloured in various ways by the interpretation of the material
and the findings. The analytical results in this chapter are therefore based on a
psychosocietal approach and the method of interpretation previously described was
developed through interpretation processes that coloured my professional subjectivity
as a researcher. The dialogues and interpretation processes in the collective field of
research, for example, in the Dubrovnik method, have nonetheless contributed to
refining the task of interpretation and are one perspective from among the wealth of
knowledge that the individual informant’s empirical data contribute.
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6. WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BECOME
A CHURCH MINISTER?
Life History and Imaginations of Future

,1752'8&7,21

In the following, I will show how the psychosocietal approach has contributed to the
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIWKHTXDOLWDWLYHLQWHUYLHZVLQP\3K'GLVVHUWDWLRQ$OLIHORQJDQG
life-wide perspective on students of theology and their constructions of themselves
as ministers (Finholt-Pedersen, 2018). Halfway through my PhD, I became familiar
ZLWK WKH SV\FKRVRFLHWDO DSSURDFK DQG WKH OLIHORQJ OHDUQLQJ SURMHFW DW 5RVNLOGH
University with its theoretical approach to understanding learning and professional
identity; this eventually became the main theoretical perspective in the analysis and
interpretation of the data in my dissertation (Salling Olesen, 2006, 2017; Laursen,
Moos, Salling Olesen, & Weber, 2012).
The psychosocietal approach theorizes professional identity development
and learning as a process where new learning is always based on previous life
experiences. Drawing on psychoanalytic interpretation of subjective experiences
and cultural phenomena, where psychological dynamics are seen as produced by
societal relations and representing an inner psychological modality of culture, the
psychosocietal approach understands learning as taking place through the patterns
of interpretations already established in the learning subject. In this perspective,
learning is understood to be both biographically situated and taking place within the
specific context of the learning subject (Salling Olesen, 2007).
In the following, I will show how this theoretical approach contributes to a multilayered interpretation of two of the interviewees in the dissertation, Aksel and Ingrid,
and particularly how their constructions of themselves as church ministers may be
interpreted in a life history perspective, understood as their subjective processing of
cultural meaning and social conditions.
The starting point and focus of the interpretations was therefore the students’ lifehistorical experiences, understood as their specific individual mediation of their social
conditions and historical circumstances, generating the individual’s subjectivity that
unfolds itself in consciousness and engagement later in life (Salling Olesen, 2007).
In order to achieve this, I carried out hermeneutic interpretations of the students’
life history narratives, guided by the conceptual framework of psychoanalysis and
knowledge of the societal, historical and cultural contexts of these students.
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The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how the psychosocietal approach
to interpreting students’ subjectivity, both on an individual and a societal level,
enhances understanding of their learning development (Salling Olesen, 2007).
%$&.*5281'727+(352-(&7

Initially this PhD was planned as an inter-disciplinary project involving psychology
and professional ethics. I was particularly interested in studying how the development
of virtues for working life takes place in students of law and theology during their
education. Twelve students of theology were interviewed three times over a period
of about 15 months. The students of theology were students in the three schools
educating Lutheran ministers in Norway: the Norwegian School of Theology in Oslo,
the Faculty of Theology at the University of Oslo and VID Specialized University,
which has incorporated the School of Mission and Theology in Stavanger. Fifteen
law students were interviewed, but due to the huge amount of data, these interviews
were omitted from the study.
The theology students certainly addressed many ethical topics regarding their
future work in the interviews, but it was not their development of virtues that caught
my attention as I started to analyse the interviews. The observations that struck me
most were the students’ reflections about their future ministry as a subjective conflict.
The students were reflecting on themselves as future ministers in a life-historical
perspective, addressing their future identity as a continuation of past experiences at
home, at school, and in other contexts.
Another observation of note was that the students, in spite of their different lifehistorical experiences and backgrounds, articulated themselves in similar ways and
within a specific theological discourse.
I also observed many inconsistencies in the students’ articulations about
themselves. These contradictions appeared far too significant to be ignored and I
therefore wished to include them in the analysis and interpretation. I searched for
new theoretical perspectives that could embrace them, instead of ignoring them.
Individual interpretations and the virtue perspective seemed insufficient, and I
started to use the psychosocietal approach as the main theoretical foundation for my
DQDO\VLVDQGLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKHGDWD7KHUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQZDVUHFRQVWUXFWHGWR
include the different aspects of the students’ socialization and subjectivity:
In which ways do life-historical processes of socialization play a part in
theology students’ development of a professional identity as a minister?
$.6(/¶63(5&(37,212)%(&20,1*$0,1,67(5
,1$/,)(+,6725,&$/3(563(&7,9(

I will demonstrate how the students’ individual mediation of their social conditions
and historical circumstances generated their individual subjectivity by presenting
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one of the main topics in the interviews with Aksel and my interpretations of it.
A strong ambivalence and insecurity unfolds when Aksel reflects on himself as a
future minister. On a referential level, Aksel discusses the role of a minister in the
context of the historical role and the general conceptions of the role in Norwegian
society; however, my attention is focused on how Aksel’s ambivalence and insecurity
regarding the role of a minister may be interpreted in a life-historical perspective.
Aksel was raised in a religious family; his father is a Lutheran minister and he
himself took part in church activities for children and young people. Aksel is not able
to articulate clearly why he has decided to become a minister. When asked about his
choice of career, he explains that what he now says about becoming a minister at
the end of his studies must be understood as a rationalization of his reasons when
he was 18. Another explanation is that as long as he, as the son of a minister, sees
no need to distance himself from the Christian faith, joining the clergy is an obvious
choice. Aksel has known many ministers since his childhood, many of his friends
are ministers, he is happy to study theology and he has met several ministers during
the practical component of his theology course; however, in spite of all this, his
conceptions of being a minister are strikingly ambivalent and he appears to be deeply
insecure about the role of a minister.
One of the conspicuous observations in the interviews with Aksel is his theoretical
way of speaking about himself. He describes and explains himself through a
theological discourse, positioning himself as a liberal theologian as opposed to
³WKHSLHWLVWV´,QWKLVGLVFRXUVHSLHWLVWVDUHFRQVWUXFWHGDVDEXVLQJSRZHUDQGDUH
associated with feelings and experiences. Liberal theologians such as Aksel are
perceived as intellectual and as preaching about a loving and life-giving God. This
polarization between pietists and Aksel himself as a liberal theologian is found in all
the three interviews with Aksel.
Aksel’s ambivalence and insecurity about the role of the clergy is expressed in
KLVGHVFULSWLRQRIZKDWKHKLPVHOIFDOOV³WKHFDULFDWXUHGSDVWRU´DSLHWLVWLFSDVWRU
who abuses his professional power to present his own thoughts as God’s thoughts.
Aksel’s description of the caricature of the pastor is contradictory. He describes a
strongly problematic role as a member of the clergy, representing both the historical
role and current conceptions of the role in Norway. At the same time, he affirms
that this role does not really exist in today’s society. Following this, when Aksel has
firmly distanced himself from the caricatured pastoral role, he explores the pietistic
pastor in more detail:
The pastor who has a suppressed sexual life and wants to tell the congregation
how things should be, but he himself, inside he feels insecure and so on, and
breaks down.
This pastor is described with distance and contempt. But more broadly, Aksel
attributes to the clergy a huge responsibility for the people they meet, involving
both their religious development and a general psychological foundation for life.
He sees these demands as almost impossible to meet without hurting others. In spite
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of these perceptions of the role of a the clergy and its unrealistic demands, he also
emphasizes that many people do have great trust in ministers on an individual level,
which does not correspond to the general negative cultural conceptions of the clergy.
This ambivalent and insecure image of the clergy is related to Aksel’s descriptions
of himself as a minister; he is deeply concerned with the importance of being himself
as a minister, but is not really able to convey what this means to him. Instead he
expresses himself on a theoretical level, searching for theoretical concepts to settle
this concern, but without success. At first, Aksel’s concern about being himself as a
minister appears to be general and obvious, but in a life-historical perspective on the
interviews with him, it appears to have a deeper personal meaning.
Aksel’s concern circles around the fear that his family will experience a split
between his person as a minister and his person as a family member. He deals with
WKLVTXHVWLRQLQWKHIUDPHZRUNRIKLVZLVKWRJRWRWKHSXEWKLVKDVEHHQRQHRI
Aksel’s great concerns for years, which he discussed in all three interviews, and
is also part of the polarization between pietists and liberals. As a young man in his
home church youth group, Aksel wanted to go to the pub, but the pietists in the group
argued that this would not be acceptable according to good Christian leadership
standards. Now, years later, living in another city and not having the same group
OHDGHUVKLSUHVSRQVLELOLWLHV$NVHOFRXOGJRWRWKHSXE%XWVWLOOKHGRHVQRW³EHFDXVH
WKDWZRXOGPDNHPHIHHOOLNH,ZDVKLGLQJDZD\´,QDOOWKUHHLQWHUYLHZVZLWK$NVHO
he dwells upon this topic, but does not sort out if he can go to the pub or not, and
H[SUHVVHVWKLVDVWKHIXQGDPHQWDOTXHVWLRQRIZKHWKHUKHFDQEHKLPVHOIDVDPLQLVWHU
or whether he has to submit to the pietists’ opinions about how he should live his life.
The liberal theologians’ view of God, in contrast to that of the pietists, is also
striking when Aksel speaks about his parents.
Well, er, the image of God, er, many researchers believe this is related to
how your upbringing has been, and I had a great, nice upbringing with nice
parents, and that, in a way, has given me security, and given me a good image
of God, … er, intellectually I like to think that it has to do with role models
in the Faculty of Theology who have shown me an inclusive and loving God.
In Aksel’s narrative, pietists are associated with feelings and experiences, unlike
the intellectual liberal theologians. Being a liberal theologian, he does not make
decisions based on experiences or strong feelings. As an intellectual, he reflects and
makes decisions based on well thought out rational considerations. Further, pietists
are associated with the abuse of power and an image of God as controlling, in contrast
to the liberal view of an inclusive and loving God. Against this background, I found
it notable that Aksel speaks about his meeting with the inclusive and loving God at
the Faculty of Theology as a new experience compared to his childhood, while he
also emphasizes that he received a good image of God at that time.
Aksel’s description of his childhood gives the impression that he has not reflected
much about it, and may be interpreted as containing an emotional simplification,
expressed in the formulation nice and secure childhood. Aksel’s descriptions of his
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childhood and of his experiences in the Faculty of Theology represent a break, not a
continuation, in his narrative. First he assures me his childhood was nice and secure,
and gave him a good image of God, but then he goes on to explain that it was in
the Faculty of Theology he met the inclusive and loving God. This apparent lack of
continuity between his childhood and his time in the Faculty of Theology seems to
contradict his statement about his childhood as only nice and secure.
Considering Aksel’s insecurity and ambivalence reflecting on the role of a
minister in a life-historical perspective, the dichotomy between the pietists and the
liberal theologians in Aksel’s narrative seems to represent more than just different
Christian traditions in Norwegian society. One possible interpretation is that this
dichotomy can function as a defence system, giving him a language to handle
difficult experiences. Pietists could then represent earlier experiences of power
abuse now being articulated in Aksel’s doubt as to whether he can be a minister or
not. This theological discourse interpreted as a defence system could then represent
his own personal insecurity, still unconscious to him but now expressing itself in
a desire to tell others how to live, as the caricature of the pastor does, in order to
protect himself from his own painful feelings of insecurity.
,1*5,'¶63(5&(37,2162)%(&20,1*$0,1,67(5
,1$/,)(+,6725,&$/3(563(&7,9(

Let me now turn to some of my observations in the interviews with Ingrid and her
constructions of herself as a minister, interpreted in a life-historical perspective.
Ingrid is well familiar with church life and many of her friends are also studying
theology. As a future minister, Ingrid hopes to give people an experience of being
valuable and loved by God. When Ingrid states her decision to become a minister, it
appears to be the most obvious choice. However, when the interviews are examined
more closely, her choice of becoming a minister seems both ambivalent and
contradictory – and not so obvious after all.
When Ingrid talks about her decision to become a minister, I am struck by how
haphazard her decision to study theology appears. She speaks as if she ended up
studying theology by accident. Ingrid tells me about her original plans to spend
a year as a volunteer in a Christian organization in northern Norway and then to
take a master’s degree in leadership studies. However, things did not work out as
she had planned. She was unhappy in the North and after some difficult months,
she decided to give it all up and leave the volunteer job. She describes this as a
fundamental experience since this was her first time ever to give up on something.
She had nowhere to stay, no job and had not been accepted for any courses that
semester. Her friends told her she could still be enrolled in the School of Theology
and she decided to do the first year of a bachelor’s degree in theology and then move
on to leadership studies.
On a referential level, it seems to be almost by accident that Ingrid is to become
a minister, but in a life-historical perspective, some observations in the interviews
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point in another direction. From early childhood, Ingrid was conscious of becoming
a minister and stated this at the age of eight. She used to play being a minister and
when she went to church with her parents, she paid careful attention to the minister,
imagining how she would like to perform the tasks herself. Some of those ministers
appeared very boring to her; she used to think it was important to have creative
ministers, and as she liked to draw, she had the idea of incorporating drawing into
her work as a minister.
Ambivalence also occurs as a striking theme in the case of Ingrid, when her
decision to become a minister is examined more closely. In spite of her awareness
about becoming a minister as a child, as a young adult, she is remarkably uncertain.
She describes her insecurity about becoming a minister as a struggle between
feelings and rationality. Her rationality tells her she does not like studying theology,
but her feelings tell her theology is exciting and that she should continue studying
the subject. Ingrid had difficulty in deciding whether to continue to do theology
and become a minister and it was not until her father gave her his support that she
decided to do so.
Ingrid’s ambivalence about becoming a minister is articulated in terms of two
significant themes in the interviews. As a minister, she imagines she will be able to
express her feminine traits, to be a woman and to become a calm and peaceful person,
not always the one who fights for what she believes is right, as she describes herself
in the interviews. From an early age, Ingrid has paid attention to women ministers
and she says that the fact that these women are ministers touched her in a special
way. One of these female ministers is a friend of her parents she has known all her
life. Even though this friend lived elsewhere and they did not go to her services, the
fact that this woman was a minister, she tells me, was of great importance to her from
an early age. Talking about the female ministers she has met as a young adult, Ingrid
emphasizes these women’s expression of their feminine traits as crucially important
to her.
It’s very much like, they have, that someone have given me the feedback, and
that has meant a lot, er, yes, (silence) yes, about style, that you’re dressed
nicely, that’s actually been very important to me, (laughter) that you’re not
like dressed in a rubbish bag, just because you’re a girl and a minister, and
don’t have to cut off your hair, like, be tough and so on, I find that very nice,
DQGLW¶VPHDQWDORWWRPH³ZRZ\RXKDGWKDWQLFHVNLUW´³\HVLVQ¶WWKDWQLFH´
³DQGWKDWMHZHOOHU\´WKDWLWPD\EHIDVKLRQDEOHDQGVW\OLVKDQGVRRQ,WKLQN
it’s fun, that you don’t have to be a grey mouse, or, or, become masculine to
be a minister, one of them I met, she was wearing black shoes and had a black
skirt just above, right above the knees and nice tights, and a nice black top,
her hair all over, and a lot of make-up, she was about 60, and in high heels,
and a real lady, I think it was really great that someone really had the guts to
be a real, a real woman, but that’s maybe, not, more those kinds of things than
WKHRORJ\ RU , WKLQN ³\RX PXVW GR WKLV DQG WKDW´ EXW LW¶V PRUH OLNH \HV \HV
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more the everyday life or obvious stuff maybe, mm, … yes (silence) I think
it’s legitimiz- legitimizing my choice in a way, that I can be myself, and I can
be a minister …
The expression of her femininity and her desire to be a real woman is one of the
main dynamics in Ingrid’s reflections about her future as a minister. Furthermore,
this is also a significant theme in her life history that she mentions as having to
do with integrating her thoughts and emotions. It is through counselling sessions
offered by the student chaplain at her school that Ingrid has become aware of this.
$VD\RXQJVWXGHQWRIWKHRORJ\VKHIDFHGGLIILFXOWH[LVWHQWLDOTXHVWLRQVOLNHZKR
am I, why am I here and how have I become the person I am today, and therefore
GHFLGHGWRVWDUWFRXQVHOOLQJVHVVLRQV'HDOLQJZLWKWKHVHTXHVWLRQVVKHKDVEHFRPH
aware of past experiences, particularly an experience of being harassed by one of her
school teachers. Ingrid says she was an active and engaged child, but was told by the
teacher: You must restrain yourself, and she considers this to be another fundamental
experience with regard to her further development. She understands this experience
to be the reason why she became cognitively strong and a person who stands up and
fights for what she believes is right, at the expense of relating to her feelings.
In defending herself against the teacher’s harassment, Ingrid took on a tomboy
role to express strength and did not allow herself to show weakness or insecurity. In
retrospect, she thinks being a tomboy appeared to be an easy solution to the situation
VKHIDFHGEDFNWKHQJLYLQJKHUWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRH[SUHVVKHUPDVFXOLQHTXDOLWLHV
but not the totality of the person she was. In this way, the tomboy role also shielded
her from figuring out how she, as a girl, could integrate her feminine and masculine
TXDOLWLHV1RZDVD\RXQJDGXOW,QJULGILQGVWKHWRPER\UROHWRROLPLWHG$WWKHWLPH
of the interviews, she is searching for a way to integrate her femininity into a new
role where she can both be a woman and express her abilities. In this life-historical
perspective, Ingrid’s constructions of herself as a minister appear to be a way of
expanding the tomboy role that has now become too small for her.
*(1'(568%-(&7,9,7<$1'%(&20,1*$0,1,67(5

The life history approach seeks to bridge the gap between the individual life course,
the societal context of the individual’s life that determines his/her experiences and
the discourses framing that life and narrated by the individual (Salling Olesen, 2007).
Ingrid’s struggle can obviously be interpreted in the light of gender stereotypes
and a social environment not allowing a girl to be autonomous and assertive. The
tomboy is a temporary compromise, which must be resolved in a new way in the
understanding of the role of a female minister. The psychoanalytic interpretation of
cultural phenomena sees psychological dynamics as produced by societal relations
and representing an inner psychological modality of culture, i.e. society plays a role
on the inside, not only from the outside, of students’ subjectivity (Salling Olesen,
2006). In this perspective on cultural phenomena, emotional and cognitive processes
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are seen as closely interwoven and as aspects of the subjective processing of cultural
meaning and societal conditions. This can also be revealed in a close examination
of male students’ constructions of themselves as ministers in light of the social and
implicit meanings associated with the role of a minister.
THE SOCIAL AND IMPLICIT MEANINGS ASSOCIATED
:,7+7+(52/(2)$0,1,67(5

The role of a minister exists within a socio-cultural context and is deeply involved in
societal processes and structures. Historically, the clergy belonged to the aristocracy
and the vocation is still associated with a male role. The relationship between the
historical and present roles is not a linear process; the historical role was associated
with formal and informal power, whereas in modern society, ministers are left
without any kind of power. Some of the topics standing out in the interviews with the
male students are related to their representations of the historical powerful clergy;
the power they themselves will possess as ministers is an important issue for them.
They express intense insecurity and ambivalence when thinking about themselves
as powerful ministers.
The male students articulate an omnipotent role; as ministers they imagine that
they will literally become almighty. They are fascinated by and fear the idea of being
a minister. They position themselves in relation to the power associated with the
role and seem to be trained to reflect on the powerful minister, being well aware of
the illegitimacy in professional power abuse in today’s society. I am struck by their
understanding of power of the clergy as mainly negative, abused to repress others.
An important issue for them in connection with these concerns is the historical
role of the clergy and the formal power and authority involved, especially the
pietistic pastoral role, as represented by the caricature mentioned by Aksel. This
pastor, according to Aksel, told others how to live, especially in the sexual domain,
as a cover for his own insecurity. Furthermore, the male students speak about how
the very role of the clergy may lead its members to harm others.
These perceptions of the power associated with the clergy may also be understood
as articulations of the social meaning associated with the vocation, expressing
something that transcends the actual role (Salling Olesen & Weber, 2012, section 62).
The meaning exists in the connection between the individual dynamics and the
socially shared meaning. To identify this relationship in the context of the clergy,
I feel that Aksel’s caricature of a pastor serves as a good example.
The caricature of the pastor as a person with double standards presenting himself
as a good moral person, telling others how to live to compensate for his own
insecurity, and abusing his professional power to fulfil his personal needs, makes
intuitive sense. Although we believe that this does not represent the truth about most
pastors, the caricature may still exemplify a meaningful articulation of implicit and
subtle meanings in our cultural perception of the role of the clergy – which the
students also have.
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In the analysis and interpretation of the interviews with Aksel, I interpreted
his uncertainty about the role of a minister as a misinterpretation of his personal
insecurity expressed in his mention of the problem of the historical role of the pietist
pastor. Interpreting the male students’ uncertainty in light of the social and implicit
meanings associated with the role of the clergy, understood as part of a cultural
discourse, contributes to and expands the life-historical interpretation of their
individual constructions of themselves as ministers. In the discourse in which these
students understand themselves, the role of the pietistic pastor figures as a social
representation of the authoritarian clergy. In this perspective, the social and implicit
meanings associated with the role of the clergy may be interpreted to represent the
male students’ unconscious wishes and personal need for power, to compensate for
their personal insecurity, producing intense ambivalence and possibly affecting their
agency. Their role as ministers becomes important to them, as something they fear
but also need, and it contains their unconscious wishes and needs.
THE FEMALE STUDENTS OF THEOLOGY AND
7+(,5*(1'(568%-(&7,9,7<

5HDGLQJ WKH LQWHUYLHZV ZLWK WKHVH WKHRORJ\ VWXGHQWV UHYHDOV D VWULNLQJ GLIIHUHQFH
between male and female students in how they articulate their subjectivity in relation
to their future vocation. The female students express their thoughts and experiences
of the role of a minister as women, and in relation to how they have been perceived as
girls in their childhood and as young women. The male students, by contrast, do not
articulate their subjectivity in relation to their maleness. The topic of power is absent
from the interviews with the women, but notably present in the interviews with the
men. Based on these differences, it is interesting to reflect on Ingrid’s constructions
of herself as a minister, not only in her individual life perspective, but also in the
way in which a societal perspective may expand and supplement the interpretations
previously made in the life experience perspective.
,QJULGZDVEURXJKWXSLQDVRFLHW\ZKHUHWKHSHUFHSWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VHTXDOLW\LV
ZHOOHVWDEOLVKHG,Q1RUZHJLDQVRFLHW\JHQGHUHTXDOLW\LVFRQVLGHUHGDQLPSRUWDQW
value and women’s possibility to become ministers may be seen as a contemporary
H[SUHVVLRQRIWKLV7KHILUVWIHPDOHPLQLVWHU,QJULG%MHUNnVZDVRUGDLQHGLQ
and today there are many women in the clergy. In 2016, 406 of the 1273 ministers
in the Norwegian Church were women. Of the 202 ministers under the age of 40,
 DUH ZRPHQ 5DJQD 'DOHQ DGYLVHU LQ WKH 1RUZHJLDQ &KXUFK &RXQFLO HPDLO
08/11/2017). However, the role of a minister is still perceived by many as a male role
and Ingrid has made a challenging professional choice even today. In this broader
societal perspective where ministers are associated with a male role while women are
SHUFHLYHGDVHTXDO,ZLOOUHIOHFWRQKRZ,QJULG¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQVRIKHUVHOIDVDPLQLVWHU
might be understood as an expression of her struggle to come out of the tomboy role.
In a material perspective, Ingrid’s construction of herself as a minister may
be considered an expression of a step out of female subordination. An approach
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WKDWFRQVLGHUVZRPHQHTXDOWRPHQWDNHVIRUJUDQWHGWKDWZRPHQKDYHEHHQIUHHG
from subordination and have the opportunity to construct themselves as men do. In
spite of the fact that Ingrid will take on a traditionally male role as a minister, her
H[SHULHQFHV DQG HPRWLRQDO FRQIOLFWV EULQJ LQWR TXHVWLRQ WKH SHUFHSWLRQ RI JHQGHU
HTXDOLW\LQWKHVRFLHW\LQZKLFKVKHZDVEURXJKWXS
From an early age, the female and male students are socialized differently, as I
explored in the analysis of the interviews with the male students, who are socialized
in perceptions of the powerful minister. Ingrid’s ambivalence between being a
woman and autonomous can be interpreted as an expression of women’s socialization
to subordination, articulated as a discourse where women are perceived as little, a
FKLOGGHSHQGHQWTXLHWSDVVLYHDQGVZHHW*LUOV¶VRFLDOL]DWLRQWRVXERUGLQDWLRQKDV
been strong in childhood and should be understood as part of their upbringing and
repeated in their educational environment. Due to these cultural differences in girls’
and boys’ socialization, the female and male students’ constructions of themselves
as ministers are not comparable.
I mentioned above how Ingrid was expected by the teacher to restrain herself. This
might be interpreted as an expression of the girl child’s socialization to subordination
DVVZHHWTXLHWDQGSDVVLYH$VDJLUO,QJULGKDGWRJLYHXSKHUDXWRQRP\DQGVKH
took on a tomboy role to survive as a different girl. In a life-historical perspective,
this was interpreted as a way of restraining her from expressing herself as a girl.
At the time of the interviews, Ingrid interprets the emotional conflicts she is
struggling with as her private conflicts, articulating them within a life-historical
framework. She understands the solution as lying in her ability to connect her
feelings and thoughts and to come out of the tomboy role. This puts her in a state of
mental conflict and she continues to struggle in the tomboy role that has become too
small for her, while searching for a new role where she can integrate and embrace
DOOKHUIHHOLQJVWKRXJKWVDQGTXDOLWLHVDQGEHDZRPDQDWWKHVDPHWLPH,WLVZLWKLQ
this societal situatedness that Ingrid as a young woman is trying to come out of
the tomboy role and find a new role where she can be autonomous. In this societal
perspective, Ingrid’s constructions of herself as a minister might be interpreted as
her search for a new role; taking on a male role associated with power may be seen as
a search for a role where she can integrate being a woman and being autonomous. In
this way, she is attempting to produce a new gender profile (Salling Olesen, 2005).
Ingrid struggles to grasp what it means to her to be an autonomous woman. She
constructs herself as autonomous by taking on the role of a minister, but is left with
no language to articulate what this means, other than talking about female ministers
who appear as sweet, dressing in a feminine way and wearing make-up. She thus
seems to remain in the ambivalence between being a woman and being autonomous.
Ingrid’s way out of subordination appears to be more complex than taking on a
male role. Ingrid’s construction of herself as a minister may in a societal perspective
be understood as a continuation of the existing structures of subordination of her
childhood. Furthermore, she seems to be trying to come out of women’s subordination
within the structures of subordination. This places Ingrid in a psychodynamic sphere
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DQGLQDVRFLHWDOFRQWUDGLFWLRQWKHSHUFHSWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VHTXDOLW\FRXSOHGZLWKKHU
socialization to subordination. She seeks autonomy within the social order she is
socialized into, trying to construct herself as autonomous in a male role associated
with autonomy.
CONCLUSION

These examples have shed light on how the psychosocietal approach provides an
in-depth interpretation of the socialization of theology students, examining how
one may theorize the dialectic relationship between the subject and the society
in which the subject is constituted. This perspective reveals the complexity of
learning processes, as well as possible barriers to learning and processes involved
in the development of an identity as a minister. Based on the concepts of life
history, subjectivity and experience, the psychosocietal approach offers an in-depth
understanding of the processes of identity construction in students of theology. The
life-historical perspective explores how one can theoretically connect individual
students’ integration of their previous experiences and orientations with the
theological perspectives and understandings of their future profession they meet
in their educational institutions. Theological education is placed within a lifelong
perspective and studied in light of the opportunities it provides in all aspects of life,
not just the clergy profession.
The life-historical socialization processes active in the development and
establishment of a professional identity as a minister can be understood as different
forces producing a dialectic result consisting of a particular historical subject in a
particular social situation. These forces, which are active in individuals’ constructions
of themselves as ministers, are partly related to the individual life experience, which
is socially constituted, and partly related to the specific situation in which the subject
is active. This gives rise to a wide range of contradictory notions among the students
about the role of the clergy and their ideas for the future, which are important for
their orientation horizon and thus their development of life strategies.
The concept of life history derives from a critical theoretical tradition and
opens up the interpretation of the data in light of how the socialization of theology
students into the clergy is embedded in broader societal processes, such as the
PRGHUQL]DWLRQ RI 1RUZHJLDQ VRFLHW\ DQG WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI JHQGHU HTXDOLW\$Q
example of this is how female subordination should not be limited to an isolated
challenge for theological schools or the Church, but must be understood in the wider
societal context where these schools and the Church are situated. In this way, the
psychosocietal approach provides insight into the subjective learning process as not
limited to the institutional sphere of education, but also understood in the broader
social context of theology students and theological institutions.
This critical perspective particularly illustrates the ways in which the educational
programme promotes or constrains opportunities for the individual theology student
to develop a professional identity as a future minister in modern Norwegian society.
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An example of this is the theological discourse where the positioning between pietists
and liberals functions as a psychological defence reaction to the students’ insecurity
and fear of the role of the clergy and hinders them in expressing themselves in a new
role as a minister.
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PART 3
UNDERSTANDING INTERACTION AND LEARNING
IN ORGANIZATIONS AND INSTITUTIONS
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7. A PSYCHOSOCIAL STUDY OF COLLEGIAL
RELATIONS AMONG SECONDARY SCHOOL
TEACHERS IN TIMES OF REFORM

,1752'8&7,21

7KH IROORZLQJ FKDSWHU LV EDVHG RQ WZR FRQVHFXWLYH TXDOLWDWLYH VWXGLHV7KH IRFXV
is on teachers’ collegial relations at a Danish upper secondary school in the context
of a major educational reform.1 My interest is centered on the minority among the
teachers who were critical of the reform and the repercussions their opposition had
for the traditionally unified collegiate group.
%$&.*5281'

Since the 1990s the educational sector in Denmark has been in a process of
modernization with the object of transforming the school system both organizationally
and pedagogically. In this, there was a move away from a traditional view of the
general gymnasium as center of Bildung where the aims of the education were
defined in terms of enlightenment and personal development to an orientation
towards the competitive demands of the labour market and economic productivity
(Korsgaard, 1999). Along with this development, New Public Management was
introduced with an emphasis on leadership to create clear strategies, efficiency and
control in the educational system (Greve, 2002; Jacobsen & Buch, 2016). A small
minority of teachers was being promoted to take up the newly established positions
in the enlarged school management team. However, there was still a substantial
number of teachers working at the same level, about 70 or 100 at most gymnasier.
In terms of psychosocial organizational theory, they form a well-defined group in
an institutional context where they share a primary task, meet regularly face-to-face
and form emotional bonds which, however, are rarely put into words (Bion, 1961;
Lading, 2006, 2010; Visholm, 2004). The group is further inscribed in a profession
that provides it and the individual members with an identity, which, ideally, builds
up a sense of social legitimacy and personal self-esteem. A reform has both new
professional and personal meanings and exposes the fact that there is not just one
professional identity, but several identities (Day et al., 2006).
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The first piece of my research was undertaken in 2002–2003 at a time when the
Ministry of Education offered selected schools a possibility of testing reactions in the
schools to the educational reform before it was to be implemented in the gymnasie
system as a whole. Whether these schools would accept or reject becoming test
schools was put to the vote in the teachers’ council, which is an advisory organ where
both teachers and management are members and attendance compulsory. Central in
the reform was that teachers had to work part of their time in interdisciplinary teams.
The teams had two overriding aims: one was pedagogical. Across their different
disciplines teachers were to organize interdisciplinary projects for students, focusing
on their active exploration of real-world problems. The other was making teachers
cooperate around their classes. The reform contained other changes, but it was the
obligation to form interdisciplinary teams, which created the biggest controversies
among the teachers, and this is the theme I am concerned with here.
The Ministry of Education and the school managements presented teams and
the new project pedagogy as ‘progressive’ in journals on education. Inspiration
came from influential thinkers in modern educational theory, and among them
especially Oskar Negt (1964), John Dewey (1938) and Henning Salling Olesen
(Olesen & Andersen, 2015; Salling Olesen, 1971). In primary schools and at the
\RXQJ XQLYHUVLWLHV DW 5RVNLOGH DQG $DOERUJ WKH WKHRULHV KDG EHHQ VXFFHVVIXOO\
implemented, and professionals in the ministry found that the turn had now come to
the gymnasie schools (Lading, 2006). In the media, university teachers praised the
ideas of the reform, but more traditionally minded educational researchers objected
that they had little to do with the learning realities in the gymnasie schools. They
claimed that students and pupils should learn the basics of the individual disciplines
before they could embark on interdisciplinary project work (Iversen, 2002; Schmidt,
1999; Nicoll & Olesen, 2013).
Empirical Investigation
My research project was carried out at three test schools. As I was aware that
different opinions of the reform among all parties in the process, I also expected
that at the individual gymnasier, teachers would disagree about its perspectives and
about the prospects of becoming a test school. I also imagined that some, perhaps
many, teachers would be concerned that the reform would interfere with teachers’
traditional individualistic professionalism which was based on identification with
one teacher, one subject, one class, in one room and with much freedom in both the
choice of teaching methods and professional focus. Differences in views would, I
assumed, affect the collegial relations and the group dynamics in the relatively closeknit professional group. I was particularly interested in the experience of teachers
who were critical of implementing obligatory professional team and project work
in the gymnasie system. They represented a deviance from the dominating political
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discourses on progressive pedagogy, and I wondered how their points of view were
represented in discussions about the reform. In the following, I shall refer to these
teachers as ‘critics’ and those in favour of the reform, as ‘reformers’.
There were many similarities in the teachers’ reactions at the three gymnasier
I visited, but at Stjerneborg gymnasium, the reform created the biggest conflicts.
For this chapter, I have therefore chosen the dynamics of this collegial group as an
extreme exemplary case (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
Seven years after I had concluded my first study, I had the opportunity to explore
how teachers in the same schools saw their collegiate relations after the reform
had been introduced in 2005. In the second part of this chapter, I am presenting an
analysis of Stjerneborg gymnasium as a follow-up to my first piece of research.
Recontextualization
Modernization has subjective and contextual sides to it, which are dealt with by the
people involved in the process. It takes place in the everyday lives where interpersonal
relations constitute a complex mixture of planned and unplanned incidents which
take on different meanings dependent on persons, groups, time and place (Lading,
2004, 2006). In order to understand the specific teachers’ reception of the educational
modernization process, it should be emphasized that educational ideas and strategies
are mainly produced in institutions outside the schools, in pedagogical and business
universities and in governmental research units. These institutions have their own
agendas, which are negotiated with governmental educational policymakers. They are
then introduced to the gymnasie system where the aims are expected to be turned into
professional routines in the day-to-day work, but this process takes place in the very
different cultural and practical context of schooling (Bourne, 2003). The official
educational discourse as stated in government policy documents is confronted with
the schools’ traditional institutional forms and cultures and implies a process where the
‘outside’ educational ideas are recontextualized by the ‘inside’ with their spoken and
unspoken agendas. The process of recontextualization as such not only interferes
with pedagogical practice, but with teachers’ sense of the meaning in what they do
and affect their experience of their value for students and in a wider perspective, for
society at large.
In the first part of my chapter, I am focusing on a specific moment in the
recontextualization process where a teachers’ council has to decide for or against
testing key elements in the educational reform. As most teachers have limited
experience with what team and project work may imply, their vote is based on what
they imagine will be the outcomes. They exist in what I, with a reference to David
Armstrong (2005), shall call their reform-in-the-mind. When I visited the school
again, teachers have had experiences with the teams, and ‘the-reform-in-the-mind’
had been confronted in their everyday lives with ‘the-reform-in-practice’. How the
teachers as a group deal with their potential differences of opinion in this respect
is part of the recontextualizing process in the ongoing practice in the school. In the
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following, I shall be looking into this process through the lenses of psychoanalytically
informed psychosocial thinking.
Psychosocial Thinking
Psychoanalytically informed ‘psychosocial’ research is a reference to studies where
concepts of the psychic, the social and societal are deeply interconnected. The
ambition is to situate the microanalytic studies in analyses of societal courses of
events. A key point is that conscious as well as unconscious emotions and affects are
seen as contextual and not only experienced individually, but embodied in groups,
RUJDQL]DWLRQV DQG FXOWXUHV -DTXHV  0HQ]LHV /\WK  'DZVRQ  
Inspirations are critical theory, open systems theory and object relational theories
mainly drawn from the tradition of the Tavistock Institute of Human relations
0LOOHU 5LFH9LVKROP DQGPRUHUHFHQWO\IURPWKH8QLYHUVLW\RIWKH
West of England (Clarke & Hoggett, 2012). For the present chapter, I rely on studies
by Graham Dawson (1994), Wilfred Bion (1961) and Isabella Menzies Lyth (1961).
In different ways, they include the concept of social defense against anxiety in their
analyses: Dawson traces it in the overall regulation of our everyday lives, Bion in
small groups and Menzies Lyth in organizations.
The Everyday Regulation of Peoples’ Lives
Graham Dawson is an English cultural analyst with a background in the Birmingham
school of cultural studies. He follows a tradition begun by Henri Lefebre’s (1968)
phenomological analyses of everyday life which were later elaborated by Thomas
/HLWKlXVHU   IURP D 0DU[LVW SHUVSHFWLYH ,Q KLV VWXGLHV 'DZVRQ LQFOXGHV
narrative and psychoanalytic theories. He focuses on how people try to reach ‘relative
psychic comfort’ when dealing with their everyday tasks in a cultural praxis. He
describes how there is
[…] deeply embedded in everyday life, a creative activity in which everyone
engages. Even the most mundane of narratives is an active composition, created
through formal arrangements into a whole. In composing a story of the day’s
events, for example, a complex process of selection, ordering and highlighting
gives prominence to some events over others and interprets their significance,
thereby making sense of an objective world. At the same time, the telling also
creates a perspective for the self within which it endeavours to make sense of
WKH GD\ VR WKDW LWV WURXEOLQJ GLVWXUELQJ DVSHFWV PD\ EH ´PDQDJHG´ ZRUNHG
through, contained, repressed. (Dawson, 1994, p. 22)
Dawson points out that the meaning made of anxiety-provoking experience relies on
culturally accepted narratives or discourses in the context. When interpreting their
significance, unconscious processes such as defensive activity are activated, but
also possibilities of confronting the difficulties. However, in his analysis Dawson
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disregards the importance of group dynamics for the ways in which individuals
PDQDJHWRFUHDWH³DVWRU\RIWKHGD\¶VHYHQWV´Bion (1961) has shown how people
become emotionally dependent on the group and that they under pressure develop a
‘group mentality’. Group members form a set of shared assumptions of themselves
and the world, thus defining correct behavior, status structures, accepted rituals etc.
,WLVFUHDWHGE\³WKHXQDQLPRXVH[SUHVVLRQRIWKHZLOORIWKHJURXSFRQWULEXWHGWR
by the individual in ways of which he is unaware, influencing him disagreeably
ZKHQHYHUKHWKLQNVRUEHKDYHVLQDPDQQHUDWYDULDQFHZLWKWKHEDVLFDVVXPSWLRQV´
(1961, p. 65) and this prevents what he defines as ‘containment’ (Bion, 1962, 1963).
The concept refers to the more positive aspect of group functioning where the
group forms a ‘container’ for ‘troubling, disturbing aspects’ of living that Dawson
mentions. Ideally, they can be contained, that is reinterpreted, sorted out and given
new perspectives in the group. Still, there will often be inner and outer threats against
the group’s containing capacity. If the threats are experienced as overwhelming, the
group may defend itself against its dissolution by regressing to more primitive states
of mind. Bion distinguished between group functioning as a work group and a basic
assumption group while stressing that groups alternate between these states. In the
first case, the group deals with the complex realities surrounding its tasks, in the
second it is dominated by regressive feelings whose psychic rationality is creating
unity through excluding individualities and loosing contact with reality.
Contrary to Bion, Menzies Lyth is oriented towards organizational and institutional
analysis. Her most famous case dates back to the 1950s when she was consultant
to a hospital where there were dissatisfaction and a big turnover among the nurse
trainees. It illustrates ways in which difficult emotions were experienced or avoided,
managed or denied, kept in or passed on in the organization. In her analytical process,
Menzies Lyth first considered the overt problem as the ‘presenting symptom’ and
reserved her analysis to after she had diagnosed it in the first place. The immediate
symptom was the nurse trainees’ irrational ways of dealing with patients. Looking
into what this practice could be a symptom of, she found that that the young nurses’
primary task included close contact with illness and death, and it activated feelings
of helplessness, sorrow and fear of dying. The unconscious defenses against these
anxious feelings were part of the organizational life, and in agreement with Bion,
Menzies Lyth pointed out that the defense mechanisms did in fact not alleviate the
feelings that were the undercurrents of the defensive activity.
The Teachers’ Tasks
Secondary schools and hospitals are clearly different, but my point here is that they
share challenges in their daily face-to-face contact with people, which activate many
feelings that are hard to cope with (Hoggett, 2014; Lading, 2004). In the teachers’
case, authority is a key issue. Teachers must act in roles of authority when teaching,
evaluating and examining students (Lading, 2007), but in relation to the school
management their authority is destabilized by the more hierarchical New Public
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Management system in the organization. At the same time, traditional authority
structures in society are losing their legitimacy. Students’ respect for their teachers
are based not on their position, but on the way they present themselves as persons
(Ziehe, 2001; Lading, 2006, 2007).Whether the individual teacher succeeds in
making herself popular or not, she can never be sure of how her interaction with the
students will turn out in the long run. The personalized relationship causes everybody
to be at risk and as such, it is a shared condition. Defenses against the anxiety that the
precarious position activates are unconsciously built into the professional culture,
and is further enhanced by the changes introduced in the reform. Menzies Lyth
argues that
[c]hange is inevitably, to some extent, an excursion into the unknown. It
implies a commitment to future events that are not entirely predictable and to
WKHLUFRQVHTXHQFHVDQGLQHYLWDEO\SURYRNHVGRXEWDQGDQ[LHW\$Q\VLJQLILFDQW
change within a social system implies change in existing social relationships
and in social structure. It follows that any significant social change implies
a change in the operation of the social system as a defence system. While
this change is proceeding, i.e. while social defences are being re-structured,
anxiety is likely to be more open and intense. (1993, p. 22)
At the psychosocial level, the traditional individualized system in the schools served
as defenses against colleagues’ and leaders’ potentially critical eyes. In teams, each
person is out in the open and has to negotiate her ideas with her colleagues. Although
most of the teachers at Stjerneborg voted for the reform, it could still be felt as an
anxiety-provoking challenge whose specific outcome could not be predicted and
therefore imbued with both positive expectations and fears.
Following Menzies Lyth’s process of investigation, I was first looking out for
data showing signs of what was going on in the collegial group at Stjerneborg. In
accordance with classic psychoanalytical clinical methodology, I chose to work
ZLWKTXDOLWDWLYHPHWKRGVZKLFKOLPLWLQWHUDFWLRQDOFHQVRUVKLSDQGHQFRXUDJHIUHH
floating attention both in the research objects and in myself (Hollway & Jefferson,
2000). Analytically, my focus in the first place was on what seemed incongruous or
irrational in the light of organizational aims and interests. This I saw as the overt
‘presenting symptoms’ of the psychological state of mind in the collegial group. At
the level of interpretation, I followed three steps (Salling Olesen & Weber, 2012,
5DDH )LUVW,VLWXDWHGWKHHPSLULFDOVFHQHVDFWLRQVDQGVD\LQJVLQWLPHDQG
context. Then I attempted to open my mind to free associations concerning what
people were saying and doing and how it was enacted while simultaneously writing
my associations down. I was specially looking out for what surprised me, for lack
RI ORJLFDO FRKHVLRQ SDUDGR[HV DQG HPRWLRQDOO\ FKDUJHG VWDWHPHQWV 5RVHQGDKO
et al., 2017; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). The last analytical step was critically
examining my immediate responses and ordering my material thematically as well
as finding theoretical concepts that could add meaning to what I had before me
(cf. Salling Olesen & Weber, 2012; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). In accordance
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with the hermeneutic and psychoanalytical stance inscribed in the methodology,
I went back and forth between these levels and incorporated references to them in
the interpretation process centered on what happened and why.
7($&+(56¶&281&,/0((7,1*$767-(51(%25**<01$6,80

My empirical observations began with my presence at the teachers’ council meeting
at Stjerneborg gymnasium. It was to be unstructured and as unobtrusive as possible
(Bernard, 1998). Being a former gymnasie teacher, I felt that my presence did not
attract much attention. I immediately felt at home when I entered the common room
with its modern design furniture and people dressed very much like me. I knew the
unwritten rules for participation in the council meetings. In order to make the most
of some often boring hours, one talks in a low voice with others, correct students’
exercises, read a paper or jot down doodles on a piece a paper, listening halfheartedly
WRZKDWLVJRLQJRQ%XWWKLVPHHWLQJZDVGLIIHUHQWDVWKHTXHVWLRQRIEHFRPLQJDWHVW
school was going to be put to the vote. When it came up, the whole room seemed
to stiffen. Teachers stopped whispering to their neighbours or correcting students’
essays and looked up. Two teachers in a row took the floor and gave arguments for
becoming a test school. The first one was chairman of the council. He argued that by
DFFHSWLQJWREHFRPHDWHVWVFKRRO³ZH´ZRXOGEHLQWKHIURQWZKHQLQDIHZ\HDUV
the reforms were to be introduced to all gymnasier. He added that interdisciplinary
WHDPV DQG SURMHFW ZRUN DUH PHWKRGV WKDW ³WKH QHZHVW DQG PRVW DGYDQFHG 'DQLVK
VFKRROV DQG XQLYHUVLWLHV KDG DOUHDG\ LQWHJUDWHG LQ WKHLU VWXGLHV DQG ³ZH´ VKRXOG
do what students are supposed to do: work together and create projects where the
FRPSOH[LW\RIWKLQJVFDQEHGHDOWZLWK2QO\LQWKLVZD\FRXOG³ZH´SUHSDUHVWXGHQWV
for their future studies and careers. Then another teacher stood up, presented the
particularities in the test process and added that there was an economic incentive
behind it all as the government had promised extra financial resources.
While the teachers were speaking for the test school, I noticed several in the
audience looking resignedly at others across the tables. One of them got up and in an
annoyed tone asked if ‘we’ really had the time and energy to spend time on a reform
WKDWZDVLQHYLWDEOHDQGFRXOGQRWEHPXFKDOWHUHG³,WLVIDNHGHPRFUDF\´VKHDOPRVW
VKRXWHG$QRWKHURQHDGGHGLQDQLURQLFYRLFH³LWVHHPVDVLIWKHUHDUHSHRSOHDPRQJ
us who are not entertained by sticking to their own subjects and are ready to give them
XSWRLQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\SURMHFWVDQGWHDPZRUN´7KHODVWRQHWRSUHVHQWDFRPPHQW
added that somehow entertainment would be the guiding principle in the future and
the end of the gymnasium as an academic institution. Students would start working
with projects before they even knew the basics of the individual disciplines. With no
other interventions, the meeting ended before the interval by a show of hands. There
were 48 for, 22 against and 8 pass, so the proposal was carried through. During the
interval, there was a celebration of a teacher’s 50s’ birthday with snacks and wine.
A colleague made a very amusing and learned talk, and people were chatting and
laughing loudly. I did not hear anyone referring to the vote.
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In my notebook afterwards, I wrote that at the meeting, teachers opened up
to what could have developed into a professional and nuanced discussion of the
opportunities and negative aspects of the reform, but the discussion petered out.
The two reformers seemed sure of their victory, the critics that they were losers in
the game. Overall, it was remarkable that only five out of about 70 teachers – who
are used to argumentation and speaking up in the classrooms – came forward with
their opinion. It was significant, too, that in spite of the formally defined aims of
New Public Management, not anyone from the management presented their views
on the subject.
Group Interviews
I had put a note up in the common room, asking people who were either in doubt or
against the decision to become a test school to contact me in order to participate in
two group interviews. Ten volunteered and for practical reasons I ended up with six
who met for the first time five days after the council meeting. I followed Hollway
and Jeffersons’ recommendations for open interviews (2000, 2008) and started out
E\DVNLQJ´&DQ\RXWHOOPHDERXWUHFHQWRUJDQL]DWLRQDODQGSHGDJRJLFDOGHEDWHVDW
WKHVFKRRO"´WKXVDVVXPLQJWKDWWKHLQWHUYLHZHHVZRXOGFRPHXSZLWKZKDWZDVILUVW
RQWKHLUPLQGV+RZHYHU,KDGWREHPRUHH[SOLFLWLQVRPHRIP\IXUWKHUTXHVWLRQV
as the openness seemed to be confusing and even seen as a way of hiding what I
really wanted to hear.
The first person to speak voiced his dislike of a pedagogical method being forced
upon the school from the outside:
[…] all our work is focused on nuancing the learners’ knowledge about and
experience of the world, and if our work is standardized, the everyday life at
the school is impoverished. All these concepts, team building etc. which really
are not Danish, press us into specific forms […] we feel that it is a devaluation
of the school that we feel belongs to us ….
There is a strong emotional content in what this teacher saw as a split between ‘them’
IURPWKHRXWVLGHDQGµXV¶ZKRE\WUDGLWLRQDQGSUDFWLFH³RZQ´WKHVFKRRO6FKRRO
is ‘impoverished’ and so is his job. Although he referred to ‘us’ and ‘we’, he also
FRPPHQWHGRQFROOHDJXHVZKRDUHLQ³FRQVSLUDF\´ZLWKWKH0LQLVWU\RI(GXFDWLRQ
to ruin the gymnasie school. For him the professional autonomy was the key issue,
EXWWKHRWKHUVLQWKHJURXSTXLFNO\WXUQHGWRWKHFRPPXQLFDWLRQLQWKHFROOHJLDWH
They referred to alliances between ‘certain’ teachers and the management. There
was especially one person the interviewees saw as in a secret alignment with the
headmaster and who was referred to as the alpha male. He was described as an
informal leader in the collegiate group, and one who silenced nuanced discussions of
the reforms. Most exchanges, the teachers said, about what was going on therefore
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WRRNSODFHLQSULYDWHFRQYHUVDWLRQVDPRQJHTXDOO\PLQGHGSHUVRQV2QHPDOHWHDFKHU
elaborated on his views and stressed that people
[…] dare not say what they think. They vote for experiments they do not want,
they … I say this on behalf of new teachers, for I have been here so long, I
can manage – but the young ones have considered leaving because they do not
want to be called ‘reactionary’.
According to this teacher, colleagues refrained from voting against becoming a test
school out of fear. The double communication – voting for something that one does
not believe in – created an even more ominous atmosphere in the collegiate. He
GHVFULEHG WKH UHIRUPHUV¶ PHWKRGV DV ³WHUURULVW´ DQG UHIHUUHG WR D IHHOLQJ WKDW WKH
reformers indirectly used threats of social exclusion to intimidate others to further
their own position. Teachers feared being excluded from influence and sociality if
they were positioned as against so-called progress. In the situation, the crucial theme
was the power to define one’s own professional, political and personal identity. The
critics felt humiliated as they were looked upon as ‘old school’, as ’reactionaries’
and thus inferior. Anger was personalized and the ‘alpha male’ and those who were
seen as his allies were blamed for the changed collegial relations.
As a contrast to these views of the state of affairs, I recalled my experience of
togetherness at the personal celebration at the council meeting. It seemed then as
if teachers, in spite of their differences, identified themselves with each other and
wanted to keep up good contact. Therefore, it surprised me to listen to the critics’
experiences only five days later. I took into account that the teachers, who volunteered
to be interviewed, were the ones who would be expected to feel most mortified by
the process. Still, when speaking informally to other people in the staff room, I got
the impression that the antagonisms among the teachers were indeed very heavy.
Symptoms and Interpretations
The diagnosis of the collegial tension in the gymnasium based on my empirical
investigations is the lack of public debates on the complexities of the coming reform
and reasons for different points of view. Moreover, a further symptom was the
ostracizing of individual teachers’ personal identity resulting in fear of exclusion of the
collegiate group. To overcome the frustrating reality, teachers split up into subgroups
where they each created simple oppositions between good and bad pedagogical and
organizational development. Instead of a mutual exchange of criticism, difficulties,
apprehensions and doubts, the situation encouraged personalization and splitting,
the projection of all the bad parts onto the opposite subgroup while keeping the good
ones for one’s own. Everybody knew that the management was for the new reform
and saw becoming a test school as a possibility of being noticed by the ministry.
As one teacher said, he would like to hear them (i.e. the leaders) say so. But the
management blended into the collegiate group and according to the critics, used
hidden strategies, which were parallel to the teachers’.
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The suppression of disagreements and lack of responsiveness can paradoxically
be interpreted as attempts at keeping a favoured group together. Out of fear of
losing the common ‘we’, the teachers held their silence publicly and talked about
the others privately. As it was, each part was cornered by the group dynamics
where organizational and pedagogical issues turned into personal conflicts. The
collegiate group became a basic assumption group. The opposing subgroup was used
in defensive splitting as the vehicles for projections, and the possibility of a full
awareness of the actual issues was overridden by strategies for the management of
psychic conflict (Dawson, 1994, p. 37).
67-(51(%25*GYMNASIUM5(9,6,7(',1

In 2009 I had the possibility of going back to Stjerneborg gymnasium. Although
seven years do not count as much in a working life perspective, the societal context
had changed considerably during this time. In the first years after the millennium,
the Danish economy was booming and there was generally an optimism regarding
economic growth in the future and the rate of employment was high. However, signs
of a financial crisis showed in 2007 and escalated in 2008 and in the following years,
the job market became unstable and there was a general sense of insecurity in the
work force.
In 2005 the reform was passed in Parliament and became the juridical foundation
for all gymnasie schools. It had become part of the everyday working lives and I was
curious to see how the group had developed. Were there traces of what Hargreaves
called ‘Balcanized relations’? Could one still talk about an oppositional minority?
Had former antagonisms been passed on?
This time I was observing activities in the staff room over one week. I placed
myself at different tables and fumbled with my papers while observing what was
going on around me. Later I made two group interviews with five former critics
as well as two newly appointed teachers. The group interview was repeated twice
although the teachers found it hard to find the time for it. I started out with an
RSHQ TXHVWLRQ ³KRZ ZRXOG \RX GHVFULEH WKH FROOHJLDO DWPRVSKHUH DW 6WMHUQHERUJ
WRGD\"´ 3HRSOH ZHUH PRUH UHDG\ WR HODERUDWH RQ WKHLU H[SHULHQFHV RI WKHLU GDLO\
OLYHVFRPSDUHGWRODVWWLPHDQG,MXVWDGGHGDIHZGLUHFWTXHVWLRQVDWWKHHQGRIWKH
interviews.
Thirteen new teachers had been appointed and seven had retired since I was
at Stjerneborg. This in itself made the staff room appear different, but it was not
only because of the mixed age group. Teachers as a whole were busier, coming into
WKHVWDIIURRPZLWKWKHLUFRPSXWHUVDQGSDSHUVDQGOHDYLQJLWTXLFNO\DIWHUZDUGV
Groups had meetings in the sofa arrangements and only a few sat down to rest with
a cup of coffee. At lunch people talked loudly to one another, but often they left
WKHWDEOHTXLFNO\WDNLQJDKDOIHDWHQVDQGZLFKZLWKWKHP7KHURRPORRNHGOLNHD
busy railway station hall, and the atmosphere seemed to be full of nervous energy.
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This impression was reinforced when the teachers discussed their working life in the
group interviews.
The two young interviewees told me that they had heard about collegial conflicts
³ZD\EDFN´EXWVHHPHGQRWYHU\LQWHUHVWHGLQKHDULQJPRUHDERXWWKHP7KH\DJUHHG
WKDW ZKLOH VRPH ZHUH ³RI FRXUVH´ FORVHU WR VSHFLILF FROOHDJXHV WKDQ RWKHUV ZHUH
they did not feel people were on unfriendly terms. One said that as a newcomer,
she was welcomed by her professional subgroup, but she had only got to know the
RWKHUWHDFKHUV³DOLWWOHELW´DIWHUDFRXSOHRI\HDUV,IWKHUHZHUHRQHVSOLWERWKRI
the newcomers said, it would be between new and old teachers. But the important
problem for especially the young ones, was the workload:
I have small kids, sometimes they cannot fall asleep early, and then I have not
enough time to prepare my lessons, or I must work longer than I want to. I need
more sleep, but how is it possible? My husband is a teacher, too, and we try
hard to be efficient, to organize things so that our two little boys do not feel that
they are in the way, but sometimes we have to tell them that we cannot do this
and that together because one of us has to work even at weekends.
Here the young teacher describes problems with the life-work balance in her job.
However, the others in the group insisted that it was not just the young ones who
ZHUH XQDEOH WR ILQLVK WKHLU WDVNV ZLWKLQ ³UHDVRQDEOH ZRUNLQJ KRXUV´ 7KHUH ZHUH
more lessons to prepare, papers to correct, and informally, students demanded much
individual attention because of personal and educational difficulties. However,
teachers also stressed that they liked the time together with colleagues. Overall, there
was a positive view of the atmosphere in the collegiate group, and the older ones
among the teachers said that they could partly thank the newcomers for that. One
mentioned that it made a difference that ‘the alpha male’ had left the school for a job
elsewhere, and the others did not contradict him. To my surprise the critics were not
altogether against the teams, but one said
I used to – as you know – to be fed up with all these team and project ideas, but
now the reform has become part of our normal working obligations, I am still
not satisfied with it, but somehow you get used to it.
As a group, the interviewees commented on teachers in the teams who were less
cooperative. One said
Some colleagues are more ready to follow up on what we have decided than
others, but we are disciplined, most of us. We have to. I like people to be
reliable because in the teams we are dependent on each other.
In the same vein, a critic remarked:
Efficiency is ‘in’ (laughing), it really is. Count me out if someone has not done
what she was supposed to do […] I do what I am paid to do and I won’t be set
back by people who don’t care to organize themselves.
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The critics insisted that they were ready to work with colleagues outside their own
circles, and the main criterion for being a ‘good colleague’ was reliability, not
ideological correspondence. They agreed that there was more work to do compared
to the beginning of the century and that they had learned from their young colleagues
to closely observe the formal regulations and be paid for extra work. Back in the
1990s a new collective agreement had been introduced in the schools which implied
WKDW LI WHDFKHUV WRRN XS WDVNV ZKLFK WKH\ ZHUH QRW IRUPDOO\ UHTXLUHG WR GR WKH\
would be paid individually for them. However, it seemed that it was not until much
later that it was internalized in teachers’ ways about their job, and it certainly played
a role in 2009.
At the end of the group interview, I asked the teachers directly if people felt
hesitant about speaking up at the council meetings about especially the workload,
interactions in the teams and what could be done about the personal problems
among the students. They told me that the school had special councilors who
helped individual students, and thus transferred responsibility for the well-being
of students to specific teachers, but still they worried about how they could help
their troubled students. Three critics were convinced that speaking publicly about
ZRUNLQJUHODWLRQVDQGWKHLQFUHDVHGVWUDLQVLQWKHMREZRXOGEHRIQRFRQVHTXHQFH
as these things affected people differently and had no common long-term solutions.
They added that they did not want to end up in a situation as the one in the past, but
the young teachers and two other critics were sure that this would not happen today.
2QHRIWKH\RXQJWHDFKHUVVXPPDUL]HGWKHFRPPRQRXWORRNZKHQKHVDLG³ZHKDYH
DORWWRGRDQGZRQ¶WDUJXH´7LPHQRWIHDUVHWWKHOLPLWWRGLVFXVVLRQV7KHLGHDWKDW
SHRSOHZHUHVRVWUHVVHGWKDWWKH\GLGQRWZDQWWR³WRDUJXH´RUJRLQWRSHGDJRJLFDO
discussions indicated that the young as well as the senior generation had resigned
themselves to the existing state of affairs even though they did not think the demands
were fair.
The group as a whole seemed more regulated, more individualized and more
RULHQWHGWRZDUGVJHWWLQJWKHLUILQDQFLDOGXHV4XHVWLRQVUHJDUGLQJEHLQJUHDFWLRQDU\
or progressive did not crop up, neither did specific pedagogical issues. So thereform-in-practice was not evaluated in the collegiate group, but each had her own
experiences of how things were working out. The atmosphere in the collegial group
was, as I have shown, explicitly described as ‘friendly’ and old animosities were put
aside. Nevertheless, there were indications that there were certain disagreements in
the group, and that the description of a very harmonious group was an idealization
of the state of affairs. The focus on people who were not ‘reliable’ or unprepared
indicated problems in some of the teams. When one critic said he had resigned
KLPVHOIWRWKHWHDPVWUXFWXUHEXWWKDWKHZDVQRW³VDWLVILHG´ZLWKLWKLVYLHZVZHUH
QRWFRQWUDGLFWHG7KH\RXQJWHDFKHUVDOVRVXJJHVWHGWKDWWKHUHZDV³DVSOLW´EHWZHHQ
the old and the young members of the collegiate group, and this did not receive any
comments either. I was surprised that the critics did not come up with more details
about their relations in the group, and about how there former status as a minority –
and one that was overridden by the reform – had affected their views of their work.
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,QRWLFHGWKDWWKH\ZHUHTXLFNWROHDYHWKHTXHVWLRQVRIFROOHJLDOLW\±ZKLFKZDVP\
RSHQLQJTXHVWLRQ±LQRUGHUWRVSHDNQHJDWLYHO\DERXWWKHZRUNORDGZKLFKDSSHDUHG
to be something that everybody could agree on.
6800$5<

Many of the teachers I had met in 2002 had started their careers in the 1970s and
early 1980s where in society as such there were hopes for improving conditions for
the diverse mass of students coming into the gymnasier. The job was associated with
political and pedagogical perspectives and the traditional organization of the schools
did not stand in the way for individual group experiments. The demands that all
teachers were to work together and around similar projects changed that. Conceived
as ways of making use of different competences and professional perspectives in the
collegiate whole group, it did change the everyday lives of the teachers and students.
But the reform also opened up to individual dominance and splitting into subgroups,
leading to mutual suspicion and fears. As a professional group with a common
primary task, teachers were unable openly to discuss the complexities of their job
and the substance of the future reform. The changes in the organization of the school
and its pedagogical outlook involved further top-down regulation from both the
Ministry of Education and the school management as well as collegial negotiations
in the teams. The contrast between the teachers’ explicit and implicit views of the
collegiate group suggests that in order to achieve ‘relative psychic comfort’ there
were negative feelings about how things had developed, that the teachers did not
want to talk about or get into contact with. Imbedded in the collegiate culture, I saw
their silence as a paradoxical defensive activity against the anxiety that the attack
on teachers’ autonomy and the divisions in the group created. On the one hand,
public silence represented a wish that conflicts, if they are not voiced, will disappear
and the group become a safe haven, on the other hand, public silence encouraged
hidden communication and distrust. In the present case, colleagues formed a basic
assumption group where fighting each other became the central activity in an attempt
to ban individuality and evade the intricate realities.
The collegial relations in the organization, I revisited, had improved. Old struggles
seemed to have evaporated. The critics were determined that collegial conflicts
should not again arise, and the young ones thought of conflicts as belonging to the
past and the more fussy older generation. However, new conflicts loomed under the
surface and discussions on this and other relevant themes were not on the public
agenda. A culture of silence was passed on to the collegiate group at Stjerneborg
gymnasium from earlier times, but as a form of unconscious social defense it had
taken on a different meaning. In 2002, people were personally taken up with the
principles governing the future of the school, whereas in 2009 teachers appeared
less interested in the ideological aspects of it and at the same time, they put more
emphasis on their identity as wage earners.
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The teachers’ focus on having a peaceful everyday contact with each other suggest
that again they found differences were a hazard to collegial harmony. Good working
relations meant being able to rely on each other’s support in the effective exercise of
one’s duties, but not having discussions on the overall perspectives in what teachers
were doing. The everyday challenges of communicating with the students as well as
coming to terms with colleagues in the teams in a stressed environment made the
immediate concerns more imperative.
&HQWUDO LQ WKH YHU\ ILUVW UHDFWLRQV WR WKH UHIRUP ZHUH TXHVWLRQV FRQFHUQLQJ LWV
pedagogical perspectives: would it contribute positively to learning and teaching in
WKHLQVWLWXWLRQ"8QGHUQHDWKZDVDOVRWKHTXHVWLRQRISHUVRQDOPHDQLQJZRXOG,EH
doing a good job under the new circumstances? In this way, the original conflicts
incorporated both professional and personal identity issues, and this was why they
turned into personalized attacks. The intensification of the teachers’ work had later led
to more individualistic strategies for survival. The collective financial agreements,
intensification of the professional demands, and possibly also a more precarious
labour market were reasons for the young generation to introduce a different attitude
to being a gymnasie teacher, which disseminated to the group at large. My resumed
empirical investigations thus showed that the culture of achieving relative psychic
comfort through collegial silence in the public room had remained an element of the
collegiate group mentality. Although collegial peace was won, the situation seemed
to me to be more alarming. It indicated that what teachers wanted to be silent about
was the threat of loss of meaning in their work.
It was not possible in my studies to explore what would have happened if teachers
and management had in fact spoken up about their views of the reform and the
intensification of their job as well as their feelings about each other. I am not blind
to the fact that this could have created many difficulties, too. However, openness has
to be learned, and dealing with it also has to be learned and inscribed in the cultural
practices in the schools. How such a situation could come about, will have to be
researched in a future project.
NOTE
1

Here I shall refer to the Danish upper secondary school by its Danish designation: i.e. as gymnasie
in the singular and gymnasier in the plural. I am here dealing with the general gymnasie which in
contrast to technical and commercial gymnasier is aimed at providing general education and study
competences in the humanities and the natural and social sciences with a view to being able to go
through college, university and other schools of further education. It takes three years to complete.
,W SURYLGHV D QXPEHU RI FRPSXOVRU\ VXEMHFWV EXW SDUW RI WKH LQVWUXFWLRQ LV LPSOHPHQWHG DV PXOWLဨ
VXEMHFWFRXUVHV,WLVWKHPRVWSRSXODUSRVWဨFRPSXOVRU\HGXFDWLRQIRU\RXQJSHRSOHLQ'HQPDUN7KH
gymnasie VFKRROVKDYHEHFRPHVHOIဨJRYHUQLQJDQGWKHSULQFLSOHRISD\ဨSHUဨJUDGXDWHGSHUVRQPDGH
the schools encourage an even bigger intake of youngsters. The teachers all have master degrees from
DXQLYHUVLW\LQWZRVXEMHFWV,QDGGLWLRQWKH\KDYHWRKDYHFRPSOHWHGDRQHဨ\HDUFRXUVHLQWKHRUHWLFDO
and practical pedagogics before becoming full time teachers.
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8. EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP?
A Case Study in Work Psychodynamics

,1752'8&7,21

Based on a psychodynamic analysis of a leadership interview, the chapter discusses
how public modernisation initiatives have put educational leaders on terms where
they handle their leadership roles by drawing on special forms of defence. It is
asked if the demands for ‘effectivity of leadership’ can trigger defensive patterns
of interaction that are counterproductive rather than effective – at least if effectivity
means the ability of the leader and the employee to handle the increasing complexity
caused by modernisation.
In recent decades, Denmark and the other Scandinavian countries have been
FKDUDFWHULVHGE\HYHUPRUHIUHTXHQWSROLWLFDODQGDGPLQLVWUDWLYHLQLWLDWLYHVWDNHQLQ
the public sector that are meant to improve efficiency. In the field of education, the
measures range from actual educational reforms to initiatives on finding new ways
to harness existing resources. A recurrent theme has been the issue of leaders and
leadership, which has increasingly come to the fore – how do educational leaders run
schools and how do they manage to implement initiatives effectively?
The context in which these leaders find themselves is marked by both
decentralisation and recentralisation. On the one hand, leaders have had a greater
influence on, and responsibility for, school finances and the recruitment of students
in connection with parents’ (partial) right to choose schools freely. On the other
hand, the relative autonomy and the teachers’ freedom to choose their own teaching
methods have been challenged by standardised state-wide tests, and both national
and municipal governments, parents, the press and competing schools have been
allowed to monitor how schools perform by data from a Data Warehouse, where the
Ministry keeps records of each school’s graduation grades, ability to balance social
differences, student well-being and so on (Møller, Iversen, & Andersen, 2016). Both
trends of de- and recentralisation may be regarded as an extension of New Public
Management – the dominant management trend in welfare areas of recent years.
It is not hard to believe that this new situation engenders a complex kind of
pressure, which forces leaders and employees to account for many different, but not
necessarily convergent, considerations. It causes an increased pressure for learning
for all in the staff. A number of studies have emerged over time, which investigated
whether management actually functions properly and how leaders handle pressure
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(Hansen & Boje, 2016; Møller, Iversen, & Andersen, 2016; Wiedemann 2016;
.DVSHUVHQ  .QXGVHQ  +MRUW 4YRUWUXS  5DDH 2012), but studies on the
subjective behaviour of leaders and how the leader facilitates necessary organisational
learning are under-represented. This behaviour is the focus of this chapter.
Based on a case analysis, I describe an ambitious leader’s attempt to deal with
GHPDQGVIRUJUHDWHUHIILFLHQF\5DWKHUWKDQMXVWDQLQFUHDVHGZRUNORDGWKLVGHPDQGV
for efficiency derived from increasing work intensity: While the leader is expected
to meet a range of different expectations of various interests, pulling him in different
directions, he must create a unifying focus for the staff.
$JDLQVWWKLVEDFNGURS,DVNKRZWKHOHDGHULQTXHVWLRQDWWHPSWVWRRYHUFRPHWKH
situation he is put in by his management work. Out of interest in psychodynamics, I
go on to ask whether the leader’s attempt to handle the contradictory circumstances
of reality ends up exacerbating the contradictory nature of the situation. Is the leader,
in his efforts to act as an effective leader, going to counteract the development of the
reflexivity enabling the organisation to handle the new conditions?
The chapter thus relates to the tradition of studying leaders and organisations that
are already establishedLQWKHILHOGRISV\FKRG\QDPLFWKHRU\5HIHUHQFHVDUHRIWHQ
PDGHLQWKLVUHJDUGWR.HUQEHUJDQG.HWVGH9ULHV.HUQEHUJGHVFULEHVKRZLQDGHTXDWH
leadership can stem from certain personality traits or a lack of competence, which he
believes can bring out paranoid traits in organisations that should otherwise perform
well (Kernberg, 1980). Moreover, according to Kets de Vries, leadership personality
KDVIDUUHDFKLQJFRQVHTXHQFHVIRUDQRUJDQLVDWLRQ¶VHIILFLHQF\DVSHUVRQDOLW\DIIHFWV
the fantasies of organisation members (Kets de Vries & Miller, 1984). Kets de Vries
mentions that conversely, however, some situations can bring out certain personality
traits in the leader (Kets de Vries, 1992).
I do not take my point of departure as the leader’s personality, but instead address
how the management-induced conditions might add to certain work psychodynamics,
which are part of the particular patterns in the leader’s interactions with others.
Although the chapter’s focus is on the leader’s situation and leadership work
psychodynamics, it also takes an interest in the dynamics of the interaction between
the investigated and the researcher(s). This project called for special methodological
UHTXLUHPHQWVZKLFKPHDQWWKDWWKHPHWKRGRORJ\VHFWLRQZDVDIIRUGHGDUHODWLYHO\
significant amount of space.
7+(25<$1'0(7+2'6

My interest in the dynamics between leaders’ particular work situations and their
subjective behaviour meant that I applied a particular perspective to the psychoanalytic
tradition. The leader’s behaviour is not seen in the light of recollections of one’s
life story or traumatic experiences, as is common in classical psychoanalytic
studies. Instead, the task is to understand a particular form of interaction between
the individual and the world around them, while focusing on how the employment

152

())(&7,9(/($'(56+,3"

situation in an interplay with the individual life history mobilises or actualises
subjectivity in a particular way :ROI5LGJZD\ 
The case works off of an interview, while therefore also incorporating the process
that occurred in the interpretation of the interview, i.e. the initial interaction that took
place between the interviewee and the interviewer, as well as later on between the
case and the analysts. The actual interview which the case takes as its starting point is
DTXDOLWDWLYHO\RULHQWHGVHPLVWUXFWXUHGUHVHDUFKLQWHUYLHZ .YDOH ZKHUHWKH
primary and immediate interest is generally in what knowledge the researcher can
obtain about and via the interviewee in connection with a given phenomenon. The
interview analysis is different in this case, however, because the methodology also
DLPVWRDFTXLUHNQRZOHGJHRIWKHIXUWKHULQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHLQWHUYLHZHHDQG
the interpreter(s) of the interview. The basic psychoanalytic-inspired assumption at
play here, is that the interaction does not reproduce intentionally misleading patterns
in the interviewee’s behaviour towards his world and his professional life. For this
part of the interpretation, I refer to the psychoanalytic-therapeutic discussion on
transference and countertransference, and it should be noted that I did not subscribe
to any therapeutic intent (Casement, 1985). I will elaborate on this later.
Communication and Interaction
The assumption is that the interviewee not only communicated intentionally and
consciously on the facts of the case but also sought to organise his story in a way
that influenced his listener to take on his version of reality. This is a well-established
phenomenon in the field of narrative theory (Bruner, 1990), but it is also a matter
WKDWLVGLVFXVVHGLQSV\FKRDQDO\VLVDVDNLQGRITXLHWPDQLSXODWLRQRUDQXQFRQVFLRXV
situation where the patient subtly tries to get the therapist to display a particular
behaviour in order to relieve the patient’s anxiety (Sandler, 1976). Freud terms the
phenomenon ‘transference’ – the process in therapy where unconscious desires and
fantasies, which originate in other situations, are brought before the therapist. Freud
found that transference also affects the analyst’s fantasies of, and attitudes towards,
the person being analysed, which he termed countertransference (Freud, 1992).
Projection is included as a mechanism in both transference and countertransference.
Projection essentially stems from the desire to break down a threatening part of the
self by projecting it on another person. The projection mechanism, however, rarely
appears on its own. The concept of projective identification describes an extension
of the concept. The mechanism is discussed by Ogden, among others, in a series of
steps that begins with the subconscious fantasy of getting another person to have or
bear certain feelings on behalf of oneself. The sender of the projection puts pressure
on the other person in their interaction to get him or her to think, feel and act as an
extension of the motive behind the projection. Provided the other person gives in to
this pressure, the sender is then relieved of the projection once he or she is able to
identify the threatening feelings in the other person (Ogden, 1982; Visholm, 1993).
In the slightly longer term, however, the process entails limited interaction, as it
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takes place on the special premise which is the reason for the projection: to create a
form of interaction as a type of defence against certain threatening feelings.
Although the ensuing interaction can be traced back to the original projection, it is
not a one-to-one relationship between the original projection and the result because
the projection that is sent is enveloped in the receiver’s feelings and fantasies, and
thereby becomes a part of that person’s countertransference. These dynamics are of
key interest to the analysis conducted here.
Transference and countertransference have been the subject of further therapeuticmethodological discussions, which are of significance here. Freud considered
countertransference mainly to be a disturbance to therapeutic work that ought
to be eliminated, but later approaches to the issue relativised this and found that
one must, in part, regard countertransference as an inevitable aspect of the overall
communication between patient and therapist, and partly – and of key importance in
this context – as information that provides deeper insight into the motives belying
the process (Heimann, 1950; Casement, 1985; Igra, 1989).
From Interaction to Interpretation
The transference and countertransference phenomenon also occurs in the interview
VLWXDWLRQDQGPXVWDOVRFRQVHTXHQWO\LQDVLWXDWLRQVXFKDVWKLVEHVHHQDVDSDWKWR
more deeply understanding what is at stake for both the sender and the recipient: in
this case, the interviewee and interviewer (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). Detecting
WKHVHSURFHVVHVKRZHYHUUHTXLUHVGLVWDQFHIRULQWHUSUHWDWLRQZKLFKLQWXUQLPSRVHV
FHUWDLQUHTXLUHPHQWVIRUWKHPHWKRGRORJ\
A methodological framework that supports this distance references Alfred
Lorenzer’s work and was developed E\ WKH ,QWHUQDWLRQDO 5HVHDUFK *URXS IRU
Psychosocietal Analysis (Salling Olesen & Weber 2012; Hollway & Volmerg, 2010).
The method is, for instance, put into practice in a model that works at three levels:
what is said, i.e. the immediate content of the level of expression, how is it said,
i.e. a level that focuses on the pragmatic level of the interview, and finally why is it
said that way? At this third and final level, one looks for the unconscious strategy
which directs the two previous levels – the depth-hermeneutic understanding of
what is at stake in the interview. The method adds a significant element regarding
the organisation of the process, in which the same empirical data is met by several
individual reactions. Hence projective processes can be reproduced in the group
setting and a be an object of renewed interpretation. For a further review of the
method see Salling Olesen and Weber (2012).
,17(59,(::,7+$1('8&$7,21$//($'(5

To begin, one might ask what knowledge youFDQDFTXLUHDERXWDOHDGHU¶VSUDFWLFHV
through an interview, or what story a leader tells about his or her practices. Here,
one can argue that leadership today is, to a significant extent, communication. Linda
154

())(&7,9(/($'(56+,3"

Smircich and Gareth Morgan discuss management as a social process in which the
leader succeeds in defining reality for those being led in ways that seem trustworthy
to them (Smirchich & Morgan, 1982) – management of organisations is just specially
institutionalised forms of this generally described process. The interest in so-called
narrative leadership, or leading by telling stories of leadership motivations and
intentions, can be read as an expression of the same (e.g., Boje, 2001; Downing,
1997; Charniawska, 1997).
The task of this case analysis is thus to shed light on another layer of communication,
namely the unconscious, affective interaction that is part of communication and that
has the intention of persuading the listener about a particular perspective on reality.
The purpose is to examine whether there are special motives or intentions related to
the communication which limit or restrict the receiver’s learning, apart from what
I mention with Smircich and Morgan. Here, the communication is between the
interview and the analysts, that is to say, the analysis group and me, and the interest
is not centred as much on the leader’s perspective on reality as it is on the form of the
interaction. Against this background, I assert that there is a significant relationship
LQWKHSV\FKRG\QDPLFVEHWZHHQVXEMHFWLYLW\DQGZRUNUHODWHGUHTXLUHPHQWVIRUWKH
interviewed educational leader. For the same reason, the analysis will focus on the
DPELYDOHQWIDQWDVLHVWKDWWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVDURXVHDQGWKHIRUPRIGHIHQFHWKDWWKH
ego establishes against (anxiety about) failure and powerlessness in this connection.
The interviewee has been the leader of a medium-sized primary and lower
VHFRQGDU\VFKRROIRUVRPH\HDUV5HFHQWO\KRZHYHUKLVMREKDVH[SDQGHGWRZKHUH
he now has yet another school to manage. I have asked him to talk about the school
and the development tasks he envisions.
What Is Said?
Below is a very brief description of the educational leader’s response to myTXHVWLRQV
about school and his development tasks.
He notices that the increased workload forces him to work as a more generalised
or strategic leader – to lead through leaders, he says emphatically. He talks about
time constraints because the department heads at the ‘new’ school have to get to
know him and learn how he thinks. For example, they need to know that he is very
careful with the school’s finances, to build up some room to manoeuvre – something
that people at the ‘new’ school apparently are not used to. However, it is not just the
school and its department heads that must adjust to him. He will have to get used to
the fact that parents and students at the new school do not know him as well as those
DWKLVROGVFKRRODQGWKLV±KHVWUHVVHV±UHTXLUHVWKDWKHFRQVLVWHQWO\FRPPXQLFDWH
much more and more extensively.
He describes the new school for which he is responsible as well-run – stresses
that it is well-run! – but there have been some cases of protracted sick leave that he
attributes to some ‘strong teachers’ having left the school and some – possibly more
vulnerable – teachers having stayed behind. As a countermeasure, it is therefore
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urgent to promote what he calls a robust environment. He explains that the school has
struggled with bad figures (grade point average, statistics of student well-being and
absences and socioeconomic reference1) and attributes it to disadvantaged students
that come from stressful environments in that part of the city. He adds that to be fair,
they managed to improve some figures before he stepped in – and he emphasises
that it is a school characterised by the kind of cooperation between teachers that
goes beyond that normally seen. On the challenging side, it should be mentioned that
student enrolment has been declining, and this development appeared at the same
time as he was appointed, giving rise to speculations among teachers and parents of
there being a secret plan to merge the school with his old school. Is it possible to
keep the school and one of the parents’ highly valued primary school departments?
These reactions put him in a difficult position because his personal opinion is that
the school, out of consideration for employee resources, would gain from a merger.
Whether an actual merger with his ‘old school’ will happen depends not least on
local applications for enrolment. He is, in fact, in an odd situation. On the one side,
he must work to build a reputation for his new school that can stabilise the in-flow of
applications and save it. At the same time, he is met with suspicion among teachers
and parents that his real interest is bringing the school under the old school he has
led for a longer amount of time, with the financial and staff resource gains that could
be an issue in the longer term!
How Is It Said?
The analysis in this section applies to the interview’s pragmatic and metacommunicative level. This section is divided into three parts. The first is my initial
analysis of the interview, the next section covers my response when re-listening to
the interview, and the last is the analysis group’s response.
I observe that the educational leader speaks energetically and emphatically. There
are not many breaks in his speech, and I notice that I often have to interrupt him for
clarification, because the information is apparently too succinct for me. Especially
when I re-listen og re-read the interview I feel it is overloaded with information –
much is said within a short span of time, and the educational leader often switches
focus: between individuals, locations, tasks and conditions. He has just spoken of
himself, and then he has moved on to the new school’s department heads, and before
you know it, he is talking about the vulnerable or strong teachers and then on to the
parents. The same applies when making mention of the two different geographical
locations where he acts as leader. He describes his work in several organisational
fields, each with its own tasks, rapidly moving between these responsibilities.
He briefly mentions the challenge of changing from the job’s hands-on level to a
more generalised, strategic level. He briefly talks about the different organisational
conditions for the two schools and briefly about the special architectural conditions’
practical importance for the teachers’ cooperation. I notice that many current
buzzwords from both national and local leadership discourse find their way into the
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interview: from generic leadership discourse, commonly used expressions, such as
to lead through leaders, to be conscious of one’s communication task, the need for
close economic follow-up, to maintain some room for manoeuvres, and to work for
organisational resilience. However, the newer leadership or management discourse
in the education field also leaves its mark here: generating data, performing at
student welfare, a keen focus on ‘the school’s figures’. As something consistent, I
observe that he clearly strives to be nuanced, so that the ratings appear to be the
results of analyses of both the ‘pros and cons’ of situations or conditions: The school
he now manages is a well-run school, but there are some cases of long-term sick
leave. He acknowledges that there are a great many educational developments that
have been started but some of the teachers may not be strong enough to follow up on
the developments. The local department heads at the new school are already referred
to as ‘we’, but to become a fully-fledged ‘we’, they must learn to understand the
leader’s thinking so that they can lead more independently. It is not only a school
with poor figures. He acknowledges that the school has struggled with poor figures
and disadvantaged students and, therefore, has learned much but on the other hand,
it is still challenged if it is to survive as an independent entity.
His nuanced style gives one the impression of a leader with an analytical view
who identifies an important task but also demonstrates having the surplus energy to
acknowledge working with any weaknesses. Thus, with this style, he is portrayed as
both a competent and significant person in the world in which he takes action: At
the school where he has now been assigned, he can recognise it as a school that is
making good progress but, RQWKHRWKHUKDQGRQHWKDWQHHGVWREHEHWWHUHTXLSSHG
for a world that has become more demanding. He must, therefore, challenge the new
school in an appropriate mannerVRWKDWLWFDQPHHWWKHVHUHTXLUHPHQWVDQGKHLV
clearly someone who has the ambition and insight into how to succeed in doing so.
Therefore, he will teach the department heads better financial monitoring, therefore
he will teach his management team and teachers that he has the strategic vision
and role, and therefore he must enable them to handle the job that by and large he
performed before: He must show the school and himself that people can lead and
be led through communication. Thus, in each instance where doubts are expressed,
VXFKGRXEWVDUHQRWGLVTXDOLI\LQJ2QWKHFRQWUDU\WKHGRXEWVPDNHRQHQRWLFHKLV
analytical thinking.
The many words and concepts drawn from both the current generic leadership
discourse (economy, organisational structure and leadership), the current national
educational management discourse (data, ‘the school’s figures’) and the local,
municipal school discourse (utilisation of resources, school mergers) portray him
as well-informed on more recent leadership discourses, and his succinct flow of
information gives the impression of efficiency.
All in all, the interview discourse fits nicely into the popular image of a
competent, effective leader, cf. for example, the Agency for the Modernisation of
Public Administration’s brochure entitled Good Employer Behaviour (phrases as
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clear strategy, efficient staff resources, focus on results, trust-based management;
Moderniseringsstyrelsen, 2015).
My reaction when re-listening to the interview and the work using the transcript
was significant. It struck me when re-listening to the interview that I evidently go out
of my way to support the leader. My replies seem to be very obliging and supportive
and not neutral or investigative: I make a point of emphasising that I understand (and
even sometimes firmly), giving affirmation throughout and signalling complicity.
I do, for example, interrupt by making an inside joke, referring to a matter in local
politics. When I ask for clarification about a potentially critical matter, I apologetically
stress my LJQRUDQFH RI KLV ILHOG$ WKLUG H[DPSOH LV D VHTXHQFH ZKHUH WKH OHDGHU
mentions some cases of long-term sick leave, where I almost apologetically on his
EHKDOI VD\ WKDW ORQJWHUP VLFN OHDYH LV KDUGO\ D TXHVWLRQ RI OHDGHUVKLS:KHQ UH
OLVWHQLQJWRWKHLQWHUYLHZWKHTXHVWLRQRFFXUUHGWRme: What was it that made me
abandon a neutral, investigative role?
The analysis group’s immediate reaction was just as significant but appeared at
ILUVWWREHTXLWHGLIIHUHQWMy notes show that the group evidently found it difficult
to follow the content of the interview. A few of the group members broke the rules of
method – that I should remain silent – by trying to have me elaborate on the logistical
and organisational patterns at the school (even though they appeared in the preface
to the transcript). The person who played the role of interviewer during the reading
audibly sighed several times while reading his part. At one point, the group began
to respond in an openly critical manner, even hostile, towards the interviewee. One
of the group participants wondered continually – even almost indulgently mused –
over the exchange of words about sick leave, which, as I mentioned above, it is, of
course, a matter for management to address cases of long-term sick leave! Another
participant reacted critically to the leader’s idea that the department heads must learn
to think like he does so that they can lead independently (!) on the basis of his ideas –
apparently without him explaining what he specifically wants?
It was relatively clear that these were emotionally charged reactions, but the
verbalisations point in many directions and the group found it difficult to conclude
the phase ‘what is said’. Nonetheless, the phase ended abruptly with a remark from
one of the group members, who pointed out that a less negative and more empathetic
approach to the analysis work, where one empathises more with the interviewed
leader’s problem, was indeed also an option!
Why Is It Said That Way?
7KHLQWHUYLHZDQGVXEVHTXHQWUHVSRQVHVWRit poseDVHULHVRITXHVWLRQVDERXWKRZ
the interview played out: How can we understand the form of interaction that
occurs in the group? Like any other observation, one can view the interview as an
example of attempts at impression management (Goffman, 1959). Here, however,
the impression management seems to have an ambiguous effect on the surroundings.
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I have described how the interviewed leader envisions himself facing a new and
challenging task. You can understand if the task is met with ambivalent feelings – on
the one hand, a fear of helplessness, powerlessness and total or partial failure, and
on the other hand, the desire to overcome the challenge, a fantasy of omnipotence.
Ambivalent feelings are well documented reactions when confronted with the duties
in one’s role – Zaleznik describes them as fundamental to a leader’s experience
of reality, not least because the expectation from his followers is that he exudes
an ability to overcome the challenges (Zaleznik, 1966). In Goffman’s words, one
might imagine that the pressure on a leader about facework is considerable (see also
:ROI5LGJZD\ 
In an extension of this argument, it makes sense to examine the interaction using
the concepts of transference and countertransference and the psychoanalytic-inspired
perspective on unconscious influence via projective identification.
The Ambiguous Response
I previously mentioned that each recipient’s response to the same projection differs
since the projection is enveloped in each recipient’s fantasies. It is still crucial that
responses can be traced analytically back to the same projection. The following sets
out to examine the interviewer’s and the analysis group’s responses, respectively, in
this light.
The interaction established between the interview and the interviewer can
readily be described as a reaction against the backdrop of one of my perceived
fears of potential helplessness and failure. In this way, my supportive manner is
understandable, where I ‘help’ the leader, so to speak, not to feel powerless by
almost putting words in his mouth (‘that’s not a matter for management, though’,
see above). I withdrew from my neutral investigative role since a more or less
unconscious interaction was being established, a collusion where I try to compensate
for a threatening sense of helplessness (Willi, 1975; Jakobsen & Visholm, 1988).
Thus, the collusive relationship results in a kind of mutual seduction – it shields the
leader from experiencing a threatening reality but at the same time dislocates the
interviewer’s neutral investigative role.
In relation to the interpretation group, a different pattern appeared. Their response
can be described LQ WKUHH VHTXHQFHV )LUVW WKHUH ZDV VRPH SUHYDLOLQJ FRQIXVLRQ
4XHVWLRQVVXFKDVµZHQHHGWRNQRZVRPHPRUHDERXWWKHORJLVWLFDOSDWWHUQVVRPH
more about the organisation’ were raised. 7KLVPD\EHTXLWHDUDWLRQDOUHDFWLRQEXW
the many attempts to break the rules – which the group was familiar with, regarding
the framework for analysis – would seem to indicate that there was something more
at stake: One could see the group’s response as an unconscious guard against a feeling
of powerlessness, which an immediate sympathy for the leader could evoke. Next
was a phase where the group’s irritation with the leader (or possibly with the leader’s
and my collusive relationship) became apparent. The next instance of aggressive
irritation could be seen in response to the educational leader’s way of dealing with
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the threatening reality, as he sought to protect his ambivalence by trying to appear all
WKHPRUHFRPSHWHQW2QHFRXOGQRWLFHWKHJURXS¶VSUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWKWKHVHTXHQFH
on long-term sick leave not being a problem for management: According to my notes,
the wonder that was expressed was almost marked by indignation, directed just as
much at meDVLWZDVDWWKHOHDGHU,QWKLVVHTXHQFHWKHJURXSGLGQRWDSSHDUWRVHUYH
as a neutral investigative interpretation group either but instead was characterised by
what Bion calls a basic assumption group, where individuality is reduced according
to a common, unconscious collective agreement (here a fight-flight group; Bion,
 7KH WKLUG VHTXHQFH RI WKH JURXS¶V UHVSRQVH FRQWUDVWHG PDUNHGO\ ZLWK WKLV
It occurred as a group member went against the distinctly expressed emotion by
urging participants to look at the leader’s reaction as a response to a difficult task that
could have been expected. Here, the interpretation group sought to restore a more
distanced and neutral investigative stance.
)ROORZLQJ 5RVHQEDXP   6DQGRU )HUHQF]L ZKR DW DQ HDUO\ VWDJH LQ WKH
development of psychoanalytic therapy was involved with countertransference,
explains that countertransference often proceeds in the three phases described here.
In the first phase, the analyst has some control over his emotions, but reacts with
confusion to the material for transference; the second phase is often characterised by
the analyst’s loss of perspective, which leads to his dismissive and hostile responses
to the patient. The third phase takes place when the analyst recognises his response
precisely as countertransference.
Conclusion: Where, in his countertransference, the interviewer evidently
immediately reacts in a helpful and supportive way and thereby reflects the pole of
helplessness in the interviewee’s ambivalence, the interpreting group responds in its
shared transference as immediately hostile to the interviewer’s pole of omnipotence
(and the latent violence within an omnipotent feeling’s intention of control and
triumph). Here, the response is directed towards the power and dominance that are
at stake. Through the concepts of transference and countertransference, one can see
the widely varying manifestations of responses to the same basic feeling of (fear of)
helplessness.
Manic Defence as Unconscious Action
It is important to emphasise that we are dealing with a person whose actions at
first seem to meet the expectations of efficiency that others have of him. At the
same time, the analysts’ response suggests that interwoven with the verbal content
of the level of expression, more about the leader’s ambivalent relationship with his
task is communicated than what can be observed in a simple content analysis. It
is recorded by both myself and the interpretation group, and it appears as initially
opposite responses. In understanding this conflict, I will introduce the concept of
manic defence.
Manic defence refers to the Kleinian psychoanalytic tradition. From a
psychogenic perspective, the manic defence is regarded as a defence against the
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sorrow that follows the individual’s general maturation, a maturation that means
we have to live with the risk of even the certainty of losing security. Manic defence
is described in contrast to (constructive) resignation over one’s limited abilities to
restore (fantasised) security. Using the defence mechanism, one seeks to put off
or banish sorrow and associated feelings of powerlessness – of course, with the
risk that the defence mechanism will at some point break down. Klein specifies
that manic defence fundamentally consists of ideations of omnipotence, denial and
idealisation – omnipotence with a view to controlling and ruling over objects, but
without caring for them on a deeper level, denial about wiping the mind clean of
dependence on others and the idealisation of holding on to everything good in the
world and oneself by refusing awareness of anything threatening (Klein, 1992;
$NKWDU 6HJDO-DTXHVDQG:LQQLFRWFKDUDFWHULVHWKHEDVLFIHHOLQJVRIPDQLF
GHIHQFHDVFRQWUROWULXPSKDQGFRQWHPSW 6HJDO-DTXHV.KDQ 
-DTXHVVHHVPDQLFGHIHQFHDSSHDULQVLWXDWLRQVZKHUHWKHUHDOLVDWLRQRIRQH¶Vown
vulnerability asserts itself (and therefore describes it as often occurring in midlife
crises). Control, triumph and devaluation of others become a special (albeit frail)
way of confirming that one is alive.
I find Winnicot’s warning against understanding manic defence based on
generalised symptoms to be of particular importance. Instead, he argues that
manic defence must be understood as a particular ‘economy’ or dynamic, a certain
unconscious way of handling the outside world: Can one understand a particular way
of dealing with the outside world as an attempt at keeping the experience of defeat,
failure and chaos at bay (Winnicot in Khan, 1975)?
In my use of the term, I will not emphasise manic defence as pathology but view
it as an extension of Winnicot’s suggestion: as a particular way of dealing with the
reality that occurs as a universal form of psychological emergency management, and
which particular circumstances in a stressful world can induce. Put another way, the
term can be defined as a universal, subjective disposition that can be awakened in
certain situations and which means that the individual is engaged in a particular
form of interaction with his/her surroundings.
In light of this understanding, the leader keeps the challenging and immanent
threat of defeat and failure in his surrounding environment at bay by identifying with
a particular leadership discourse and its expectations for leaders and management.
Striving to that end, he orchestrates the world around him – he does it unconsciously
to those involved with this project, whether it is to the party that helps and supports
him or to the party that confirms his view that the world must be actively controlled.
In this is the projective identification process. A psychodynamic is established, which
is understood here as a subjective response to specific and distressing conditions.
How this particular response is a natural form of interaction for management to
seize upon ‘under modernised circumstances’ is the subject of the following
section.
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Peter Gronn speaks in the same vein of the complexity that New Public Managementinspired modernisations generate, of particularly ‘greedy’ management work, and
against the background of a particular character expected of the leader, which he
describes as ‘the heroic leader’ – the person who must be able to overcome the
greedy aspect of work. According to Gronn, schools, hospitals, local authorities etc.
are facing a growing number of tasks, not least in relation to resource cuts (Gronn,
SHWVHT Here, I will add an issue that accompanies the generally peaked
SROLWLFDOLQWHUHVWLQHGXFDWLRQDQGWKHHYHULQFUHDVLQJIUHTXHQF\RIUHIRUPVZKLFK
LVWKHUHVXOW,QDGGLWLRQWRZRUNLQWHQVLILFDWLRQUHVXOWLQJIURPFXWEDFNVIUHTXHQWO\
modified procedures and routines constitute a burden, but there is also the fact that
the public organisation, for better or for worse, is open to voiced concerns from
different groups that can demand to be heard. Partial free choice of school means,
for example, that parents’ comments are given new importance for the educational
leader and the strategic management of the school. The same applies to ‘the school’s
figures’. The school’s figures will be a platform for monitoring for both state and
municipal governments and groups of parents. The heightened interest in national
and local political profiling means greater pressure on, and speed of, implementation,
which may also call upon teachers to speak up. However, the interests that the voiced
concerns represent may very well point in different directions and have different
ideas of efficiency. Does efficiency mean complying with budgets, bringing up the
school’s grades or improving well-being? Not all of these voiced concerns will be
new but the legitimacy, which the New Public Management-inspired decentralisation
and recentralisation entails, means that their conflicting content will be intensified
and fragmenting impact will be greater. Adding a new level of expectations for the
educational leader. The educational leader must not only be able to create sufficient
cognitive coherence for himself in this tangle of interests but must increasingly
communicate such coherence. He must increasingly be able to convince others that
this coherence is a reality which is valid above all other possibilities.
$ FRQVHTXHQFH RI WKLV QHZ OHYHO RI H[SHFWDWLRQV LV SUHVVXUH RQ WKH OHDGHU¶V
subjectivity. One can imagine that it entails an aggravation of what, as a universally
human phenomenon, Goffman terms facework and impression management –
preoccupation with controlling the impression the individual leaves on others
(Goffman, 1959). The different voiced concerns and the legitimacy with which they
demand attention from the leader of the public organisation mean that the pressure
on the leader’s ability to be able to engage in interaction with them is greater. The
leader must increasingly be able to convince others that the coherence that the
leader has formulated is that which is valid above all other possibilities (see my
previous citation from Smircich and Morgan). One must imagine that manic defence
is a subjective response to this pressure – as a particular ‘subjective economy’
meant to keep the threat of failure at bay but, at the same time, designs the relation
between leader and staff member in a particular way, a way that can even be seen as
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counterproductive from the point of view of the leader whose aim is to enhance an
efficient approach to the new, surrounding conditions.
Probably, new voices, close to the core processes of the school, have gained
legitimacy with the New Public Management-inspired modernisation. These voices
call upon increased professional and organisational reflexivity. The emphasis on
developing organisational capacity, vigorousness and distribution of leadership (also
mentioned in the interview with the leader) is a sign of this: capacity, vigorousness
and distribution of leadership refer to or presuppose organisational and professional
competence, an ability to decode continuously and reconfigurate demands that are
often discordant, but these voices propose, so they appear as manageable tasks.
However, the manic defence seems to counteract this learning process. Though
the projective identification the interaction actively defines the employees as actors
who position themselves in unreflected pro and con attitudes. Ironically this goes
against the learning process that seems more and more necessary as an answer to the
complexity of modernisation.
NOTE
1

Socioeconomic reference is an indicator for comparing a student’s performance with statistic calculated
expected performance referring to gender, age, ancestry and parents’ education and income (Ministry
IRU&KLOGUHQ(GXFDWLRQDQG*HQGHU(TXDOLW\ 
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9. THE USES OF OBJECTS
Reflexive Learning in the Epistemic Museum

,1752'8&7,21

Drawing on the author’s own research in socially engaged museums and the spirit
of Kirsten Weber’s work this chapter echoes her interest in the societal role of the
arts, and in the scenic and life historical dimension of adult learning. It considers
the museum from a psychosocietal perspective as an epistemic space and site of
object relating whose value lies in storing, conserving and presenting artifacts
through which the museum visitor can realise a relationship to a shared culture.
This chapter concerns education and learning in contemporary museums in its
instructional, interactive and epistemic modes. It considers these alternatives in the
light of the often unacknowledged role of the museum as a cultural repository where
socially unconscious phenomena can find symbolic form through the man-made and
natural objects with which the sensible world is populated. It suggests that the locus
of reflexive knowledge produced in the epistemic museum is in the generative
interaction between the museum visitors and museum contents and it is here that the
societal contradictions in which the institution is enmeshed are disclosed.
In dedicating the chapter to Kirsten Weber I am referring to a conversation that
developed over the years that I knew her in which we struggled to bring into dialogue
British and Continental intellectual traditions. Key influences for Kirsten included
the social psychology and theory of consciousness of the Frankfurt School – in
particular as represented by Theodor Adorno; and feminism, especially through
WKHZRUNRI5HJLQD%HFNHU6PLWK2QP\SDUWWKHSURMHFWRIWKH)UDQNIXUW6FKRRO
DUWLFXODWHGZLWKWKH%ULWLVK.OHLQLDQDQG2EMHFW5HODWLRQVWUDGLWLRQWKURXJK&)UHG
Alford’s work; Anglophone psychoanalytically informed feminism was informed
by different sources: on the one hand the Post-Freudianism of Juliet Mitchell, on
WKH RWKHU 5HODWLRQDO 6FKRRO DXWKRUV VXFK DV -HVVLFD %HQMDPLQ FRQFHUQHG ZLWK
intersubjectivity and recognition. For me, however, many of our most useful
conversations were about Alfred Lorenzer and I have a vivid after-dinner image
of the two of us by the bookshelves in her home, poring and puzzling over one of
his particularly convoluted texts. With her knowledge of both German and English
VKH ZDV PXFK EHWWHU YHUVHG WKDQ , ZDV LQ /RUHQ]HU¶V ZULWLQJV DQG LWV VXEVHTXHQW
developments (Salling Olesen & Weber, 2012; Weber, 2012).
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.LUVWHQ ZDV LQVWUXPHQWDO LQ IRXQGLQJ WKH ,QWHUQDWLRQDO 5HVHDUFK 1HWZRUN IRU
Psychosocietal Analysis, through which I first met her, in order to work intensively
with alternative modes of hermeneutic interpretation. The network, that still meets
annually in Dubrovnik is grounded in an interpretation group practice which was
DOUHDG\ZHOOGHYHORSHGDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI5RVNLOGHZKHUHVKHZRUNHGDQGWKDW
drew inspiration from Lorenzer’s theory and method. The Dubrovnik interpretation
groups have experimented and evolved over the years, and variations in the practice
have been explored, enriching the encounter between these intellectual traditions and
others, very much in the spirit of Kirsten Weber’s own outlook and trajectory. I have
taken what I have learnt from these groups into the field of research in the socially
engaged arts and culture that now occupies much of my time. It has influenced the
way I interpret visual and performative art and its practices, and the artefacts of
material culture. It was Kirsten herself who presided over a session in which we
interpreted photographs and in which I made my first move in this direction.
As a non-German speaker the network offered an ‘apprenticeship’ in this
previously unfamiliar research practice and Kirsten generously provided the
conversational context in which I came to understand it a little better. Her interests
were wide, but converged with my own on matters of politics, learning, and ‘high’
and ‘low’ culture. In bringing these conversations to bear on how we can discern the
socially unconscious aspects of a cultural institution and its contents – in this case
through museum based learning – I am presenting ideas on a subject which I am
certain would have engaged her, though I cannot pretend to know that she would
have agreed with me.
086(80%$6('/($51,1*$1'&8/785$/ 81 &216&,2861(66

What do we keep stuff for? In particular what lies behind the cultural inclination
to select, collect, conserve and display objects and keep them expensively in
museums for public benefit?1 The regional Museum, known as The Harris, local
to the university where I work in Preston in the North West of England, is home
to a permanent collection and runs temporary exhibition programmes housed in a
late 19th century building, resplendent with neo-classical portico and pediment of
VHOIFRQVFLRXVJUDQGHXU7KHEXLOGLQJLVUDLVHGDERYHWKHPDLQFLW\VTXDUHRQZKDW
appears from the front aspect to be a massive plinth. In fact the portico is for the birds.
A side entrance allows access to human visitors via a gloomy, atrium tucked away
underneath. Once inside, the museum offers a monumental setting, with rotunda and
grand staircase of four stories, rising 120 feet to the lantern that surmounts the roof;
the walls are embellished with stucco friezes. It is as if the visitor must be chastened
and over-awed, the better to abase her before the high culture she is about to receive.
Following Adorno (2002) we might consider that the import of the cultural
institution lies less in its overt function than in what it reveals of societal contradictions
by virtue of its own dynamic relation to the social and political context, and the
public it ostensibly serves. This changes over time and in its current form The Harris
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has become a site of struggle between on the one hand the modernisers who want to
put culture at the heart of local regeneration, so transforming the museum into a civic
hub; on the other, the conservationists who hope to preserve an emblem of Victorian
civic pride intact for the edification of future citizens. In the febrile political climate
of Brexit, the museum is also enmeshed in tensions between cosmopolitanism
and provincial retranchement, and between sentimental nostalgia and the manic
optimism of populism.
There is much in museum curation and education, as well, as in the contents of
institutions such as The Harris, that enables us to reflect on what we unconsciously
value as a society, what we repudiate, and how these change through processes which
at the time are themselves socially unconscious. I became interested in how cultural
institutions relate to their publics, when it occurred to me that part of what they do is
offer a space for the contemplation of what we might tacitly know, but have not yet
conceived – or what we might call the ‘unthought knowns’ of cultural life (Bollas,
1987). The function of the museum is as much to hold the line against a collective
forgetting through memorialization (Mack, 2003) as it is a repository for the evolving
symbolic life of city, region or nation. Museum collections may literally ‘hold’ tacit
or disavowed cultural knowledge until there is an interpretive community ready and
willing to receive it. Such is arguably the case with historical records of slavery or
WKH VXEMXJDWLRQ RI DERULJLQDO SHRSOHV 2YHU WLPH DQG LQ WKH SDUWLFXODU TXDOLW\ RI
setting the museum can provide, we encounter objects that stimulate associations,
thoughts and feelings whereby the unthought known can find symbolic form in
material culture and be recognized. In this respect the educational function of the
museum is not so much to inform us of culture as to hold up a mirror to it so that, as
Winnicott (1971) would have put it, each generation discovers for themselves what
is there to be found. As individuals when we visit a museum we encounter an array of
objects into which we can project self-states and aspects of our habitual relations to
people and things. They may become objects of identification and identity formation
(Newman & McLean, 2006). They may also offer an aesthetic third (Froggett &
Trustram, 2014) around which we can elaborate new symbolisations.
In this chapter, rather than approach the knowing and learning that takes place in
museums from the field of museology, I take a psychosocietal perspective drawing
on psychoanalytically informed traditions of thinking on culture from Britain and
Continental Europe that converge on the problem of our relation to the sensible world.
7KHTXHVWLRQRILQWHUHVWKHUHLVKRZZKDWLVVRFLDOO\XQFRQVFLRXVRULQWKHKLQWHUODQG
of consciousness, can be apprehended through the collections that a museum houses.
Museology in general has been more concerned with what we can ‘see’ than with
what is ‘hidden’, although the accent on visual display has begun to change as the
‘post-museum’ seeks out new opportunities for encounter and communication with
its audiences (Barrett, 2011). This opens the door to a psychosocietal perspective
that asks what emerges in the space of interaction between museum-going publics,
museum contents (including its personnel), and the society on whose behalf this
work is done. I shall give an example of the interpretive potentials of material
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objects followed by a brief overview of the educational function of the museum in
its instructional and interactive modes. This will help to clarify its epistemic role
(Born & Barry, 2010; Muller et al., 2006; Miettinen & Virkkunen, 2005) in enabling
a public interaction with its objects that produces reflexive cultural knowledge.
,17(535(7,1*2%-(&76

In 2010 a series of radio programmes, fronted by the Director of the British Museum,
Ian McGregor, captivated mass audiences by presenting a ‘History of the World in
100 objects’ selected from the museum’s vast collections2. With an object per fifteen
minute episode, and a web-site that recorded the text and enabled viewing of the
selected artefacts on-line, it was a tour de force of museum pedagogy that enabled
the public to encounter each object in terms of the cultural attributes that have made
it meaningful over time. For example, a Victorian stoneware tea set, dating from
the 1840’s and partially overlaid with silver work, is understood not only through
its materiality and its aesthetic, but through the layers of signification that expose
the intricate mesh of social relations, military forces, geo-political administrative
and legal powers, along with a household gender order and rituals of decorum,
conviviality and probity enacted in the 19th century bourgeois parlour. Nor is this
to forget the promotion of tea in the service of temperance to divert the labouring
classes from their habitual alcoholic beverages, thereby enhancing the discipline of
industrial capitalism’s burgeoning workforce.
The success of the series lay in the artfulness with which it enabled the ordinary
PXVHXPJRHUZLWKRXWDQ\VSHFLDOLVWNQRZOHGJHWRDFTXLUHWKHFXULRVLW\DQGPHWKRG
to ‘read’ each exhibit as a text, understanding it as embedded in social practices and
historically produced. The tea set might once have been celebrated simply as an
instance of expanding market production, which combined with the craftsmanship
of its silver overlay, indicated a new compromise between utility and refined taste in
an affluent and aspirant middle class. Nowadays it would just as likely be associated
ZLWK WKH LPSHULDOLVP WKDW UHTXLUHG DJULFXOWXUH WUDGH DQG LQGXVWU\ WR VXEPLW WR D
%ULWLVK WK FHQWXU\ TXHVW IRU JOREDO GRPLQDWLRQ ,Q SURYLGLQJ H[SHUW NQRZOHGJH
of the history and social relations that underlie tea drinking, McGregor offered
‘instruction’ in the importance of tea production, trade and consumption, which we
can further elaborate, and also illustrated the scope of the curator’s trans-discipinary
repertoire. Audiences could consider a tea set as a domestic object that stood at
an intersection of global geo-politics, so that within its symbolic presence in the
household was an implicate class-based, gendered and racialized social and political
order. By thinking in this way about a material object, resonant because it is a special
LQVWDQFHRIDFRPPRQSODFHSLHFHRIKRXVHKROGHTXLSPHQWZHFRXOGLIZHZLVKHG
make imaginative comparisons between ‘then’ and ‘now’ – bringing to attention the
temporal compression of contemporary working lives that invades the home, so that
the tea set as a focal point of interaction disappears, to be replaced by a box of mass
produced bags and an electric kettle. The ‘Fordist’ erasure of ceremonial tea-making
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processes comes to light through this juxtaposition, and with it the distinctive
performative idiom of the domestic tea time – or what in British workplaces once
constituted the tea-break – a social interlude and point of contestation in labour
relations.
We understand through these comparisons a politics of the workplace and the
home which is entangled with a changing aesthetic of living in the sensible world,
that finds expression in objects of mundane, as well as artistic creation. These
DUH SDUWLFOHV RI WKH µGLVWULEXWLRQ RI WKH VHQVLEOH¶ WKDW 5DQFLpUH   GHVFULEHV
DV ³D GHOLPLWDWLRQ RI VSDFHV DQG WLPHV RI WKH YLVLEOH DQG WKH LQYLVLEOH RI VSHHFK
and noise, that simultaneously determines the place and the stakes of politics as
D IRUP RI H[SHULHQFH´  S   +RZHYHU 5DQFLpUH¶V GLVFXVVLRQ UHPDLQV DW
a metatheoretical level and describes broader epochal shifts between aesthetic
‘regimes’. The contents of museums offer the opportunity to discern more localized
DQG GLIIHUHQWLDWHG VKLIWV LQ VHQVLELOLW\ 7KLV UHTXLUHV D YLHZ RI KRZ SHRSOH KDYH
consciously interacted with the objects that they collect, conserve and present, and
how we apprehend their unconscious uses as distillates of unacknowledged past and
potential experience.
Besides the tea set’s status as a manufactured item (the stoneware) we regard
it as a crafted aesthetic object (the silver overlay) – in either case embodying the
sensuous symbolic interaction forms that are materialized in process of moulding
and making it, and in its ritualistic social uses (Lorenzer, 1972, p. 50).3 In a domestic
setting the set is evocative of intimacy and the relations, harmonious or fraught,
that can typify patterns of habitual family interaction. In my own family there is a
teapot surmounted with a little silver bird that was gifted to my daughter as a child
by her grandmother. The pot was in use in the grandparental home, and for the small
child was invested with a fantasy of continuity and stability in a household that
was becoming increasingly disordered through dementia and frailty. It served as a
transitional object (Winnicott, 1971) insofar as she chose it as a receptacle for her
illusion of reliability, supported by the potential space4 of the family teatime – an
interlude of shared ‘play’ in afternoons that were otherwise fractious with intergenerational discontents. At the same time the teapot maintained a real existence
of its own, durable but dented with the imprint of clumsy handling from more
boisterous and carefree times.
³:LWKRXWKDOOXFLQDWLQJWKHFKLOGSXWVRXWDVDPSOHRIGUHDPSRWHQWLDODQGOLYHV
with this sample in a chosen setting of fragments from external reality (Winnicott,
1971, p. 51).
Lorenzer and Orban – perceiving the close correspondence between transitional
SKHQRPHQDDQGWKHWKHRU\RILQWHUDFWLRQIRUPVUHPDUN³«WKHWUDQVLWLRQDOREMHFW
is part of the scene, the realisation of one moment of the interaction form which is
able to become independent and concrete, in the light of which the emergence of self
DQGREMHFWFDQEHHODERUDWHGDQGGHPRQVWUDWHG´ /RUHQ]HU 2UEDQS 
At stake here is a transformation of the object from its status as ‘container’
of sensual symbolic interaction forms that derive from its material nature to the
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biographically specific interaction forms that arise from personal uses of a cultural
artfact – thereby composing a familial ‘scene’ in which a relationship to the cultural
field is enacted. Similarly, the potential spaces of the museum gallery offer an array
of ‘evocative objects’ (Bollas, 2009) in which this transformation can occur so that
the possibilities of symbolization are multiplied – or rather, the galleries can create
the conditions – spaces of containment5 – under which objects become evocative for
the people who attend to them, so that they can be creatively used and transformed
(Froggett & Trustram, 2014).
There are a number of ways of conceiving the educational function of the museum.
It can offer an authoritative, didactic space imparting a cross-disciplinary knowledge
of cultural forms through the cognitive processes of museum interpretation; or, if we
acknowledge the museum’s socially unconscious functions, it can be a site of scenic
experience (Lorenzer, 1986) for the visitor who becomes reflexively enmeshed in a
matrix of interaction forms with objects that are available for symbolization6; or it
can be a potential space where material objects become the containers of unconscious
phantasy (object relating), and the museum itself functions as an institutional
container that allows unconscious cultural material to find symbolic form. In this
mode it can offer resilient and evocative objects (Bollas, 2009) that we endow with
vitality, selecting, using and ‘releasing’ them so that they act back on us by virtue of
WKHLULQWULQVLFSURSHUWLHV :LQQLFRWW ,VKDOOUHWXUQWRWKHVHTXHVWLRQVODWHULQ
this chapter.
7+(6<67(0$7,&$1',16758&7,21$/086(80

The radio series, probably one of the most successful the BBC has ever produced,
was not only instructive, it was also interactive insofar as it was accompanied by
on-line pedagogic resources for schools and adult education. In a move designed
to intensify public engagement, individuals and local and regional institutions were
invited to upload objects of their choice. All of this activity potentially offered rich
data to anyone with an interest in material culture, whilst the selection and display of
objects revealed preferences and prejudices in curatorial practice, and by extension
those of the society on whose behalf the museum exhibits.
Museums have long been regarded as places of public education, both formal
and informal. The learning that takes place within them has been progressively
reconceptualised in line with their changing social role throughout the last hundred
years or so. The public museum, as opposed to the private collection, dates from
the mid 18th century, aligned with the progressive emergence of a public realm.
7KH %ULWLVK 0XVHXP DQG WKH 0XVpH GX /RXYUH LQ 3DULV ZHUH SUHVWLJLRXV HDUO\
examples. The public museum gathers strength with the modernist project, the
growth of trade and the rise of the merchant classes, coming into its own with the
consolidation of nation states and the colonisation processes of the 19th century.
Both the anthropological and the art museum played a part in the cataloguing and
documentation of cultures, and the self-assertion of an imperial world order. The
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museum’s educational mission was to purvey a view of national progress as much
for the ‘civilisation’ of the working classes as the self-congratulation of a newly
powerful and wealthy bourgeoisie. To this end museums pursued their educative
mission as a form of public address (Barrett, 2011). Bordieu (1984 [1979]) argues
that despite the avowed aim of edification, they remained inaccessible to those who
lacked the cultural capital to fully benefit from their store of knowledge and artistic
achievement (Bordieu & Darbel, 1969 [1990]).
Well into the second half of the 20th century museum pedagogy developed in
symmetry with the role of the professional curator, becoming implicated in the
co-option of an authoritative view of culture into a wider project of governing
(Bennett, 1995). The function of the museum educator was to maintain a flow of
information and curatorial interpretation from museum to a public with whose living
FRQGLWLRQVLWVDZOLWWOHUHDVRQWRHQJDJH:KLOHWKHVHLQVWLWXWLRQVZHUH³LQWHQGHGfor
the people, they were certainly not of the people in the sense of taking any interest
LQ >WKHLU@ OLYHV KDELWV DQG FXVWRPV´ %HQQHWW  S   )ROORZLQJ )RXFDXOW
(1977), Bennett (1995) and Hooper-Greenhill (1992) see museums as engaged in
disciplinary practices, implicated in the formation of subjectivity and mediating the
relation between the individual and the state. The dominant exhibition aesthetic in
VXFKLQVWLWXWLRQVLVHIIHFWHGWKURXJKTXLHWVSDFHVRIFRQWHPSODWLRQ±WKHFDYHUQRXV
gallery, reverential atmosphere and oak-framed display case – ensuring that the
visitor – a viewer in an ocularcentric institution – was kept at a respectful distance.
In the instructional museum – education, an activity where there is direct transaction
with the public – has been largely subordinate to collection and conservation. In
the UK it is staffed by a poorly paid and overwhelmingly female labour force, who
until relatively recently mediated the knowledge flows in a one way direction,
positioning the public as recipients and spectators. The interaction between viewer
DQGFROOHFWLRQDVDVLWHRILQTXLU\ZDVDQGLVDWEHVWDVHFRQGDU\FRQVLGHUDWLRQ,QWKH
didactic educational model the idea that one might be able to read the unconscious
lives of cultures through museum objects is incoherent, insofar as this can only be
achieved through an active and self-reflexive interpreting consciousness.
7+('(&(175('$1',17(5$&7,9(086(80

The 1990’s played a crucial role in helping to dislocate a largely positivist and
unified view of the nature of the knowledge dispensed by museums. Foucault
 VDZWKHSRVWGLVFLSOLQDU\PXVHXPDVDµKHWHURWRSLD¶±DSODFHRI³P\WKLFDQG
UHDOFRQWHVWDWLRQRIWKHVSDFHLQZKLFKZHOLYH´ S $µQHZPXVHRORJ\¶
(Hooper-Greenhill, 1992, 1994) was influenced by post-modernist and post-colonial
FULWLTXH LQ ZKLFK WKH UROH RI WKH PXVHXP LV UHFRQFHSWXDOLVHG DV D µFRQWDFW ]RQH¶
(Clifford, 1999) – a cultural meeting point of different spatial trajectories and practices
where the museum object can only be rendered intelligible in conjunction with the
communities who have a stake in its origins, ownership and uses. Technological
developments played an important part – making literally possible Malraux’s idea
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(1967) of a ‘musee imaginaire’ which, as Barrett (2011) points out, loses meaning in
WKHFRPPRQ(QJOLVKWUDQVODWLRQRIµ0XVHXPZLWKRXWZDOOV¶³«0DOUDX[VRXJKWWR
establish a conceptual space for human faculties: imagination, cognition, judgement
ZLWKLQ WKH PXVHXP ± WR PDNH WKH PXVHXP PRUH µKXPDQLVW¶´ %DUUHWW 
p. 107). Hooper Greenhill (1992) lays emphasis on the museum’s re-birth as a ‘postmuseum’ where a visual culture of display gives way to one of communication, and
where notions of a homogenized ‘public’ are increasingly replaced by stakeholder
‘communities’, ‘audiences’, or ‘visitors’, sometimes conceived as consumers.
This is not the place to review the extensive debate about the democratic status of
‘community’ versus ‘public’ (see Barrett, 2011, for an overview of how it relates
to museums). A change in terminology does not in and of itself reposition the
people who use museums in relation to the institution and its educational activities.
‘Community’ carries positive associations of an embodied and affective relationship
between people and place – and stands as a counter-point to the individualization
implicit in the visitor/consumer, but this can be a romanticisation. What defines the
relationship between people and museums is the nature of their interaction which
may range from a participant opportunity whose parameters are largely defined by
the institution, to an epistemic role whereby knowledge and learning is in some
degree co-produced (Froggett et al., 2019).
The de-centering of the museum as locus of authoritative cultural knowledge
was accompanied by the rise of constructivist education theory (Hooper-Greenhill,
1992, 1994). In the context of museum education constructivist pedagogy departs
from an idealist epistemology (Hein, 1995) and the principle that knowledge and
meaning arise in the knower. Hence, rather than conveying systematic knowledge,
the role of the museum and its educators is to create the settings and opportunities
for interaction with the museum collections that correspond to the specific needs
RI WKH OHDUQHUV LQ TXHVWLRQ ,Q LQWHUDFWLYH PXVHXP HGXFDWLRQ YLVLWRU LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
is encouraged, along with the use of technology for uploading photographs, and
video – a form of user-led curating. The justification is anti-elitist, in the sense of
blurring the distinctions between high and popular culture – so that the instructional
model is abandoned in favour of ‘discovery’, and even entertainment. Alternatively,
ZKHUHQHROLEHUDOFRQFHSWLRQVRIXWLOLW\YDOXHIRUPRQH\DQGLPSDFWDUHUHTXLUHGWR
justify any public investment in culture, museums take on an ever widening array of
additional functions. Hence we have seen a variety of in-house and outreach activities
LQFUHDVLQJO\ZRUNLQJZLWKPDUJLQDOLVHGDQGYXOQHUDEOHJURXSVDQGUHTXLULQJDVNLOO
set that naturally falls within the province of social work or health work, and can
even border on the therapeutic (Froggett et al., 2011).
Instruction and interaction do not exhaust the educational functions of the museum
and its objects. The third possibility is of an epistemic role in which the museum
setting enables the self-reflexive experiencing of objects in such a way that they are
related to, understood and used to bring into awareness the unthought knowns of the
sensible world by linking personal and cultural life.

172

THE USES OF OBJECTS

5()/(;,9(/($51,1*$1'7+((3,67(0,&086(80

Different museum practices do of course co-exist in the contemporary museum. We
could posit a continuum with the authoritative, systematic, instructional museum
of display at one end and the placeless, heterotopic contact zone at the other –
universalistic conceptions of the public are abandoned in favour of a differentiated
view of who is accessing the collections or building, and for what purposes. The
authoritative role of the curator declines in the interactive museum as knowledge is
dispersed into various modalities of exchange between the museum and its interested
communities. In theory the museum does not so much address these communities as
provide the settings and circumstances of access which may be virtual or real, and
which provide opportunity for a learning experience.
In the History of the World in 100 objects we see a number of these modes available
simultaneously. The accounts of the objects were elegant achievements of curatorial
expertise, yet in the delivery of the programme we experience a museum ‘without
walls’, dependent on broadcasting and multi-media, where interactive possibilities
range from simply listening in, to following up the online documentation, to
engaging in blogs and debates, and finally to a form of audience co-curation whereby
selection and decision-making about significant and evocative objects are made
by members of the audience themselves. There was little doubt in this particular
endeavour that the weight of authority remained with the host institution, but the
democratizing direction was clear, and the choices made by the public will no doubt
occupy historians and social scientists for years to come. In principle the reflexivity
could have been pursued further. The teapot could have become a stimulus for a
community led investigation of contemporary tea-drinking rituals within the social
settings where they naturally occur, giving rise to a co-produced analysis of what they
reveal of everyday sociability as it is lived (or neglected) today. Such a project (not
directly connected with the radio programmes) was in fact undertaken in Blackpool
in 2016. Wabi Char, took inspiration from a 16th century tea making ritual and was
commissioned from artist Caroline Jupp as part of the LeftCoast Creative People
and Places Programme, funded by Arts Council England to bring art to areas of
cultural under-investment. It drew together a cultural exchange around everyday
tea-drinking practices among different communities in the town, including people
ZLWKGHPHQWLD 5R\HWDO 
7+(32/,7,&$/&217(;7

Drivers of change are often external to the museum sector itself and developments
and debates within museology. As a public institution the museum always stands
at an intersection of a number of cultural and policy cross-currents. By way of
illustrating the recent fate of museums in the UK, I return to The Harris which,
since its founding, has been largely dedicated to the curation of its collections, but
is now considering its future civic role as an anchor institution for the city. This
173

/)52**(77

widening social remit, typical of many regional museums, has gathered impetus over
the last two decades and is hailed by some museum professionals as a long overdue
democratisation. In the UK, it is both impelled and constrained by the economic
austerity that has been imposed on the sector since the financial crisis of 2008. One
of the most noticeable impacts of austerity (fully intended by successive neo-liberal
governments) has been the phenomenal contraction of the local state and the decline
of municipal authorities, whose funding has been cut by up to 40% in comparison
with pre-2008 levels, with further reductions foreseen at the time of writing. In this
situation cultural institutions have begun to step in to fill at least part of the gap – the
civic deficit that results from the withdrawal of public amenities and the degradation
RIVLWHVRISXEOLFHQFRXQWHU5HJLRQDOPXVHXPVKDYHHPEUDFHGWKLVZLGHQLQJVRFLDO
remit to increase their chances of survival. Supported and part-funded as they
generally are by Local Authorities, they have been particularly vulnerable since
cultural facilities tend to be regarded as dispensable in harsh economic times, unless
like the big national institutions, they contribute significantly to a tourist economy.
0DQ\ UHJLRQDO PXVHXPV KDYH FORVHG LQ UHFHQW \HDUV 5HLQYHQWLQJ WKHPVHOYHV
as service providers in priority areas like health offers some hope of continued
investment.
2%-(&75(/$7,1*$1'2%-(&786(,17+(086(80

The expectation that museums sustain educational and civic functions, whilst
justifying their funding in terms of mass appeal, new audiences and social impact has
had paradoxical effects. On the one hand it has introduced principles of consumer
demand and satisfaction; on the other it has led to new strategies of engagement
with disadvantaged visitors or communities who lack cultural capital. Some of this
work has been very challenging and it has not been universally welcomed among
museum professionals – why would one train in conservation and curating in order
to work with mental health problems or addictions? In a study of such initiatives
in North West England, Froggett et al. (2011) found that the strains entailed were
stretching some staff well beyond their comfort zones. However, the effect has been
to re-position curating and education as relational and reflexive practices, enmeshed
in the tensions produced by the institution’s changing social role. This stretches
the curatorial mind-set. In a workshop with post-graduate student curators at the
8QLYHUVLW\RI1HZ6RXWK:DOHVLQLWEHFDPHFOHDUWKDWRQHRIWKHTXDOLWLHV
most valued and exhibited was empathy. An interesting outcome of this shift of focus
towards human relations has been to cast into relief the object relational potential of
museum collections and exhibitions, though this has so far been little investigated
(see Froggett & Trustram, 2014, for an exception).
The following example is taken from research into a programme that operated
across six of the UK’s North West regional museums, and specifically from work
undertaken in The Harris.7 Although individual projects supported by this programme
were largely led by museum educators the overall objective was to develop health
174

THE USES OF OBJECTS

and well-being initiatives targeted at specific communities who would not normally
access museum services. In most cases there were no clearly prescribed health
outcomes, the aim was to see how museum practice could be extended to become more
inclusive, and how learning to make use of the collections could benefit participants
who had chronic and enduring ill-health, and sometimes severe disabilities. Work
was group based and ranged from people with mental health, alcohol and substance
misuse problems, to dementia and disabling or life-threatening physical illness. Some
of the projects were delivered on museum premises, others in the institutional health
or care settings where people were living. Group numbers were small (normally
between six and twelve) and invariably included intensive work which involved an
element of creative activity in a carefully designed containing space. In this sense
most groups enjoyed something of the intimacy and security of a therapeutic setting
in which they could develop skills in art or craft, or simply appreciate what the
museum had to offer. Without exception projects aimed to help people gain in selfconfidence, social skills and enrichment. The staff leading the groups all intuitively
tried to create a space which was both of the museum and apart from it – a ‘third
space’ (Muller et al., 2015) which is neither a space of everyday social interaction nor
a didactic space, but a potential space, in the Winnicottian sense, in which cultural
objects came ‘alive’ for the participants, who through their conscious or unconscious
use of these objects forge a personal relationship to a shared culture
In The Harris the physical setting for this space apart took the form of a small
room, normally used for educational purposes, which offered respite from the
overwhelming architecture of the building and its cornucopia. The group in this case
had been recruited with the help of a hostel for men with multiple problems related to
homelessness, including unemployment, alcoholism and mental ill-health. The aim
was to take them to see a temporary digital installation by Simon Faithfull, entitled
µ5HFHQW)LQGLQJV¶WKDWZDVVKRZLQJLQWKHJDOOHU\DWWKHWLPH7KHDUWZRUNZDVXVHG
as a stimulus for a group exercise in creative writing, led by performance artist, Chanje
Kunde. It became clear from the outset that the promise of sandwiches and tea (this
time as gift, or bribe) before the visit was actually the principal attraction, and after
these had been consumed two of the recruits disappeared. At this point the omens
were not auspicious – with one or two of the participants presenting as dishevelled,
distracted and possibly drunk. However, they did agree to be accompanied through
the galleries to view the work, which was in three sections on large digital screens.
The first part, in black and white, consisted of line drawings of urban crows created
by Faithfull on his palm pilot, as he travelled the world observing how the birds take
on the characteristics of the human populations among whom they live. In cities
crows are scavangers, unloved, uninvited, often aggressive, and regarded as avian
vermin that foul the spaces they invade. The group were distinctly unimpressed,
GHFODULQJWKHZRUNLWVHOIWREH³FUDS´$VUHVHDUFKHUVZHFRXOGQRWHVFDSHWKHWKRXJKW
that crows carried unfortunate associations for people who have lived unwanted
DPRQJWKHPRQWKHFLW\VWUHHWV$WDQ\UDWHWKHJURXSPRYHGRQTXLFNO\XQZLOOLQJ
to give the work further consideration. In the creative writing session that followed
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the crows were not mentioned – it was as if ‘crap’ had emphatically been evacuated
from the experience.
+RZHYHUWKHQH[WVFUHHQKDGTXLWHDGLIIHUHQWHIIHFW,WVKRZHGDJUDLQ\EODFNDQG
white film of about 20 minutes, devoid of obvious aesthetic appeal, yet the group
was intrigued and watched it through from beginning to end in rapt concentration. Its
subject was the artist himself, again armed with his palm pilot, attempting to follow
the meridian line, regardless of obstacles, in a trajectory that – ridiculously – took
him across ditches, along river-beds, over high-wire fences and through someone’s
kitchen window. Later in a jointly composed poem, the group wrote
The World didn’t seem to care
Just like Tony Blair
Things might slow you down, keep going
Every paragraph is worth knowing
Doubts disappearing through a window
Life’s journey keeps on flowing through …
The poem emerged via a method whereby Chanje asked for impressions and
comments in associative manner, and no particular order. The words were captured
on flip chart paper and crafted into poetic form with the active participation and
agreement of the whole group. The lines showed how they related the artwork to
WKHLURZQOLYHVLGHQWLI\LQJZLWK)DLWKIXOO¶VLPSUREDEOHTXHVWDQGIXWLOHSHUVLVWHQFH
Sticking to a chosen path (the Meridian Line) which has no real counterpart in
the material world, whilst navigating the obstacles of nature and the orderly lives
of others, made existential sense to a group familiar with homelessness. They
appreciated the rueful humour and pointlessness of the artist’s effort, and the dogged
attempt to keep going that spoke to them not only of their situation, but of the state of
PLQGUHTXLUHGWRUHWDLQDVHQVHRIDJHQF\LQµOLIH¶VMRXUQH\¶ZKLFKNHHSVRQµIORZLQJ
through’, regardless of the world’s indifference. The psychosocial reality that the
participants shared as a group found expression in the cultural text they produced.
It was articulated in relation to an aesthetic object which they appropriated for their
RZQXVHSURMHFWLQJLQWRLWWKHLUOLIHH[SHULHQFH,QWKLVZD\LWDFTXLUHGDSDUWLFXODU
a resonance for them.
It is worth pausing to consider what was happening here in terms of Winnicott’s
depiction of transitional phenomena which he defines as
… an intermediate area of experience, unchallenged in respect of its belonging
to inner or external (shared) reality, [that] constitutes the greater part of the
infant’s experience and throughout life is retained in the intense experiencing
that belongs to the arts and religion and to imaginative living, and to creative
scientific work. (Winnicott, 1971 p. 14)
Here Winnicott was concerned to identify the location of cultural experience and the
conditions under which it takes place in what he calls the third (intermediate) area of
experiencing, characteristic of play. Affirming that the experienceRISOD\³«LVLQ
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IDFWQHLWKHUDPDWWHURILQQHUUHDOLW\QRUDPDWWHURIH[WHUQDOUHDOLW\´KHDVNV³LISOD\
>DVWKHRULJLQRIFXOWXUDOH[SHULHQFH@LVQHLWKHULQVLGHQRURXWVLGHZKHUHLVLW"´ S 
and answers that it happens in the potential space between the individual and the
HQYLURQPHQW³EHWZHHQWKHVXEMHFWLYHREMHFWDQGWKHREMHFWREMHFWLYHO\SHUFHLYHG
EHWZHHQPHH[WHQVLRQVDQGQRWPH´ S 
There is a certain instability in the group’s interaction with the film depicted
above. It is initially strange to them (experienced as not-me), then it intrigues them,
DQG WKHQ DFTXLUHV D YHU\ SHUVRQDO UHVRQDQFH IRU WKHP DV WKH\ µLQFRUSRUDWH¶ LW VR
that it takes on the character of a ‘me-extension’. So close do they feel to the artist’s
experience that they continue to relate to it as if it were their own, overlaying it with
the association of an uncaring world, though there is no suggestion of this in the film
itself. The potential space that would allow the work its otherness has collapsed in
the process of identification. The experience becomes one of fusion with the object
which means that although they enjoy it, it ceases to have an independent existence
ZLWK DWWULEXWHV WKDW GR QRW HTXDWH ZLWK WKHLU RZQ 6LQFH FXOWXUDO H[FOXVLRQ LV RQH
of their definitive life experiences, the process in some measure re-affirms their
marginalisation. I say ‘in some measure’ because this moment exists in a continuum,
as we shall see, but it illustrates the difficulty with strategies of learning which depart
from what is perceived as primarily relevant to the subject.
Alternatively, the object ‘objectively perceived’, would have carried layers of
signification for the group that reached beyond their situation. The film could have
been understood as an exploration and critical commentary on the relation between
the virtual and the real, and the seductions and perils of literalism in translating
digital bearings into the material world, of confusing reality with simulation. Besides
the virtues of persistence it spoke of the absurdity of obstinacy, and how defiance
or disregard of objective constraint can be either an act of revolt, or consignment to
an autistic mode of existence. Of course these aspects of the film could also have
been related to the lives of the group but they gave no sign that such interpretations
were meaningful to them. Instead their subjective appropriation was selective. They
projected into the object and identified with it, and in so doing they formed a relation
to it (and to the institution that delivered it to them) but they were not challenged
by it and in the lines they wrote, they positioned themselves as victims. As a highly
stigmatised group there was some truth in this, but it was not a route to a broader
cultural engagement.
The third screen was produced by the artist after a trip to the Arctic Circle in the
hope of seeing the auroraborealis, which, in the event, never appeared. Instead, he
filmed the reflections he saw in his own eye which, hugely enlarged on the screen,
produced an image that the group – to judge by their exclamations of surprise and
pleasure – found ravishing. A telescope satellite dish, seen from a distance, floated
in the pupil, enclosed in the subtle irridescent ring of colour that is the beauty of a
human iris. It was a visual meditation on the nature of perception and the mind’s eye
as a filter for reality; on the different modes of looking and seeing that are available
to us; and on how carrying on in the face of disappointment, rather than dogged
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persistence, may entail first the acceptance, then the transformation of failure. The
group responded to it affectively and aesthetically and when it emerged in the poem
that they produced together it was distilled into the words
Northern lights in my eyes,
A light for every time I’ve tried
This thought is self-reflexive rather than merely self-referential. It’s emotional
weighting is very different to that of overcoming obstacles in the face of an uncaring
world. It acknowledges both the world beyond the self and the symbolic distillation
of the Northern Lights into commemorations of personal trials and disappointments –
failure is neither projected onto others, nor disavowed, instead of victimhood there
is the effort to take responsibility and self-forgiveness. In Kleinian terms (Klein,
1940) this would be regarded as depressive anxiety in which one fears for one’s
own destructiveness, but out of love of the world, rather than its repudiation. The
potential space between the individual and the environment is held open and with
it the possibility of transformation. The image is neither a subjective object nor an
object objectively perceived, but a transitional object (Winnicott, 1971) from an
intermediate area of experience, not merely related to, but ‘used’ and then ‘released’
as a cultural object to live a life of its own.
Winnicott’s distinction between object relating and object use is an important one,
because it identifies the transformational potential in transitional objects, which are
the first objects and proto-symbols that, as infants, we co-opt and manipulate for
our own purposes, thereby unknowingly gaining access to a cultural order. In object
relating the observer projects into the object or the setting, appropriating elements of
it for the expression of parts of the self, so that it becomes meaningfully cathected.
In object use the object is placed beyond omnipotent projection, ‘surviving’ as a
UHVLOLHQWREMHFWZLWKLWVLQWULQVLFTXDOLWLHVLQWDFWWKDWFDQWKHQFRQWULEXWHEDFNWRWKH
subject. This is why the group were able to be nourished by an aesthetic experience
from the third screen and were thereby connected to a shared culture and able to
partake in the sensible world of which the artwork is a part.
*(1(5$7,9(/($51,1*,17+((3,67(0,&086(80

Cultural experience arises through the finding of transitional objects throughout our
lives and museums offer bountiful collections of objects for this purpose. Our group
completed its process with the aesthetic transformation of a visual artwork, used as
a transitional object, into linguistic form through poetry. This is a form of language
replete with sensual symbolic interaction forms that arise in sensory experience of the
material world. The interaction forms are irreducibly social, even though their social
character may only become fully evident in language. Lorenzer and Orban (1978)
take Winnicott to task for referring to ‘subject’ and ‘object’, ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ as
if separable – but the ‘as if’ is critical and in ‘The Location of Cultural Experience’
(Winnicott, 1971) subject/object is a heuristic device that describes perception of the
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object and its relation to the subject rather than its ontological status. Winnicott’s
IRFXVLVRQWKHQDWXUHDQGTXDOLW\RIH[SHULHQFLQJ/RUHQ]HU¶VRQKRZWKDWH[SHULHQFH
is formed. What they agree on is the transitional or intermediate nature of culture
that delivers a sensible world to us in its spatial and temporal modalities through our
interactions with it.
There is an unconscious cultural content in these interactions in the sense that
WKH\ DUH LQIXVHG E\ D KDELWXDO RU GLVDYRZHG XQWKRXJKW NQRZQ XQWLO DGHTXDWH
V\PEROLF UHVRXUFHV DUH IRXQG WR JLYH LW YHUEDO H[SUHVVLRQ µ$GHTXDF\¶ RFFXUV LQ
Lorenzer’s view if the sensuous symbolic interaction forms embedded in language
maintain its vital connection to the world – as is most likely in literature or poetry.
The authoritative museum interpretation that addresses its audience is less likely to
achieve this than the reflexive co-option of visitors in an experiential and interpretive
process (see Froggett et al., 2019, for an example of visual matrix workshops with
PXVHXP YLVLWRUV  7KLV UHTXLUHV WKH FRPPXQLFDWLYH FRQGLWLRQV RI WKH HSLVWHPLF
museum that honours the intermediate nature of culture through the potential spaces
it creates. In these spaces socially produced unconscious material that appears
personal to the individual becomes bound to the shared symbolic repertoires of
culture where both physical artefacts and the language with which we speak them
establish a felt relation to the social world.
The learning process in the epistemic museum is generative – it is a cultural
production with personal emotional resonance, and it is the socially unconscious
aspects of the museum experience that account for this generative nature: over time
and as conditions ripen, we uncover the symbolic potentials of objects, as they
disclose to us the contradictions embedded in the social relations of their production
and use. Thus ‘provoked’ we re-interpret them to find layers of signification that
were not previously available to us. This is an embodied and aesthetic process, as
much as a cognitive one, in that it invokes a full range of sensory and affective
capacities. At a personal level these objects activate the transitional phenomena that
allow us to creatively discover for ourselves what is there to be found, allowing us to
dwell among the paradoxes of the hidden and visible world and of ‘inner’ nature, so
that the knowledge thus produced is in a continual process of dynamic emergence.
The museum then becomes an institution to whose care we consign the objects that
matter to us, to reflect our sensibilities back to us, so that we can locate ourselves
sensuously in a time and a place. From this vantage point we apprehend our relation
to other cultures, past and present, and the potentials and limitations of our own.
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NOTES
1

 0\QD 7UXVWUDP   DVNV D YHUVLRQ RI WKLV TXHVWLRQ SURPSWHG E\ WKH 0DU\ *UHJJ FROOHFWLRQ LQ
Manchester Museum in which many of the items are everyday, mundane and utilitarian, yet appear to
resonate powerfully with many visitors.
2
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/a_history_of_the_world.aspx
3
Although much of Lorenzer’s oeuvre is concerned with the symbolization of social interaction in
ODQJXDJH ± /HLWKlXVHU  S   GUDZV DWWHQWLRQ WR KLV DFFRXQW RI ZD\ LQ ZKLFK WKHVH IRUPV
deriving from originary moulding actions of maternal care, themselves culturally inscribed by social
practices, are transformed and elaborated in moulding actions of work processes whereby raw
materials are converted into commodities.
4
Potential space supports creative illusion insofar as it allows a suspension of distinctions between
IDQWDV\DQGUHDOLW\DQGKHQFHWUDQVLWLRQDOSKHQRPHQD:HGRQRWHQTXLUHWKHUHIRUH³GLG\RXFRQFHLYH
RIWKLVRUZDVLWSUHVHQWHGWR\RXIURPZLWKRXW"«1RGHFLVLRQRQWKLVSRLQWLVH[SHFWHG7KHTXHVWLRQ
LVQRWWREHIRUPXODWHG´ :LQQLFRWWS 
5
The generic containment function intrinsic to museum experience is discussed in Froggett and
Trustram (2014), while Bartlett and Muller (2017) address the anxieties provoked by a digital
exhibition in terms of Wilfred Bion’s conception of the container-contained relationship.
6
For an English language discussion of this concept central to Alfred Lorenzer’s work see Salling
Olesen (2012), Salling Olesen and Weber (2012), also in the same volume, examples of the depth
hermeneutic method through which scenic experience can be interpreted; also Hollway and Froggett
(2012) who bring the Lorenzerian and object relations traditions into dialogue through an empirical
case study.
7
Who Cares? Museums, Health and Well-being was a two year investigation of innovations in museum
based learning among six North West regional museums directed understanding the conditions under
which vulnerable groups could be engaged and with what effects. It was funded by the then Museums
and Libraries Association, now subsumed under Arts Council England.
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UNDERSTANDING SUBJECTIVE
DIMENSIONS OF POLITICAL PROCESSES:
IDENTITY AND POLITICS

LINDEN WEST

10. PSYCHOANALYSIS, FUNDAMENTALISM,
CRITICAL THEORY AND THE UNCONSCIOUS
Adult Education, Islamic Fundamentalism and the
Subjectivity of Omniscience

,1752'8&7,21

,Q WKLV FKDSWHU , H[SORUH WKH TXDOLW\ RI RXU UHODWLRQVKLS WR NQRZOHGJH DQG WR WKH
other, and otherness, through a psychosocial and psychoanalytic lens. I suggest
fundamentalism is a defensive orientation to experience, finding diverse expression
in our contemporary world, although its various forms have much in common.
Whether in the defensiveness of some academic thought, or Islamic fundamentalism,
market/neo-classical or Marxism, it can be a defence against the anxiety of not
knowing or being unable rationally to find complete answers. The defensiveness
works at a primitive, or early, pre-intellectual and largely unconscious level. I
draw on auto/biographical narrative research into Islamist groups, and the history
of workers’ education to illuminate the conflict between fundamentalism and a
democratic education. The latter attempts to keep dialogue going, with diverse others,
developmentally, despite various attacks on the process. The former to close dialogue
and learning down. I draw on critical theory and notions of self/other recognition
to explain this. Note is made that critical theory itself was concerned with certain
fundamentalisms that stalked positivistic social science as well as strands of Marxism.
+HUHLQOLHHSLVWHPRORJLFDOTXHVWLRQVEHKLQGFODLPVWRH[FOXVLYHWUXWKLQFRQWUDVWWR
perspectives emphasising knowing as a relational, uncertain dynamic, shaped in part
by our internal world. The dynamic encompasses unconscious anxiety around not
knowing and relying on others. The capacity to live in doubt and uncertainty and to
recognise how much in fact we need others for self-knowledge, are crucial for richer
epistemological experience, as well as for a democratic education and building social
solidarities.
,17(552*$7,1*,6/$0,&)81'$0(17$/,60$1':25.(56¶
('8&$7,217+528*+$36<&+262&,$//(16

I have drawn on ‘psychosocial’ understandings, combining psychoanalysis and critical
theory, as well as the work of John Dewey, to interrogate Islamic fundamentalist
groups, and, comparatively, the history of workers’ education in one particular city.
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This to explore the struggles surrounding democratic education in diverse places and
spaces, including in the academy itself. I examine processes of self-other recognition
in contrast to paranoid-schizoid modes of functioning, in which unwanted parts of self,
culture and thinking are split off and projected on to the other in largely unconscious
ways. The world gets divided into good and bad, pure and impure, self and other, truth
and apostasy. There is also the tendency towards omniscience, that we as individuals or
whole groups have the truth and nothing but the truth and that our stories are sovereign.
John Dewey (1969) makes a crucial distinction between such dynamics and processes
of democratic education, in which, in the best of practice, there is openness to the
other and the other of different ways of seeing. Experience in some groups, however,
like those of racists or Islamic fundamentalism, is of closure towards otherness, and
ultimately to the self and experience of those involved. It is further suggested that
IXQGDPHQWDOLVPLVTXLWHRUGLQDU\LQWKDWHDFKRIXVDWWLPHVZKHQZHIHHORXWRIRXU
depth, can grab at ideas promising truth and nothing but the truth. Fundamentalism
KDVIRXQGH[SUHVVLRQLQVRFLDOFULWLTXHLQFOXGLQJ0DU[LVPLQLWVFODLPVWREHDEOHWR
fully penetrate reality and its compulsion to construct unified systems of knowledge.
Psychoanalysis, alongside the work of critical theorists like Theodor Adorno and Axel
Honneth, helps us move beyond fantasises of total knowledge into new and diverse
subjective, intersubjective and symbolic democratic learning possibilities.
, XVH DXWRELRJUDSKLFDO QDUUDWLYH HQTXLU\ DQG DQ LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\ SV\FKRVRFLDO
imagination, to interrogate manifestations of fundamentalism in lives, as well
DVFRQWUDU\ZLVHWRLOOXPLQDWHWKHVSLULWRIPRUHRSHQIRUPVRIHQTXLU\DVLQWKH
best of adult education. The former may represent, in its closure, the antithesis of
democratic learning. To examine these processes, I draw on research into the rise
of racism and fundamentalism, as well as the historical role of adult education, in
what is now a post-industrial city in England (West, 2016, 2017a). I take the city
as emblematic of wider processes in many similar communities across Europe and
1RUWK$PHULFD$GXOWHGXFDWLRQRQFHJHQHUDWHGµUHVRXUFHVRIKRSH¶LQ5D\PRQG
Williams’ compelling phrase, for democratic experiment and self/other recognition,
a social movement that is now much weakened (Williams, 1989; West, 2016).
The theoretical sweep of the chapter encompasses the interplay of culture and
psyche, drawing on the work of Donald Winnicott as well as Honneth, and Adorno. John
'HZH\KHOSVXVFRQVLGHUWKHSUHUHTXLVLWHVIRUDUDGLFDOIDUUHDFKLQJXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI
‘a cooperative contribution to social reproduction’, and what inhibits this. Honneth
argues that the mature Dewey provides ‘an alternative in the end of work society’
where we can ‘no longer assume the form of a normatively inspired restructuring of
the capitalist labour market’ (Honneth, 2007, p. 236). Honneth seeks to establish the
role of self/other recognition in building social cooperation in a reframing of critical
theory itself, beyond left Hegelianism and the illusion of a revolutionary proletariat.
This is set alongside the pervasive and powerful dynamics of disrespect and, I
add, unconscious defences against our anxiety in the face of the other. I include,
drawing on Melanie Klein’s work (1975), collective as well as individual defences
of splitting and projection on to the other what we most dislike in ourselves. Splitting
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involves paranoid/schizoid modes of functioning: of self-idealisation while aspects
of ourselves we most dislike, such as greed, neediness, laziness, misogyny, and the
capacity for violence can be ejected into others. Maybe our cultures are also idealised
while the culture of the other is demonised. But the demons most properly belong
to us. I suggest that intimate biographical vulnerabilities, alongside social disrespect
and exclusion, combine to create the powerful attraction of the Islamist group (or the
racist gang) and of totalising ideas. We get seduced by narratives of certainty that
seemingly offer compelling, omniscient fantasies. We can also feel recognised in a
gang of our own where we have somewhere to call home, with superior stories to
explain in, and against, a frightening world.
The best of adult education, on the other hand, was grounded in an ethic of
HTXDOLW\ UHVSHFW WUXVW GLDORJXH DV ZHOO DV LQWHOOHFWXDO GLYHUVLW\ DQG RSHQQHVV WR
diverse ways of knowing. It generated processes of reflexive self-other recognition,
including towards bigotry as well as awareness of the complexities of knowledge
and a sensitivity towards difference. Although there were fundamentalist tendencies
in workers’ education too: some, if by no means all, of the autodidacts in the history
of British popular education could be rigid and uncompromising in their views,
fuelled by dissenting ‘religious’ beliefs. Their adoption of versions of Marxism
was driven, as we will observe, by an intolerant defensiveness towards those who
thought differently (West, 2017a). In recent writing, I focused on the history of
workers’ education in the city where I was born, in the light of growing racism and
Islamic fundamentalism now. I suggest similar processes of dialogical, democratic
education are urgently needed in struggling multicultural contexts (West, 2016,
2017a). I conclude the chapter by challenging the idea that rationality and conceptual
knowledge can fully penetrate and comprehend the reality of the world. And, in the
VSLULWRI$GRUQRWKDWVXFKRPQLSRWHQWIDQWDV\UHDOO\UHTXLUHVWLPHRQDPHWDSKRULFDO
psychoanalytic couch (West, 2017c).
Distress in the City
In 2008, I was very troubled by the rise of racism and fundamentalism in the ‘postindustrial’ city of my birth, Stoke-on-Trent, in the English Midlands. In 2008/9 the
racist British National Party (BNP) was strengthening its presence in parts of the city
DQGDPRVTXHZDVSLSHERPEHG,WVHHPHGWKDWUDFLVWVZRXOGIRUPWKHPDMRULW\RQ
the Municipal Council by 2010 (West, 2016). There were incidents of racial violence
and outbursts of Islamophobia. The economic base of the city had long since
unravelled and its politics were in chronic crisis, with low levels of engagement in
voting. The traditional employment base of the city – coal mining, iron and steel
production and pottery – had either disappeared altogether or drastically declined.
Long-term structural unemployment was endemic (West, 2016). The financial crisis,
IURPRQZDUGVDQGFRQVHTXHQWDXVWHULW\LQFOXGLQJFXWVLQORFDOJRYHUQPHQW
funding, added to the feelings of distress and neglect. Moreover, workers and adult
education, once important in the city, was marginalised, although a body like the
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Workers Educational Association (WEA) continued to do important things, albeit
from a fragile resource base (West, 2016).
+LVWRULFDO JHRJUDSKHU 0DWWKHZ 5LFH   KDV ZULWWHQ WKDW µPD\EH 6WRNHRQ
Trent’, England’s twelfth biggest city, ‘is just one industrial city too many’ (p. 17).
Yet this city was once home to vibrant pottery, mining, and iron and steel industries.
Hundreds of thousands of plates, cups and saucers, all packed safely with straw
in barrels or wooden baskets, were sent to food markets in India, Ceylon (now Sri
Lanka), Canada, Australia, New Zealand and America. In 1925, 100,000 workers
ZHUH HPSOR\HG LQ WKH SRWWHU\ LQGXVWU\ %\  WKH ILJXUH ZDV DERXW  5LFH
notes that wages were never high in Stoke, but cheap labour came to the area from
places like Kashmir and the Punjab in Southern Asia in the 1960s. Low wages in
6WRNHHTXDWHGRIFRXUVHWRUHODWLYHO\KLJKVRXUFHVRILQFRPHIRUPLJUDQWIDPLOLHV
But when outsourcing gathered pace, many of the descendants of those whose
grandparents had migrated were left in a jobless limbo. Having a job matters for
cultural as well as economic reasons, particularly for young Asian men: to be the
head of the family and support its members is a strong cultural as well as economic
imperative. I use Stoke as a representative case study of tendencies across many
other similar post-industrial communities in Europe, and in the rust belt towns of
the United States. The distress, anger and bewilderment of many of those who live
WKHUHFDQJHWWUDQVODWHGLQWRUDFLVWSROLWLFVDQGWKHFDOOIRUVDYLRXUVRU³VWURQJ´PHQ
to put matters right, such as Donald Trump; in Britain, or especially England, this
found expression in the ‘Brexit’ process, fuelled by fear of the other, whether the
immigrant or the bureaucrats of Brussels. It was a rage against neglect, disrespect
and even abandonment (with its primitive or early psychological connotations), with
calls for a Trump-like father figure to put England first (West, 2017b).
Auto/Biographical Narrative Interviewing in a Clinical Style
I should explain the nature and purposes of my auto/biographical narrative research
and the historical analysis. I interviewed over 50 diverse people, from white working
class and Muslim communities, working in what I call a clinical style, informed
by psychoanalysis. The stories people tell are always a reconstruction of events,
afterthoughts, rather than the events themselves, while the powerful discourses of
a culture and unconscious processes of wanting to please or appease circulate in
stories. These may be seen by some academic commentators as of little relevance to
any bigger picture of, for instance, democracy in crisis or the rise of fundamentalism –
‘fine meaningless detail’, as one historian graphically framed it (Fieldhouse, 1996).
Yet, I suggest, we better understand the nuances of people being attracted to the
BNP, or radicalized, or even the attractions of fundamentalist versions of Marxism,
ZKHQYLHZHGWKURXJKWKHOHQVRIDXWRELRJUDSKLFDOQDUUDWLYHDQGKLVWRULFDOHQTXLU\
This is its especial power.
For one thing, the general – or bigger – picture is always there in the particular,
in the narrative resources people draw on to tell their stories. We are storied as
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well as storytellers. Stories can constrain as well as liberate, as a bigger picture –
of neo-liberal assumptions, say, or of the actions of the Western world – grip
accounts. People can also internalize the negativities about ‘people like us’, whether
emanating from the mouths and projections of politicians, policymakers or the mass
media. Those targeted may be single parents struggling on minimal welfare benefits,
as chronicled in my earlier work in other marginalized locations (Merrill & West,
2009). People can feel themselves to be the objects of society’s disdain, caught in
the gaze of the judgemental other and constantly needing to justify themselves.
Those on the margins easily internalize negative projections, or feelings that they
DUH LQDGHTXDWH DQG SHUVRQDOO\ WR EODPH :HVW    7KHUH LV HYLGHQFH
within wider cultural dynamics, as organised working-class power has waned, of
shifts in the representation of working class life; from the begrudging respect of
Alan Sillitoe’s classic film, Saturday Night and Sunday morning, to the television
pornography of Benefit Street, where working class people are represented as
morally feckless, narcissistic and downright lazy (West, 2017b). Those on the edge,
living in marginalised communities, have also to learn to deal with many and varied
authority figures day by day: the social worker, the job centre assessor, the head
teacher, the health visitor and of course researchers. They can have well-rehearsed
stories to tell, while ‘professionals’ like social workers, lawyers, and teachers can be
the targets of especial disdain and even hatred. They can be experienced as agents
of oppressive forces in the world, of hard, neo-liberal economics and the neglect of
many communities (West, 2009, 2017b).
I suggest too that people are not simply aggregates of certain sociological, cultural
or economic variables; or products of what we might call the social unconscious.
They, we, are living beings with our own stories to tell of our lives, and of what
it feels like to exist in specific conditions, or to experience disrespect on the street
in particular ways. While much socio-cultural experience is similar, and overall
patterns discernible, not everyone experiences the world ‘out-there’ in identical ways.
Society, culture and economies are mediated through relationship, in families and
FRPPXQLWLHV:HDUHQRWDOODV%ULWLVKFXOWXUDOWKHRULVW5D\PRQG:LOOLDPVWDXJKWWR
be reduced to a mass. In his writing on ‘culture as ordinary’ (Williams, 1989), Williams
observed how the advertising men and women held the same essential, dehumanising
view of the masses as the authoritarian left. Expensively educated people were ‘now
in the service of the most brazen money-grabbing exploitation of the inexperience
of ordinary people’ (Williams, 1989, p. 6). ‘The old cheapjack is still there in the
market … he thinks of his victims as a slow ignorant crowd. The new cheapjack
is in offices with contemporary décor, using scraps of linguistics, psychology, and
sociology to influence what he thinks of as the mass mind’ (Williams, 1989, p. 7).
But Williams’ scorn was not confined to the marketing men and women. He was
angry with those of his friends who talked about ignorant masses … ‘one kind of
Communist has always talked like this, and has got his answer … at Budapest’ (in
the 1956 Hungarian uprising). He insisted that Marxist interpretation of culture is not
acceptable while it insists that people should think in prescribed ways. ‘It is stupid
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and arrogant to suppose that any of these meanings (within cultures) can in any way
be prescribed: they are made by living people, made and remade, in ways that we
cannot know in advance’. The Marxist interpretation of culture, he argued, could
never be accepted so long as it retained a directive element. This is the insistence that
if you desire socialism, you must learn to write, think and learn in a prescribed way
(Williams, 1989, p. 8). Williams’ idea of the purpose of adult education was to create
a culture of shared meanings, open to the influence of all, in relationship. The purpose
RIDXWRELRJUDSKLFDOQDUUDWLYHHQTXLU\LVWRFUHDWHVSDFHWRH[SORUHDQGWKLQNDERXWWKH
meanings people give to experience, and the emotional and unconscious dynamics
involved, drawing on psychoanalytic insights as well as critical theory.
I suggest that the meanings embodied in narratives also have validity in their own
terms, however difficult and distasteful these might be. The racist and fundamentalist
UHTXLUHV RXU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ DV D IHOORZ VWUXJJOLQJ GHIHQGHG KXPDQ VXEMHFW
8QGHUVWDQGLQJ OLYHV IURP WKH LQVLGH UHTXLUHV WLPH DQG WKH FRRSHUDWLRQ RI WKRVH
involved, and some appreciation by them of the relevance of research. The point of
HQTXLU\LVWRLOOXPLQDWHWKHFRPSOH[LW\RIWKHFKRLFHVSHRSOHPDNHDQGWKHPHDQLQJV
WKH\ DWWDFK WR WKHP ,QWHUSUHWDWLRQ UHTXLUHV DQ LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\ SV\FKRVRFLDO
historical and educational imagination: of people as psychosocial agents, if often
unconsciously, rather than marionettes on a predetermined sociological or for that
matter psychoanalytic stage. People make, as well as are made by history, however
distasteful the outcome might seem.
My research sought to illuminate some of the seductions and insecurities fuelling
racism and fundamentalism on a white working-class estate, the place where I was
born, and in areas of the city where Muslim people live. The 50 or so participants
in the study were in the main ‘ordinary’ people: some were community activists
and or ministers of religion. The sample in technical terms was opportunistic as
well as purposeful – I asked officers of the City Council for names of people that
might be helpful to my work and they in turn facilitated contact with others. As the
research developed, the sampling became more theoretical, as I interviewed specific
individuals who were attracted, say, to Islamism or racist gangs.
Winnicott, Honneth and Dewey helped me make sense of the many stories.
Axel Honneth (2009) refers to Freud’s anthropological idea of how we are born
prematurely in comparison with other mammals and depend absolutely on the other
for survival and well-being; and on feelings of being loved as a basis for human
flourishing (Honneth, 2009; Winnicott, 1971). Honneth writes of Freud’s great
anthropological insight in recognising the psycho-biological fact that humans are
carried by the mother for much less time than other mammals. From this experience
of ‘premature birth’, the human is heavily dependent on a protective environment
from the beginning. Anticipating Winnicott, Freud (1953/1974, p. 278) speaks of the
young child’s need for the other; for love, in short, a term Freud rarely employed.
Anxiety and fear of abandonment and associated vulnerability are laid down in
memory in feeling, which can be re-evoked in later stages of a life when seemingly
alone, vulnerable or despairing about the condition of self, families and communities.
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Axel Honneth (1995, 2007, 2009) also interrogates the role of groups in
generating a second category of recognition, which he calls self-respect. This is
when people feel accepted and that they belong, with rights and responsibilities, as
in the good adult education group. Self-esteem provides Honneth’s third category of
recognition. It happens when individuals feel recognized because they are seen to
contribute to a group’s wider well-being and development (Honneth, 2007, 2009).
But processes of recognition can be aborted, as the other is experienced, consciously
and unconsciously, as a problem to be expunged in processes of psychic splitting,
idealisation and paranoia. The anxieties evoked, in Kleinian terms, induce paranoid/
schizoid modes of functioning, which, to repeat, are self-protective strategies in
which destructive feelings are projected onto the external world and the other. The
world and the other become in turn invested with persecutory powers. Splitting, after
all, is an attempt to protect the self or group from difficult feelings and thoughts, by
expelling them (Klein, 1975; Frosh, 1991).
Islamic Fundamentalism in the City
The people of South Asian origin who settled in Stoke came from places like
Kashmir, Pakistan and Bangladesh. They make up about 50 per cent of the city’s
ethnic minority population and in 2011 numbered just over 9000 (Burnett, 2011).
Some of these people talked about constant experiences of disrespect and everyday
H[SHULHQFHV RI ,VODPRSKRELD DPRQJ WD[L GULYHUV IRU LQVWDQFH WROG IUHTXHQWO\ WR
‘fuck off home’ by white clients. The sense of everyday disrespect was amplified
by stories of actual physical violence: an Asian man was killed, and others injured
DV ZHOO DV PRVTXHV GDPDJHG 6XFK H[SHULHQFHV RI GLVUHVSHFW HYRNH LQVHFXULW\
vulnerability and defensiveness – paranoia even – and may reinforce the tendency
for people to congregate among their own in particular areas. Disrespect also ignites
the feeling that other people’s behaviour is wrong, grounded in some normative ideal
of justice violated.
,VODPLFIXQGDPHQWDOLVPKDVDWWUDFWHG\RXQJSHRSOHLQVSHFLILFPRVTXHV6PDOO
numbers, but they exist. The Islamist and would-be Jihadist groups offer the three
types of self-recognition, described above: self-confidence, respect and esteem,
but this is followed by scapegoating narratives, and splitting and the stereotyping
of difference. The perception of others becomes a self-motivated distortion and
idealization of self and one’s culture: the pursuit of material wealth or pleasure, for
instance, or the sexualisation of women and a capacity for racism and violence are
projected onto the other of the white working-class estate.
&XOWXUDOO\LQ0XVOLPDUHDVRIWKHFLW\LWTXLFNO\EHFDPHFOHDUWKDWUHODWLRQVKLSV
between the generations have suffered, as male initiation rituals between fathers and
VRQVLQWKHZRUNSODFHDUHORVW6RPHLPDPVLQVSHFLILFPRVTXHVZHUHUHFUXLWHGIURP
the villages from which people had migrated in the last century, as a way of staying
in touch with lost communities. The trouble was that these imams could be poorly
educated, barely able to speak English with any fluency. Second, third and fourth
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generation Muslims, educated in English schools, could treat them with contempt,
not least for a lack of Islamic scholarship. Narratives of the ‘Christian’ neglect of
ZKLWH0XVOLPVLQWKH%RVQLDQFRQIOLFWLQFRQWUDVWWRWKHµ&KULVWLDQ¶ WKDWLV5XVVLDQ
Orthodox) support for the ‘Christian’ Serbs, were relatively compelling, filling
some of the existential as well as intergenerational vacuum. In the 1990s actions
by the West, standing back as Muslims were slaughtered, as at Srebrenica, were
essentially seen to be anti-Islamic acts rather than racist, given that these Muslims
were white. Certain young people inwardly digested stories of Muslim humiliation,
and of older generations failing to speak out, and of collective trauma, and the need
to fight back in ways parents and grandparents had failed to. The political became
deeply personal, as well as cultural, fuelled by the toxicity of Islamophobia as well
as intergenerational and familial fracture.
A community leader I call Aasif, (the names used are pseudonyms) talked about
these issues:
… you had groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir taking advantage of the situation in
Bosnia … with what’s happening with the Muslims … arms not being allowed
WR JHW WR WKH 0XVOLPV WR GHIHQG WKHPVHOYHV ZKHUH 5XVVLD LV SURYLGLQJ WKH
Christian Serbs; it was a them-against-us kind of debate with groups like Hizb
ut-Tahrir … talking about the male Muslim section of Muslim community
at that time; the youth, low education achievement, low aspiration … no job
opportunity … perfect audience … you can recruit easy … It’s nothing to do
with the colour of your skin; this is not racism; this is a target on the Muslim
community because these Muslims are white … I can remember some of these
Hizb ut-Tahrir members who in the early ’90s, pulling the youth away from
the parents as well.
From this perspective, Bosnia was a trauma, in which scales fell from collective
eyes: it led to increased politicization and provided a mythic rationale for
fundamentalism (Varvin, 2012). Groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir (or Liberation Party) –
ΏΰΣήϳήΤΘϟ, in the Arabic – exploited these feelings. Hizb ut-Tahrir is an international
pan-Islamic political organization commonly associated with the goal of all Muslim
countries unifying into one Islamic caliphate, ruled by sharia law. Hizb ut-Tahrir was
founded in 1952 as part of a movement to create a new elite among Muslim youth.
7KH ZULWLQJV RI WKH JURXS¶V IRXQGHU 6KDLNK 7DTL DO'LQH DO1DEDKDQL OD\ GRZQ
GHWDLOHGGHVFULSWLRQVIRUDUHVWRUHGFDOLSKDWH 5XWKYHQ $\RXQJSHUVRQOLNH
5DDIHIRUH[DPSOHVFKRROHGLQ(QJODQGDQGUDGLFDOLVHGLQSULVRQULGLFXOHGVRPH
RIWKHHVWDEOLVKHGDXWKRULWLHVLQWKH0RVTXHVDQGHPEUDFHG+L]EXW7DKULU
Raafe
$QRWKHU FRPPXQLW\ OHDGHU $DWLI WROG PH DERXW WKH ZHDNQHVVHV RI PRVTXH
PDQDJHPHQWDQGRILPDPVDQGKRZ5DDIHDQGRWKHUVH[SORLWHGWKLV,ZDVWROGWKDW
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5DDIHZDVDQLQGLYLGXDOµZKRKDGDYHU\WURXEOHGXSEULQJLQJ¶DQGKDGEHHQVHQWWR
prison:
5DDIHGLGQ¶WKDYHDYHU\JRRGUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKLVIDWKHUHQGHGXSLQFULPH
was sent down to prison … Came out of prison and he was within a few weeks,
he was, he had transformed into somebody who was a practising Muslim now
to hear him … later on when we realized he was part of Hizb ut-Tahrir, but at
that point to see somebody change so dramatically was wow, he made a real
positive change … you couldn’t explain to your parents why you wanted to …
your parents who came in the early ’60s … came when they were young … so
very little … religious … education … so they didn’t have … opportunity to
TXHVWLRQWKHLPDPVDQGOHDUQVRPHWKLQJVRWKH\FRXOGQ¶WSDVVWKDWUHOLJLRXV
knowledge on to the youth, to their children; so the parents relied upon the
PRVTXHV WR RIIHU WKDW « VR WKDW¶V ZKHUH WKH FRPPXQLFDWLRQ EDUULHU KHOSHG
groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir. We can offer you Islamic information in your
language, that’s what attracted a lot of people in Stoke-on-Trent on topical
issues.
5DGLFDOL]DWLRQ WUDQVIRUPHG WKH OLYHV RI VRPH LQGLYLGXDOV SURYLGLQJ PHDQLQJ
SXUSRVHDQGVHOIUHFRJQLWLRQ7KHSRUWUDLWRI5DDIH,VKRXOGPHQWLRQGHULYHVIURP
several narratives pieced together, rather than directly from the person concerned.
But there were patterns in the various stories to help piece together a biographical
DFFRXQW5DDIH¶VWUDQVIRUPDWLRQDOPRVWFHUWDLQO\GHSHQGHGRQIHHOLQJXQGHUVWRRG
OLVWHQHGWRDQGUHVSHFWHGE\UDGLFDOJURXSVLQSULVRQ5HFRJQLWLRQZDVDWWKHKHDUW
of this, combined with a radical purpose: ‘we understand how you feel, we feel the
VDPHZD\ZHKDYHWKRXJKWVWRKHOS\RX¶9DULRXVSHRSOHWROGPHWKDW5DDIHZDV
an active member of a radical group when he left prison. He ran youth discussion
JURXSVLQFHUWDLQPRVTXHV6HOIUHFRJQLWLRQZRUNVDWDQLPDJLQDODQGQDUUDWLYHDV
well as interpersonal and group level; by imaginative projective identification with
heroes and causes from the past, that speak to present needs, however perversely.
Narratives that offer meaning and divine purpose in lives, in the company of past as
well as present Islamic martyrs.
The pedagogy of radicalization exploits the vacuums and meaninglessness in
specific lives, giving people a potential place in history. It involves stories and
appeals to action, rather than textual hermeneutics. Narratives of twelfth-century
YLFWRULHVVXSSRUWHGDFDOOIRUMLKDGQRZRQHUHTXLULQJWRXJKQHVVDQGKHURLVP-LKDG
RUVWUXJJOHEHFRPHVFRQVWUXFWHGDVDKHDY\UHVSRQVLELOLW\WKDWUHTXLUHVEUXWDOLW\WR
demoralise a more powerful opponent. The victory of the Muslim armies, against the
Crusaders, led by the King of Jerusalem, Guy of Lusignan, in the twelfth century’s
Battle of Hattin, is interpreted as the outcome of a protracted process of small-scale,
hard hitting attacks in various locations. Past struggles are reinterpreted in the light
of the present in the struggle against the new and powerful crusaders of the West and
its client states. Heroism and martyrdom are called for in what is a very different
SHGDJRJLFDO SURFHVV IURP UDWLRQDO WH[WXDO DQDO\VLV RI WKH 4XU¶DQ 0XVOLP FOHULFV
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may speak in the language of theory, the jihadi groups act through stories and doing
(Hassan & Weiss, 2015; West, 2016).
Thus, Islamophobia and everyday disrespect, when mixed with national
politics, foreign policy adventures and intergenerational fracture within Muslim
communities, draws individuals towards Islamism. Powerful forms of recognition
are provided, which operate at a primitive emotional, as well as group and narrative
level. Individuals feel understood and find purpose, meaning and legitimacy in the
ZRUOG5HFRJQLWLRQJLYHVPHDQLQJWRIUDFWXUHGOLYHV%XWLQWKHFORVHGIXQGDPHQWDOLVW
group, the process is impregnated with misrecognition, and with dialogical and
narrative closure. Ironically, there is alienation from self and experience too. The
capacity to engage openly and reflexivity with experience, in all its messiness, is
IUR]HQGHEDWHGLDORJXHHQTXLU\DQGVHOIRWKHUUHFRJQLWLRQRQZKLFKZLGHUVRFLDO
solidarities and cooperation depend, are stifled.
Workers’ Education: Building Dialogue across Difference
Workers’ education once thrived in the city and provides a model of how self/
other dynamics can strengthen rather than fracture across difference. The first
ever workers’ university tutorial class took place in Stoke in 1908, when 30 or so
worker students met each Friday evening, over a period of years, with their tutor,
5+ 7DZQH\ D VXEVHTXHQWO\ GLVWLQJXLVKHG HFRQRPLF KLVWRULDQ UHSUHVHQWLQJ WKH
University of Oxford. The classes were free from prescribed curricula, and its
members could explore issues in their working lives from the perspectives of history,
SROLWLFVHFRQRPLFVDQGOLWHUDWXUH)RUWQLJKWO\HVVD\VZHUHUHTXLUHGDQGWKHVWDQGDUG
of some of these was high, although by no means all (West, 1972; Goldman, 1995).
7KHUH ZHUH QR IRUPDO H[DPLQDWLRQV RU TXDOLILFDWLRQV GXH WR D GHVLUH WR HOLPLQDWH
FRPSHWLWLRQDQGYRFDWLRQDOLVPIURPWKHFODVVURRP :HVW5RVH 
Interestingly, the Marxist Social Democratic Federation formed the nucleus of
the first group of students, who were potters, miners, clerks, shop assistants and
school teachers. Many came from non-conformist religious backgrounds: from
families, in short, that could encourage them to think for themselves. The Social
Democratic Federation was formed in 1884 under the leadership of Henry Hyndman
who was the son of a businessman and became a journalist as well as political
agitator. The Federation was strongly opposed to the British Liberal Party of the
time, and its programme was progressive, calling for a 48-hour working week, the
DEROLWLRQ RI FKLOG ODERXU FRPSXOVRU\ IUHH VHFXODU HGXFDWLRQ HTXDOLW\ IRU ZRPHQ
and the nationalization of the means of production, distribution and exchange by
a democratic state. But some members of the SDF, according to historian Stuart
Macintyre (1980) held an extremely ‘mechanical version of the materialist
conception of history’ in which the whole of human life ‘was controlled by economic
forces independent of human volition’ (p. 17). Education, politics and consciousness
ZHUHPHUHHSLSKHQRPHQDRIWKHWHFKQLTXHVDQGUHODWLRQVRISURGXFWLRQ7KHVWXGHQWV
could become very rigid in their economic doctrines (ibid.). That rigidity played out,
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on occasions, in the tutorial classes (West, 2017a). We can interpret this as another
manifestation of fundamentalism – of having the truth and nothing but the truth,
forged in a community of true believers. Psychoanalytically, once again, this can be
regarded as a defense against complexity and the anxiety of not knowing. Tawney
himself was aware that the same spirit of non-conformity that drove some of the
worker students could narrow viewpoints and bring a tendency to over-proselytize
that made it difficult to dialogue and take on board different perspectives (Goldman,
1995).
-RQDWKDQ 5RVH¶V KLVWRULFDO ZRUN KDV UHVFXHG 7DZQH\ DQG ZRUNHUV¶ HGXFDWLRQ
IURP ZKDW KDG EHFRPH WKH JUHDW FRQGHVFHQVLRQ RI SRVWHULW\ 5RVH  :HVW
D 5RVHKDVGUDZQRQGLYHUVHIRUPVRIOLIHZULWLQJWRFKURQLFOHWKHLPSRUWDQFH
of relationship and recognition in workers’ education: between tutors and students,
among students, but also in relation to the symbolic world in challenging bigotry and
fascism. Such education offered working-class people avenues into leadership roles
in local and national politics and served to radicalize and motivate them in personal
as well as political ways. Surveys of students showed that most were taking part in
trade union activity, cooperative societies, local authorities, religious and political
bodies. They were building both a workers’ education as well as a broader social
democratic movement.
7KHFODVVHVWKHPVHOYHVFUHDWHGVSDFHWRTXHVWLRQDQGFKDOOHQJHUDFLVPDQGRWKHU
forms of bigotry. In one telling account, Nancy Dobrin, born in 1914, wrote that
WKH VWXG\ RI OLWHUDWXUH KDG UHYROXWLRQDU\ FRQVHTXHQFHV IRU KHU 6KH JUHZ XS LQ D
home where learning was not valued, where there was either ‘a row or an order’.
She read little but later joined a WEA class and read avidly, although she admitted
that she went to the class partly in search of a man. Nancy became a writer herself.
She described working for a German Jew during the Second World War, wondering
what on earth he was doing there and why couldn’t people like him go home.
Later, in another class, she met her future husband, a German Jewish refugee who
described himself as a Christian Communist. This was a relationship formed in the
spaces of workers’ education, where literature – from Lawrence, Tolstoy and James
-R\FH±HQDEOHGKHUWRTXHVWLRQKHURZQELJRWU\6XFKH[SHULHQFHVVKDSHGLQWXUQ
KHUUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKKHUFKLOGUHQDQGIDPLO\DQGLPSHOOHGKHUWRTXHVWLRQDVSHFWV
of their schooling. Agency can take many forms: in the everyday, in families and on
the wider democratic stage (Dobrin, 1980).
In certain respects, Nancy’s story resembles those of later adult students, such
as Brenda, in my own research among non-traditional adult students at university
in the 1990s (West, 1996). Brenda found recognition of self and experience in
relationship with certain tutors and students as well as in literature. Brenda could
relate to fictional characters, such as an abused but resilient woman in a novel by
Maupassant. The character, so to speak, became part of Brenda’s internal object
relational world through processes of projective identification – finding aspects
of self in the fictional or actual other – and imaginatively experiencing their lives
and internalizing some of their strength and resilience. These dynamics can be
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incorporated into a more developed and nuanced theory of recognition, embracing
the imaginal and the symbolic, actively engaging emotion as well as mind. Like
Nancy, Brenda learned to play with ideas and feel valued for it. Nancy learned, like
many other adult students, a more democratic sensibility in the tutorial classes and
ODWHU ZKLFK WKH\ GHVFULEH LQ WKHLU RZQ ZRUGV :HVW  'REULQ  5RVH
2010, pp. 274–275).
Dogmatism and Its Roots
But dogmatism existed in the tutorial classes. It is interesting that some worker
students admired tutors like Tawney, who remained steadfast as well as respectful
even when harangued by a fundamentalist student. Leftist fundamentalists sometimes
from the Social Democratic Federation and later the Communist Party, though not
H[FOXVLYHO\VRZRXOGTXRWHWH[WVOLNHDas Capital with religious fervour. The other
students admired how Tawney remained respectful in the face of agitation. One
recalled a particular Marxist – the SDF could dominate the first tutorial classes –
challenging point after point by reference to classic Marxist texts. Tawney took it in
his stride but insisted that there were other points of view. The student accused the
tutor of hopping around from twig to twig, like a bird, and a sense of bad temper
pervaded the room. Tawney insisted that everyone, including his challenger, take
tea together afterwards and tell stories, read poetry and sing songs. This enabled
WKHJURXSWRUHHVWDEOLVKVRPHVKDUHGKXPDQLW\DQGIUDWHUQLW\ 5RVHS 
The local secretary of the SDF became so alarmed at the effect of the classes that he
instructed his members to leave for fear of ideological contamination. They refused,
because they were excited at being able to interrogate ideas in a liberal way, from
different standpoints (Goldman, 2013).
Interestingly, there is a contemporary re-evaluation of Tawney’s contribution to
theorizing the role and practice of inclusive university education and in building
a more effective political democracy and social solidarities (Holford, 2015;
Goldman, 2013; West, 2017a). Tawney emphasized the moral and spiritual in human
betterment, which could be embodied in the tutorial classes in ways inspiring ideas
of fellowship and service. The aim of the tutorial classes was to make university
HGXFDWLRQDYDLODEOHWRDOOSHRSOHLQWKHLURZQ ORFDOLWLHVTXLWHGLIIHUHQWWRWRGD\¶V
assumptions about the purpose of higher education for individual social mobility.
Tawney was committed to a liberal and humane view of education for everyone,
ZKHUHFLWL]HQVFRXOGDFTXLUHFLYLFYLUWXHVDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJLQWKHVWUXJJOHWRFUHDWH
forms of social cooperation and mutual understanding. Holford (2015) suggests
WKDW7DZQH\RIIHUVDORFDOLVWFULWLTXHRIWKHFXUUHQWHPSKDVLVRQGHYHORSLQJJOREDO
skills and mobility. Communities should not be privileged or discounted because of
their wealth or poverty and universities can be active agents in communities via, for
instance, adult education. Moreover, Tawney represents a more constructivist view
of knowledge: the classes were classes, not lectures, and ideas were explored and
developed in discussion. The processes of education were democratic – students
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engaged in research and discovery by using original source material like historical
documents, rather than being the passive recipients of received wisdom. I suggest
too that Tawney was especially good at containing the many anxieties of worker
students, by keeping the dialogue going, despite assaults made upon it and by
recognising, in authentic ways, diverse contributions. This of course mirrors the
containing functions of the psychoanalytic process itself: creating good enough
space where it is possible to digest difficult ideas. Containment is not confined to
psychoanalysis but can be part of educational experiences, as people negotiate who
they are, have been and might be, always and inevitably accompanied by anxiety, in
the transitional space of an adult class (West, 1996).
We can better appreciate the dynamics of classes like these, derived from the
testimonies of the worker/students themselves, and drawing on a developed theory
of recognition. We can build nuanced understanding of the importance of dialogue,
of play, and of self/other recognition and of subjectification processes encompassing
the interplay of inner and outer worlds. Nancy and Brenda projected and then
introjected aspects of self and experience into their imaginative life, that enabled them
to better recognise and engage with others. They learned more of what we can call
a democratic sensibility, or cosmopolitan ‘subjectification’, which they describe in
WKHLURZQZRUGV :HVW'REULQ5RVHSS±%DLQEULGJH 
West, 2012). The reality of these ‘object relations’ dynamics in adult education cannot
be proved in an absolute sense: but their utility in illuminating change processes is
convincing. Workers’ education, I suggest, once afforded forms of recognition for
ordinary people, in which they felt accepted, listened to, respected as well as treated
DVHTXDOVZLWKWKHULJKWWREHKHDUGDQGIXOO\SDUWLFLSDWH7KLVFUHDWHVPDWXUHDQG
capable people with stories to tell and ideas to offer, and a capacity for reciprocity.
Conclusion, Fundamentalism Recognition and the Psychosocial
Fundamentalism or the fundamentalist instinct, I suggest, takes many forms, and
LV UHDOO\ TXLWH RUGLQDU\ ZKLFK LQFOXGHV DEVROXWLVW FRQFHSWXDO WKLQNLQJ ZLWKLQ
leftist modes of thought. Critical theorists such as Adorno (1973) challenged
progressives to consider the failure of left Hegelian philosophical thought and its
false predictions of inevitable proletarian revolution. Adorno thought the failure –
including the resilience of capitalism and the rise of Nazism – posed a philosophical
and epistemological crisis for them and for a positivist social science, including
Marxism, that ignored the subjectivity of the observer. Adorno insisted that the
crisis, in the spirit of psychoanalysis, de-centred the rational subject in relation to
KHU REMHFWV RI HQTXLU\ DQG WKH G\QDPLFV EHWZHHQ WKHP 'HIHQVLYH XQFRQVFLRXV
drives and pre-intellectual dynamics impregnated our subjectivity and relationships
and thus our philosophical engagement with the world. Conceptual knowledge,
as psychoanalysis has taught, is insufficient when building insight into self/object
dynamics. We must examine our desires and potential illusions in and beyond our
supposed rationality: the origins of perception lie in part in early or pre-intellectual
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experience, including the potential defences of grandiosity and omniscience, forged
in early dependence on others. Adorno, drawing on Freud and Nietzsche, recognised
a tendency to invest in certain kinds of thinking in order to repress other thoughts,
in early experience and in childhood cathexes, with their panoply of fears, longings
and loss. Interestingly Adorno thought the subject’s loss of omniscience and the
illusion that reality could be fully and rationally penetrated, rendered the search for
unified systems of conceptual knowledge impossible. But this could then liberate
the subject to engage with subjective feelings and the senses, leading to enhanced
sensitivity towards what is non-identical, to diverse ways of seeing, and the domain
of the other. There is considerable democratic as well as inter-subjective potential as
well as relief in challenging the grandiose, omniscient rationalist fantasy that we and
our philosophical schemas can and must fully represent reality.
In a different vein, the research into radicalisation processes and workers’ education
enables us to refine Honneth’s normative concept of recognition. It encompasses, as
Honneth suggests, self-recognition at an intimate emotional, relational, group but
also, we can add, at a narrative, unconscious and imaginal level too. These processes
take us beyond words or discursive understanding. Primitive, emotional forms of
communication, in a tutor’s warm response or encouragement, enable people to feel
understood, cared for, loved even as well as legitimate; or their opposites, when
dismissed and disparaged. Embodied, memory in feeling, as Klein (1975) called
LWµVSHDNV¶ORXGHUWKDQZRUGVLQWKHVHPRPHQWV5DDIHIHOWFDUHGIRULQSULVRQKLV
struggles and troubles were understood and new narrative resources, or myths, were
available to make sense of a whole. All of which enabled him, however delusionally,
to work with other alienated young Muslims, to care for them in a way that he was
cared for and to offer an all-encompassing narrative truth. Those young people no
doubt felt recognised in turn by someone they admired, because he spoke to their
concerns (and with an authority, it should be noted, grounded in actual visits to the
0LGGOH(DVW 5DDIHEXLOWQDUUDWLYHFRQQHFWLRQVRYHUWLPHEHWZHHQWKHLUDQ[LHWLHV
and those of Muslims in the past. Such narratives explained the suffering of Islam
and the need for heroic struggle against crusaders, then and now. The dynamics,
however perverted, provide existential meaning and the promise, for some, of entry
into Paradise. Fundamentalist dynamics like these, I suggest, are not ‘other’. When
we feel out of our depth, vulnerable, exposed and or excluded, we can grab at stories
that apparently offer total solutions, an answer to everything, including our deepest
anxieties. This applies in academic life as much as formal religion, in, for instance,
the continuing adherence to neo-classical economic theories in many university
economics departments, despite their failure to explain how and why people acted as
they did in the 2008 financial crash. The omnipotent fantasy has been that rational,
mainly mathematical theories explained everything of how economies worked,
grounded in a myth of the rational, calculating homo economic subject. People can
continue to cling to such Zombie economics, as a largely unacknowledged defence
against their anxieties, doubts and fears that they do not really know or that others
might know better (West, 2017c).
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John Dewey (1969) especially enables us to differentiate between the narrative
and self/other closure of the Islamist group and the openness of democratic adult
HGXFDWLRQ 'HZH\ REVHUYHG WKDW WKH JRRG FLWL]HQ UHTXLUHV GHPRFUDWLF DVVRFLDWLRQ
to realize what she might be: she finds herself by participating in family life, the
economy and various artistic, cultural and political activities, in which there is free
give and take with diverse others. This fosters feelings of being understood and
creates meaning and purpose in the company of others. Dewey suggests that good
and intelligent solutions for society, and diverse groups, depend on relatively open,
inclusive and democratic types of association. In scientific research, for instance,
the more scientists freely introduce their own hypotheses, beliefs and intuitions, the
better the eventual outcome. Dewey applied these ideas to social learning: intelligent
solutions are the result of the degree to which all those involved participate fully
ZLWKRXWFRQVWUDLQWDQGZLWKHTXDOULJKWV,WLVRQO\ZKHQRSHQO\SXEOLFO\GHEDWLQJ
issues, in inclusive (and I might add self-reflexive) ways, that societies really thrive
(Honneth, 2007, pp. 218–239). Honneth concludes that Dewey’s normative idea
of healthy dialogical democratic society was grounded in a psychosocial ideal of
cooperation, rather than politics or communicative competence; in an openness to
complex experience which challenges how we think, feel and act. Dewey offers the
case of a ‘robber band’ as one example of closure to otherness and ultimately to
truth. Honneth uses the example of a Nazi band of brothers to make the same point.
The process involves collective as well as individual defence mechanisms while
it is difficult to prize apart the socio-cultural from the personal unconscious. We
should grasp the importance of both, in dynamic relationship, when considering the
QRUPDWLYHTXDOLWLHVRIJRRGHQRXJKHGXFDWLRQ
We are left with a problem of how to live in doubt and uncertainty, beyond
rationalist illusion, whether as critical theorists, historians, biographers, economists,
or adult students. Maybe we need to cultivate subjective negative capability, echoing
the poet John Keats and Adorno’s framing of his project as negative dialectics. Some
tutorial class students learned negative capability rather well. Keats thought that
QHJDWLYHFDSDELOLW\ZDVWKHTXDOLW\DWZRUNZKHQDSHUVRQFDQOLYHLQXQFHUWDLQWLHV
or mysteries and doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason. The
language is not immediately clear, it is more suggestive and idiosyncratic. Obviously,
the word ‘negative’ is not being used pejoratively but to communicate a notion that a
person’s potential can be defined via recognition of what he or she does not possess.
Essential to literary achievement, Keats argues, is a certain passivity, a willingness to
let what is mysterious or doubtful remain just that (Hebron, 2017). It might be better
to break off from a relentless search for knowledge or complete conceptual truths
and contemplate instead ‘a fine verisimilitude’ or the spirit of truth seeking; open to
what we do not know, and our doubts, in the company of others. The fundamentalist
seeks to annihilate these under the banner of certainty. We should recognise our
uncertainties and the anxieties these bring; and our need for diverse others, including
someone like Tawney, for cultivating better, more reflexive and inclusive knowledge
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of self and the world. Psychoanalysis, combined with critical theory, foregrounds
WKHTXDOLW\RIRXUUHODWLRQVKLSWRNQRZOHGJHDQGH[SHULHQFHKRZLQHYHU\RQHRI
us, as learners, academics or analysts, there remains the perpetual struggle between
grabbing at the allusions of certainty – conceptual or otherwise – or recognizing a
shared fallibility and need for others in the personal, relational and epistemological
experiment called democratic adult education.
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11. CULTURAL IDENTITY, LEARNING AND SOCIAL
PREJUDICE
The Politicization of Subjectivity in Former Yugoslavia

,1752'8&7,21

6LQFH  7KH ,QWHUQDWLRQDO 5HVHDUFK *URXS IRU 3V\FKRVRFLHWDO $QDO\VLV KDV
worked regularly at annual workshops in Dubrovnik, gradually developing a practice
of deep-hermeneutic interpretation. The main ambition of the methodology is to
track the societally unconscious subjective dynamics in different areas of everyday
life by means of psychodynamic analysis applied on everyday life interaction.
However, for work in this location, the experience of the war that followed in the
wake of Yugoslavia’s dissolution formed an overwhelmingly strong and an inevitable
challenge for understanding the social psychology of those relatively abstract national
and religious identities and differences that are the drivers in identity-based politics.
So for this case the research group has departed from its usual terrain working to
interpret the dynamics of the conflicts several times. Unlike the rest of our activity
we have worked on the basis of secondary accounts and reports, which are however
also abundant. This chapter will present some of the reflections on this work.
At the time, around the millennium, the extreme events in the conflict seemed
predominantly pathological in the sense that they seemed entirely disconnected from
SHRSOHV SUHYLRXV HYHU\GD\ OLYHV VRFLDOL]DWLRQ DQG LGHQWLWLHV:LWKRXW FRPSDULQJ
GLUHFWO\ VLPLODU TXHVWLRQV DURVH WR WKRVH IROORZLQJ WKH 6HFRQG :RUOG :DU +RZ
could extremism and endless cruelty happen in a modern civilized part of Europe?
It became in itself a challenge to our interdisciplinary group of people from social
and humanistic sciences to be able to understand the connections between ordinary
people’s everyday life and their readiness to take part in a civil war in the name
of national (ethnic) and religious identity, and in many cases be direct actors in
atrocities against former neighbours and members of the local community.
7KHLQWHUHVWLQJTXHVWLRQZDVKRZWKHVRFLDOFXOWXUDODQGSROLWLFDORULHQWDWLRQVDUH
mediated through the (individual) subjective process of socialization, consciousness
building and action. We wanted not only to understand which mechanisms
empowered political leaders and were utilized by them in the deliberate attempts
to politicize subjectivity, but also their ‘background’ processes of societal change
and cultural development. We wished to investigate how subjective processes are
part of social interaction, being the object of historical circumstances, while they
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themselves provide fuel for political processes in one direction or another – which is
a matter of political psychology.
68%-(&7,9,7<%(7:((1/($51,1*$1''()(1&(

We did also find interesting theoretical inspiration in psychoanalytically informed
research of cultural identities that addressed these types of issues, and our aim was
to situate these ‘mechanisms’ in a historical context of societal development and
cultural encounters. One of the first central inspirations was V. Volkan’s concept of
³ODUJHJURXSLGHQWLW\´+LVFRQFHSWVHHPVWRDGGUHVVSUHFLVHO\WKHWKHPHLQTXHVWLRQ
ZKHUH ODUJH JURXSV FRQVWLWXWH WKHPVHOYHV WKURXJK LQGLYLGXDOV DIILOLDWLRQ WR WKH
group, and people act individually on behalf of the large group. While distancing
himself from an individual psychological explanation of the significance of the
group, e.g. in the form of a father figure or a motherly agency for caring, Volkan
especially focuses on the significance of the large group identity for social relations
within the group and for the engagement of group members in conflicts with other
groups (Volkan, 2001, 2009). Volkan himself has a life history association with
a nationality conflict, being born in the Turkish minority in Cyprus. He is now a
prominent psychiatrist in the US, and has engaged in a number of initiatives for
conflict resolution and dialogue between implacable groups around the world. His
theory is in general that the belonging to a particular group, e.g. a nation, will remain
a lifelong constitutive element in individual identity, while other elements of identity
are added during the life course. He understands the constitution and significance
of this group identity within the thinking of object relations theory. Within this
conceptual framework, conflict behaviour of large groups is described as a reaction
which defends group members or the group as such against humiliations or threats.
This conflict behaviour is reparative, it is about defending the very identity, including
its recognizable separation from other group identities. Volkan connects conflict
behaviour with the psychodynamic level via the theory of socialization: while the
child gradually develops tolerance of ambivalence, it will integrate some of the
externalizations, or splittings, that characterize early childhood, but this integration
will never be complete. The incompletely integrated elements then remain in the
individual psyche as potential material for defensive reactions, and Volkan argues
that group identification is psychodynamically based on these elements. Violations
of the identity of the group or mere threats against it activate unconscious dynamics
which shape particular current perceptions and reactions in a way which can only
be understood as feelings of a general threat and a defence of the identity as such.
This context of understanding identity and culture has interesting implications for
theoretical discussion, e.g. in sociological theory, and for ‘contemporary diagnosis’:
What are the specifics of our contemporary society, where are we heading? In this
discussion, the increasing significance of subjective orientations seems to be one of
the few consensual aspects. Such a ‘holistic’ theoretical approach to the links between
subjectivity and social action cuts across research topics such as peace and conflict,
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political reorientations in a post-nation state setting, lifelong learning, migration and
cultural integration, change processes in communities and organizations, which are
all also interrelated fields. However, this approach is important for understanding
identity as an emotional dynamics which organizes feelings, relations and
consciousness; it may encompass aspects of learning as well as defensive rejections
of certain insights and experiences, i.e. an ongoing process of identification(s).
In my own research, this concept of identity is empirically grounded in studies
of the subjective aspects of wage labour and (un)employment and the subjective
handling of changes in working life, which reveal crucial identity processes in
everyday life (Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007; Salling Olesen & Weber, 2001). Work
identity and professional identities inform and reflect the subjective meaning of work
and of specific professional roles and practices. The study of identification processes
offers fundamental contributions to the theory of learning. In this context, I also see
the opposite possibility: a theory of learning (and resistance to learning) may help us
WRXQGHUVWDQGKRZWKHSURFHVVLQJRIWKH³UDZPDWHULDOVRIVXEMHFWLYLW\´PD\HQDEOH
the politicization of identity. Although different contexts and domains obviously
have a different subjective status, I think this indicates the sense in connecting
(comparing) the examination of those challenges to everyday life practice, which
may or may not elicit epistemic processes and social experiences to form the basis
of identity building and sudden strong new identifications – in extreme cases leading
to hostility to others and violence.
In my learning theory framework identity appears as a product of and also an
active element in the subjective process of experience building (Salling Olesen,
  RU DOWHUQDWLYHO\ WKH OLIHORQJ OHDUQLQJ SURFHVV RI WKH LQGLYLGXDO DFTXLULQJ
WKH VRFLDO DQG FXOWXUDO FRQWH[W WKURXJK HYHU\GD\ OLIH SUDFWLFHV   5DWKHU
than a stable coherence of self and social practices, once and for all established
through socialization, and inscribed in a stable cultural framework, ‘identity’ refers
to a temporary relationship between individual experience and social practices
in which the individual is engaging, while learning is an intended or unintended
and unrecognized dimension of this experiential process. At any one time, this
relationship may provide a more or less contradictory framework for dealing with
new challenges and knowledge and relating new practices to habitual ones. This
identity is generally a dynamic and contradictory relationship because conditions are
contradictory, as are the subjective driving forces.
Intercultural relations and cultural exchanges always challenge identity. In the
best case, this implies learning and development for each party involved. But not
necessarily. A fundamental point of departure is that everyday life experience
is located in a field of tension between potentials for learning and the inclination
towards defence. Intercultural relations occurring in this everyday life are interpreted
within the consciousness building rooted in everyday life, and very often this means
integrating them in patterns of recognition and routine which do not affect the
consciousness of everyday life, which in itself is an active form of defence. The
QRWLRQRIµ$OWDJVEHZXVVWVHLQ¶ /HLWKlXVHU LOOXPLQDWHVWKHVXEMHFWLYHO\DFWLYH
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production of a stereotypical consciousness as a (collective) defensive reaction
to handle overwhelming demands as well as life historical anxieties in everyday
life. Automatic assumptions about unknown phenomena to which one relates by
coincidence or through external circumstances occur all the time in everyday life.
However, sometimes they engage more emotional energy and become a cognitively
defined idea, a fixed orientation in relation to strangers and unknown realities.
When it results in inability to recognize people or phenomena in a differentiated and
UHDOLVWLFZD\DQGWROHDUQDERXWWKHPZHFDOOLWD³VRFLDOSUHMXGLFH´
The psychodynamic theory may help to understand the origins of social prejudice.
The production and emotional charging and strengthening of specific cognitive
patterns and ideas may be interpreted as a collective defensive action in order to
handle the fragility and emotional burden of social life. The conception of the large
group identity as a combination of a strong identification with one’s own group and
the application of specific attributes and intentions to a hostile picture of another
group makes it understandable that this identification may solve problematic and
challenging aspects in one’s own identity process. The need for such a defence may
have many reasons, combining social ruptures and contradictions and life historical
subjective experiences. But focusing on the active nature of this mechanism
also points out that there is an alternative way of handling these experiences and
conditions which depends on alternative identifications – and the claim here is that
this is the social psychology core of the political process. In this way of conceiving
identity and identification, the fundamental alternative is between learning, i.e.
understanding not only social reality but also your own subjectivity, and meeting
challenges through the production of social prejudice.
7+(32/,7,&62),'(17,7<,1)250(5<8*26/$9,$

The power of identity politics depends on the ability to mobilize socially and
collectively irritations and unresolved conflicts on different levels within an
identification and possible social practice. A critical study of the subjectivity
of cultural conflicts should examine the interrelations between experiences and
conflicts between a level of individual life history and emotionality, a level of
everyday social practice and moral orientation, and a societal/political level, Only
by uncovering the channels of dislocating energies between these levels can we seek
to distinguish between the manipulative use of identity politics and legitimate claims
of recognition (Fukuyama, 2018).
The dissolution of former Yugoslavia and the very complex and rapid development
of violent conflicts and hostilities is a thought-provoking exposition of the new
relevance of the theme of interculturality. In a short span of time, we experienced
dramatic (re)construction of cultural and political identities, largely defining
themselves in opposition to each other. This did not happen spontaneously. There
is hardly any doubt that this process was driven forward and the contradictions
deliberately nurtured by some of the political forces in the region, and a political
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science analysis might stop at examining these political forces and the interests behind
them. This aspect involves important international geo-politics which I will leave
aside here, and also socio-structural factors that I will partly return to. But the focus
here will be on understanding the social and cultural circumstances and the level of
everyday life which produced and enabled this political process and also developed
a new political reality. Here we are not only interested in the identifications which
VHHPHG WR UHLQWHUSUHW SHRSOHV HYHU\GD\ OLYHV DQ[LHWLHV DQG OLIH H[SHULHQFHV 7KH
atrocities committed in the name of cultural identity (ethnicity, religion), the killing of
neighbours and ethnic cleansings, call strongly for all possible attempts to understand
WKHSV\FKRORJLFDOSURFHVVHVWKDWIXHODQGFUHDWHVXFKVLPSOLVWLFXQLTXHRULHQWDWLRQV
out of complex life experiences. This seems to be an important adjustment to the
ways of understanding and evaluating the process which appear in national(ist)
history writing (itself one of the collective identity productions) as well as to the
rationalistic manner of the ‘international community’ which finally condemns but
basically does not care to understand the dynamics. We want to understand the
conflicts in endogenous concepts, as a complex of historical rationalities and emotions
that have been dislocated, partly deliberately, partly by the difficulty of most actors
in understanding themselves and their own feelings. Democracy, tolerance and
humanity depend on a better understanding of what happened: a practical piece of
reconciliation, of ‘never again …’.
The political history of the Balkans is complicated but a broad overview of the
cultural and social elements involved is necessary for understanding the identity
politics. Yugoslavia was rather artificially constructed as a unified kingdom after
World War I, composed of bits and pieces from the Austro-Hungarian Empire
(Croatia, Slovenia and parts of Bosnia-Hercegovina) and the existing kingdoms
of Serbia and Montenegro. These kingdoms were not very old but had been under
Ottoman rule, Bosnia as a genuine part and the others paying tribute. In spite of the
absence or fragility of nation states, these affiliations have had some implications.
The Austro-Hungarian parts seem to have been influenced by industrialization and
PRGHUQ LQIUDVWUXFWXUH IURP WKH ODWH WK FHQWXU\ 5HOLJLRXV DIILOLDWLRQV GLIIHUHG
$XVWUR+XQJDULDQ SDUWV ZHUH LQIOXHQFHG E\ WKH 5RPDQ &DWKROLF &KXUFK 6HUELD
and Montenegro were orthodox, whereas Bosnia was Muslim. The population was
ethnically heterogeneous and there were various mixed regions. Beside Muslims,
there were both Serbs and Croats in Bosnia, Slavonia around the Danube was a
total mix of Serbs and Croats, Vojvodina was mainly inhabited by Hungarians, and
Krajina in Croatia was inhabited by Serbian peasants who had been given a piece of
land as a reward for their participation in the war against the Ottomans.
World War II activated many of the differences and contradictions in this
patchwork country. But the successful resistance to the Nazi-German invasion
established a new political leadership centred on the communist partisan movement.
5LJKWZLQJ QDWLRQDOLVW PRYHPHQWV LQ &URDWLD 8VWDãD  GLVFUHGLWHG WKHPVHOYHV E\
allying with the Axis powers. The base of the partisan movement went across ethnic,
religious and other divides, and after the war a federal republic was established with
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the intent of eradicating the many divisions by merging and bridging between the
nations and religions, while also recognizing the problems involved, as can be seen
IURPWKHPDQ\IRUPDOLQVWLWXWLRQDODUUDQJHPHQWVWRFUHDWHDQGJXDUDQWHHHTXDOLW\$
new Yugoslav national ideology emerged, later called Titoism because it projected
this intention on the former partisan leader, later president, Marshall Tito. With the
successful rejection of Stalinist domination from 1953, a leading role in the group
of non-aligned countries, and an industrial development attempting to create a
VHOIVXIILFLHQWHFRQRP\IURPPLOLWDU\HTXLSPHQWWRFRQVXPHUJRRGVµ-XJRVODYLMD¶
grew into a powerful unifying symbol both domestically and internationally. The
economy was originally a typical state-directed command economy, but after the
break with the Soviet Union a model combining market economy and socialist selfmanagement was launched and formalized in a party decision in 1964. This gave a
new momentum for the idea of Yugoslavia as a third way in the environment of cold
war and systems competition, and both the economic and cultural modernization
distinguished the country from the rest of the socialist world. During the process
of modernization, free migration took place; the mixing of peoples accelerated
and ethnic differences seemed to lose their importance. In Bosnia, which had the
most mixed population, 25% of all marriages in the 80s were of mixed ethnicity.
The public culture was generally secular. People were not very religious, neither in
terms of beliefs nor practice. International influence on communications, culture and
consumption was very strong. One never heard any significant reference to ethnicity,
except as a historical element of regional origin within the nation state. Serbo-Croat
was, until the late 80s, seen as one language, though written in two alphabets.
However, the country also remained very heterogeneous, with strong regional
differences in development, and as the authority of the partisan movement from the
war faded away, it became more difficult for the communist party to maintain control.
In everyday life there was an ambivalent relationship to the communist party and to
centralism, which also included the usual resignation in socialist countries regarding
hidden usurpation by the elite and the party. After a period of increasing wealth
stimulated by loans, foreign debt was a heavy burden, and the ability of the regime
to recover after Tito’s death was low (Potts, 1996). In spite of ambitious attempts
to create a new model of socialist self-management, the traditional party-controlled
power structure also remained dominant. Nationalism was repressed, especially
DVVXPHGUHPQDQWVRIWKHKLVWRULFDO8VWDãDIDVFLVPLQ&URDWLDDQG6HUELDQ&KHWQLN
royalism, but also ordinary democratic criticism was added to potential enemies of
WKHQHZQDWLRQVWDWH,QWKHPHDQWLPHPRGHUQL]HGTXLWHLQWHUQDWLRQDOLGHQWLWLHVZHUH
GHYHORSLQJZKHUHDV7LWRLVPZLWKLWVSDWULRWLFTXLWHPDUWLDOEXWDOVRPRUHIUDJLOH
identification increasingly seemed to be ‘the old system’ and ‘the identity of the
former generation’, de-legitimizing the regime and the federal state.
It seems clear that the unity of Yugoslavia was already being discussed in Croatia
and Slovenia, by e.g. liberals, reform-oriented communists, technocrats of the welldeveloped industry, and of course by the right-wing nationalists. In 1970/1971 there
was an uprising in Croatia which played out as a national resistance against Serbian
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dominance. It was silenced by traditional repression. A dramatic shift took place
in the late 80s. After Tito’s death, critical voices seemed to be heard more openly,
while at the same time the economy was worsening, inflation was accelerating, and
the wish to leave Yugoslavia was growing in Slovenia and Croatia. A convergence
between demands for democracy, liberation of the most competitive parts of
business, and Croatian nationalism was challenging the regime and also the unity
of the state. Nationalism started to flourish openly. The demand for democratization
and modernization was converted into a demand for national independence in
6ORYHQLDDQG&URDWLD,QWKLVVLWXDWLRQ0LORãHYLüµSOD\HGWKHQDWLRQDOLVWFDUG¶LQKLV
great speech in 1989 in Kosovo Polje, which he declared to be core homeland of the
Serbs. He shifted the focus of identification of the regime from its socialist history
from partisans to modernized self-management, over to a Serbian leadership with a
history dating back to the battle against the Ottomans. This was the trigger for the
emerging nationalist will to dissolve Yugoslavia to come out into the open.
Before that, the regime had already met Albanian demands for minority rights by
the inclusion of the province of Kosovo in the Serbian state, violating the constitution
WKH$OEDQLDQV DQG +XQJDULDQV XQOLNH RWKHU QDWLRQDOLWLHV ZHUH QRW JUDQWHG HTXDO
national rights in the institutional arrangement, but a specific regional autonomy).
7KHUHSUHVVLRQRI.RVRYRDQGHVSHFLDOO\0LORãHYLü¶SRLQWLQJRXWWKHVSHFLDOUROHRI
the Serbs in the defence of the Slavs against the Ottomans indicated the end of Titoist
LQWHUFXOWXUDOLQWHJUDWLRQ RUDWOHDVWLQVWLWXWLRQDOPXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP 0LORãHYLüKLWWKH
nationalist key to justify Serbian rule in Kosovo, but he triggered off a nationalist
wave in both Serbia and Croatia. The right wing in Croatia openly harassed people
of Serbian origin in the republic of Croatia, and also campaigned against the ‘left
wing’. A new paramilitary republican police force in Croatia soon started to develop
into an army parallel to the federal army, with weapons imported with the financial
support of Croatian diaspora. In Serbia paramilitary militias were established, partly
on the basis of Chetnik groups, partly by nationalist political leaders who recruited
RIWHQIRUPHU FULPLQDOVLQSDUDPLOLWDU\JDQJV âHãHOM$UNDQ $FLUFXODUPHFKDQLVP
of harassment, anxiety, preventive violence, and later ethnic cleansing started to
work on local levels in the minority communities in Krajina and Slavonia, later in
Bosnia-Hercegovina and Kosovo – but probably never really in the country as a
whole (see e.g. Liversage, 1996; Vulliamy, 1994). People who had been friendly
neighbours lived in fear of attack or even killed each other in the name of ethnicity
and religion.
The political mechanism rests on the combination of strong identification (Croats
seem today to be very Catholic, they go to church and confess) and the construction
of complementary social prejudices about the other nations (‘The Serbs are lazy
ZDUULRUV¶µ7KH&URDWVDUH8VWDãDV¶µ7KH%RVQLDQVZDQWWRFUHDWHDQ,VODPLFVWDWH¶ 
These prejudices were justified by historical legacy: all the hatred was allegedly
there from ancient times, and was never really reconciled. All the nationalist forces
and mutual prejudices had been controlled by Tito and when he passed away they
surfaced again. Suddenly everybody seemed to assume that the modernization of
209

H. SALLING OLESEN

the country had taken place without really influencing fundamental identities and
without any ‘civilizing’ effect.
This historical explanation seems to be a reduction, which is itself part of the
construction of prejudices. On the one hand, it makes sense to describe the political
process and warfare in terms of a regression to conflicts and identities from before
World War II, and also to describe Titoism in terms of a temporary, idealized
construction which was bound to fade one day. But it seems unlikely that the
intermediate process which relativized the ethnic and religious differences did not
leave any effects. Besides the identity construction emerging from a collective war
heroism, Yugoslavia, unlike the east European communist countries, went through a
social and cultural modernization process which was similar to the rest of (southern)
Europe. In spite of the authoritarian political structures, there was a demand within
the communist party which urged for democratization of the political system during
the 70s and 80s, more or less in line with liberal critics of the regime outside the
party. There was the attempt to design a new version of socialism with worker
self-management and market economy, and experiments with direct democracy in
SXEOLF DIIDLUV ³VDPRGRSULQRV´  KDUGO\ FRPSDUDEOH WR ODWHU H[SHULPHQWV LQ 3RUWR
Alegre and elsewhere, but still important. Yet the nationalist forces prevailed.
Later in the conflict, external European policy obviously accepted the nationalist
agenda of division; Germany promised recognition of Croatian independence
without minority guarantees, followed by the EU, and a coalition of the regime and
more or less criminal interests took over and accelerated the process, and as the
conflicts developed it was a self-fuelling mechanism (war psychology). In general
the identity politics, defining identity by ethnic, religious and national adherence,
legitimized violence and built up social prejudices in an environment which was
by and large in a modernization process, but also in a very fragile social situation.
7KHFKDOOHQJLQJTXHVWLRQLVKRZDQGZK\WKHPDVVPRELOL]DWLRQRIQDWLRQDOLVPDQG
identity policies in the first place became the dynamics of the process: What are
the emotional sources of social prejudice and identity politics? Could it possibly
KDYH GHYHORSHG GLIIHUHQWO\" 6XFK TXHVWLRQV DUH LQ WKH IRFXV RI LQWHUHVW RI WKH
psychosocietal approach.
$36<&+2'<1$0,&,17(535(7$7,212),'(17,7<32/,7,&6

In the mutual escalation of the Yugoslavian conflict in the second half of the 1980s,
nationalist discourses played an increasing role, especially in Croatia and Serbia. In
Croatia, this had been a political factor in the post-war period. In the late 1960s and
early 1970s, there was a strong call for independence in Croatia, which included
left-wing criticism of the communist regime, democratic voices looking to the
west and downright nationalist right-wing forces. Without neglecting this, it seems
particularly interesting to investigate the Serbian identity dynamics in the 1980s.
Volkan has contributed an incisive analysis of this (Volkan, 2001). In the following,
I will discuss this analysis with the twofold interest of developing some aspects of
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it, and of elaborating on the relation between psychodynamic and societal/historical
perspectives.
Volkan has analysed the development of the Yugoslavian conflict and particularly
Serbian nationalism, within his framework of large group identity (Volkan, 2001).
Large group identity is activated when the group as such or group members are
exposed to a violation or a threat; this situation is likely to produce a collective
defensive reaction similar to splitting, in the form of prejudiced imaginations about
other large groups and a reinforced identification with one’s own group. Volkan
applies this analysis to Serbian references to the famous battle of Kosovo Polje on
28 June 1389. The real history was that Serbs (and several other people from Bosnia,
5RPDQLD DQG %XOJDULD  ZHUH KHURLFDOO\ ILJKWLQJ WKH 2WWRPDQV WKH 6HUEV ZHUH
defeated, but they were able to delay the consecutive surrender of Serbian kingdoms
to the Ottomans. This battle is a myth in Serbian history, and the date of the battle (28
June) has been the occasion of the staging of significant later events: a secret treaty
in 1876 with the Austro-Hungarian Empire about fighting the Ottomans, and more
spectacularly, the assassination of Prince Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914. Volkan
argues that this myth in fact rearranges historical facts; the real battle and the heroic
deeds which are celebrated were separated from the real surrender of Serbia under
the Ottomans by some forty years. However, precisely the fact that they have been
integrated into the construction of the myth colours our understanding of the social
function of the myth: it epitomizes a Serbian self-understanding of being the real
defenders of Christianity against Muslims and also the identity of being the heroic
YLFWLPV9RONDQQDPHVWKHVWRU\WROGLQWKHP\WKD³FKRVHQWUDXPD´ 9RONDQ 
He argues that this trauma has been celebrated and told and trans-generationally
reproduced over centuries, strengthening the large group identification of Serbs.
In the recent conflict it was deliberately used in the nurturing of Serbian
QDWLRQDOLVP7KHFHQWUDOH[DPSOHLV0LORãHYLü¶VVSHHFKRQWKH\HDUDQQLYHUVDU\
of the nominated date of this battle, 28.06.1989. At this time the dissolution of
Yugoslavia was lurking, and the federal leadership had already, contrary to the
constitution, included Vojvodina and Kosovo in the federal state of Serbia. In
Kosovo the conflict was between the majority of ethnic Albanians and a Serbian
minority, and Milosevic’s message was clear: he pronounced Kosovo the heartland
of Serbia with reference to the battle 600 years ago, and he spoke (for the first time
I think) of using armed force to maintain the unity of Yugoslavia. This speech was
highly relevant to the development of the conflict. In Croatia and Slovenia, it was
perceived as a direct claim for the leadership in the name of Serbian nationalism
rather than the communist party, the partisan movement, etc., as institutionalized in
the federal state, and it pushed the desire for independence/separation forwards in
DVSLUDO0LORãHYLüDUJXLQJLQQDWLRQDOLVWWHUPVDOVRMXVWLILHG&URDWLDQQDWLRQDOLVP
The nationalist agenda was not entirely new, and there could of course be rational
DUJXPHQWV DQG SDUWLDO LQWHUHVWV ZKLFK TXHVWLRQHG WKH VXVWDLQDELOLW\ RI WKH IHGHUDO
republic. Yugoslavia was in deep economic crisis, the legitimacy of the communist
SDUW\ZDVGHFOLQLQJDQGWKHXQLW\RIWKHIHGHUDOVWDWHKDGEHHQTXHVWLRQHGIURPVHYHUDO
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VLGHV%XWWKHGHFLVLYHG\QDPLFVWKDWDURXVHGWKHGHIHQVLYHVWUHQJWKRIWKH³ODUJH
JURXSLGHQWLW\´ZDVDFFRUGLQJWR9RONDQ¶VDQDO\VLVWKHV\VWHPDWLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
of a connection between Muslim Bosnians and Turks/Muslims which recalled the
historical colonization of the Slavic peoples by the Ottoman Empire. This narrative
was being spread in many forms, feeding anxiety and aggression, suggesting but not
stating explicitly (and thus open to debate) that a new contemporary conflict was
approaching. In Volkan’s analysis, the main way of appealing to Serbian large group
identity was the reference to the historical war against the Ottomans and the battle
RI.RVRYR3ROMH7KHSURSDJDQGDIROORZHGWKHVFKHPHRI5RODQG%DUWKHV¶WKHRU\
of mythology on a semantic level (Barthes, 1957), in this case obviously activating
unconscious identifications and projections.
9RONDQSODFHVDVWURQJHPSKDVLVRQ0LORãHYLü¶VDGRSWLRQRIWKH6HUELDQQDWLRQDO
WUDXPD+HUHIHUVWRDSV\FKRORJLFDOVKLIWLQ0LORãHYLü¶VDSSHDUDQFHDWDSDUWLFXODU
party conference in Kosovo in 1987, where the conflict between the Albanian majority
and the Serbian minority had come to a head, describing his reaction as a kind of
UHYHODWLRQ³0LORVHYLFDSSDUHQWO\FDPHRXWRIWKLVH[SHULHQFHDWUDQVIRUPHGSHUVRQ
clad in the ‘armor’ RI 6HUELDQ QDWLRQDOLVP´ 9RONDQ   6XGGHQO\ RYHUQLJKW
0LORãHYLüLGHQWLILHGZLWKWKH6HUELDQ³FKRVHQWUDXPD´DQGGUHZWKHFRQVHTXHQFHV
in the form of a nationalist policy. This can be seen in line with Volkan’s more
general analysis of the dialectic between the identification of members with the large
group and the constraints it places on the leadership. Volkan has a long record of
assisting in difficult arbitrations in fixed conflicts around the world, and he sees how
the psychological carriage castle lays constraints on leaders who are forced to or are
seeking to reach a liveable handling of hostile relations between two different large
groups (Volkan, 2009). One might say that he implicitly applies a perspective of
political leadership that may seek to mobilize the large group identity as a political
WRROEXWPD\DOVRFRPHXQGHUSUHVVXUHIURPLWLQWKH³GLSORPDWLFFRQIOLFWUHVROXWLRQ´
,QWKH6HUELDQFDVHKHVHHV0LORãHYLüDVWKHOHDGHULJQLWLQJWKHLGHQWLILFDWLRQ
$VDFRQVHTXHQFH9RONDQDVVLJQVJUHDWLPSRUWDQFHWRWKHLQGLYLGXDOSV\FKRG\QDPLF
SURFHVV RI 0LORãHYLü7KLV DQDO\VLV VHHPV SDUDGR[LFDOO\ FRQILQHG WR WKH LQGLYLGXDO
SV\FKRORJLFDOOHYHO7KHDQDO\VLVRI0LORãHYLü¶VLQGLYLGXDOSV\FKHRQWKHEDFNJURXQG
of being a child of a dysfunctional family may well be correct, but it seems reasonable
WRLQWHUSUHW0LORãHYLüDOVRDVDEHDUHURIDVRFLHWDOG\QDPLFVLQWKHVLWXDWLRQ+HLVD
YHU\VNLOOHGSROLWLFLDQZKRZKHQ SHUKDSVVXGGHQO\ LQDTXLWHGLUHVLWXDWLRQVHQVHV
the power of the myth, and thereby the chance to shift his political base into Serbian
nationalism. By activating the myth of the trauma from 1389 he ignites a fire, but the
fuel for this fire is contemporary and societal.
If we see the trauma not as caused by the historical events and simply historically
remembered, but as a reproduction of meaning in identity processes over centuries,
we must seek to understand not only the psychodynamic mechanism of defensive
LGHQWLILFDWLRQ ZKLFK H[SODLQV LWV HIIHFWLYHQHVV EXW DOVR WKH ³QHHGV´ RI ³RUGLQDU\
SHRSOH´WKDWZHUHIXOILOOHGE\DGRSWLQJLW:HPXVWDQDO\VHWKHVKLIWLQJFLUFXPVWDQFHV
that have been subjectively mediated in it at any time in this transmission, including
212

&8/785$/,'(17,7</($51,1*$1'62&,$/35(-8',&(

the contemporary context. There is no doubt that Serbian nationalism also existed
as an undercurrent in Serbian society in the days of Titoism, and this could be
XQGHUVWRRG DV DQ LGHQWLILFDWLRQ RI OLPLWHG JURXSV LQ 6HUELD 0LORãHYLü JDYH LW D
new political range, and so far his individual conviction is important. But from a
SV\FKRVRFLHWDO DSSURDFK WKH PRVW LQWHUHVWLQJ DVSHFW RI 0LORãHYLü¶V LQGLYLGXDO
FRQVFLRXV DQG XQFRQVFLRXV PRWLYHV LV KLV UROH DV WKH ³PHGLXP´ RI D VRFLHWDO
damburst, where national and religious identification could become all-pervasive.
What were the societal circumstances that enabled the shift? And especially: What
were the subjective experiences of these societal factors in the broad masses of the
people to which he gave a political direction? And of course at the end of the day:
Could they have been interpreted differently, leading to more a peaceful handling of
the societal difficulties and the divisions in the population?
Why is the understanding of the subjective dynamics of ordinary people important?
Because, on the one hand, it provides an understanding of the conditions for the
social prejudices that the manipulative leader can work with. But also because the
potential for alternatives to the development of social prejudices must reside in the
same subjective experience.
02'(51,=$7,210$6&8/,1,7<$1''()(16,9(,'(17,7<%8,/',1*

I shall attempt a modest approach to some of the historical circumstances that may
have been involved in some of the most emotional and extreme aspects of the identity
politics, related with gender and sexuality.
The history of the western Balkans in the 19th and 20th centuries is, like that of
many other European regions, a history of people tossed around by empires and
attempts to construct or reconstruct states on the battlefield. The conglomerate state
of the southern Slavs was born to accommodate many historical identities and it may
seem plausible that the history of Yugoslavia is about the success and failure of this
construction. The dissolution of Yugoslavia was implemented as a (re)construction
of national and religious identities that allegedly had a background in history.
Similarly to the Serbian identification with the chosen trauma, Croatian national
history is claimed with reference to a short period of the Middle Ages when the area
ZDVDQDXWRQRPRXVVWDWHRUSULQFLSDOLW\XQGHU-RVLS-HODüLüDIWHUZKRPWKHFHQWUDO
VTXDUHLQ=DJUHEDQGPDQ\VWUHHWVDFURVVWKHFRXQWU\KDYHEHHQUHQDPHGDQGZKRVH
coat of arms is now part of the national flag. And this identification does not even
have the same continuity as the Serbian one.
But the history of Yugoslavia is also a history of uneven European modernization.
In spite of being a divided periphery and tossed around by the empires which
contributed large numbers of poverty migrants worldwide, these countries also
IRVWHUHG HDUO\ VFLHQWLILF FRQWULEXWLRQV 5XGMHU %RVNRYLü QRZ D &URDWLDQ QDWLRQDO
icon, was a precursor in atomic theory at a time when Croatia did not exist as a
nation state, and Nicola Tesla, who competed with Edison concerning the electricity
system in the USA (and won: AC became the dominant form of power network),
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was born in the Serbian community under Austrian rule in the region that became
later a controversial Serbian minority in Croatia. It seems that the Slavic part of
the Austro-Hungarian Empire has to some extent been the experimental scene for
early industrialization, whereas those regions that were under Ottoman rule until the
Balkan wars in the early 20th century were left in peace as long as they paid tribute
to the Sultan, and hence remained less affected by modernization.
The socialist republic established after World War II was part of the Eastern
bloc in the first phase, but broke the bonds with Stalin even before the cold war
divisions became all-pervasive. It was created on the basis of the communist partisan
movement across all the divisions of ethnicity and religion, and the multicultural
heterogeneity was carefully balanced in the institutional structure, respecting most
ethnicities, religions, nationalities and languages. The historical remnants of the
different past within the two empires left a certain difference between the northern
and southern parts of the country, but the federal republic secured financing from the
more wealthy parts of the country in the form of investments in the southern regions.
Especially after the break with the Soviet Union, the new Yugoslavia underwent a
modernization process, based on industrialization, a liberal market economy and
western cultural influence. The ethnic and religious differences seemed to fade
and were overshadowed by differences between industrialized urban and rural
agricultural communities. This rapid modernization was similar to elsewhere in
Europe and the communist power monopoly was hardly more totalitarian than the
regimes in several southern European countries. Nevertheless, when confidence in
a progressive unified Yugoslav state crumbled, it elicited national (and religious)
identifications. We have seen similar situations where identifications with more
or less real historical past events have become drivers of political processes, and
this fits well with the theory of large group identity presented by V. Volkan: in
crises, belonging to a large group produces stronger identification and reinforced
delimitation and hostility with regard to others. The obvious political translation
of this collective defence mechanism is the idea of ethnic cleansing and separation
of people based on which large group they belong to. This mechanism remains
active even at a relatively low level of conflict; recently attempts to finally settle the
separation of Kosovo from Serbia are taking place as a negotiation about exchanging
two regions so that each nation can get its nationals inside its own state, i.e. negotiated
ethnic cleansing. There is probably an automatic vicious circle in a conflict: much
of the mutual and accelerating ethnic violence can be seen as reactions to actual
experiences of violence once the theme has been played out, or based in more or less
UDWLRQDODQ[LHWLHVZKLFKUHTXLUHVHOIGHIHQFH%XWLWVHHPVWKDWWKH<XJRVODYFLYLO
war was driven by a particular aggression, especially in Bosnia, an aspect of specific
cruelty which pursued the annihilation of the other population, cf. the massacre in
Srebrenica. Obviously it was rooted in very fundamental feelings, such as anxiety
and a feeling of potential annihilation if action is not taken.
But which contemporary experiences make these events comprehensible? It
seems that a focus on gender can be a key to understanding some of the emotional
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dimensions of the forms of conflict. Especially in Bosnia, but also in the rest of the
conflict, there were many sexual violations, including sexual humiliation of both
women and men of the other side, systematic rape, and a deliberate aim at ‘ethnic
warfare’ by making women pregnant. These phenomena go far beyond the level of
all ‘ordinary’ war psychology phenomena of drunken and undisciplined soldiers in a
civil, undeclared and lawless war, which is of course the general context. According to
9RONDQ¶VDQDO\VLVRIWKHXVHRIWKH³FKRVHQWUDXPD´IRUQXUWXULQJWKHHWKQLFDOFRQIOLFW
there was a direct reference in Serbian propaganda to the reproductive capacity of the
Bosnian Muslims – a rhetoric known from campaigns preceding genocide elsewhere
but also from the general demonization of immigrant groups today.
To understand these phenomena it is especially interesting to bring in a historical
context of masculine identity. On the one hand, some of the ideas of national and
ethnic identity are closely related with masculine forms of identity building even in
times of peace, most obviously in the Serbian nationalism of Chetniks, who identified
themselves as soldiers or fighters. These groups formed and probably dominated the
Serbian militias. But one might also see a masculinity identity of an agrarian society
in the territorial forms of domination inherited in ethnic cleansing.
On the other hand, some of the forms of conflict have very clear sexual aspects
of domination (in extreme cases, in systematic rapes and ideas about bio-warfare).
It seems obvious to see these phenomena as indicators of a threatened masculinity
which was not only reserved for subcultural social outcasts, and not only a
SDUWLFXODUO\EDFNZDUGDQGXQGHUFLYLOL]HGSHRSOH5DWKHULWFRXOGEHLQWHUSUHWHGDV
DPRUHGXUDEOHDQGVWLOOPDLQWDLQHGIHHOLQJDVDFRQVHTXHQFHRIWKHPRGHUQL]DWLRQ
process which undermines such traditional male roles.
With modernization, masculine identities go through a fundamental change. The
detachment from means of production and the location (the land), internalization
of the abstraction of time and instrumental action, wage labour as the form of
social reproduction, etc. have to be learned, and have been learned with capitalist
modernization (Vester, 1974; Willis, 1977). This process also took place in Yugoslavia,
in a rapid development, but in different contexts – in some regions, especially in
the south, the development was extremely uneven between industrial plants and
cities, and backward agriculture. New gender relations also evolved, such as women
entering the labour market, and the cultural gender relations rapidly modernizing,
ZKLFKZDVH[WUHPHO\GLIIHUHQWIURPHJ5XVVLD,QJHQHUDOPDOHLGHQWLW\LVKHDOHG
by adopting the role as breadwinner and wage labour – but when economic decline
more broadly deprives people of this vision of a future, then it hits back. In this sense
the modernization process may have paved the way for the regressive reaction to the
economic and social decline. National identification and the accompanying social
prejudices render legitimacy to a regressive masculinity, and maybe to a restauration
of masculine identity as a ‘solution’ to many other identity problems, which had not
been well accommodated in the previous years.
Many young men migrated to Germany, Scandinavia and elsewhere, and those
who stayed were vulnerable. It seems as if the social base for Serbian militant
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nationalism is an extremely regressive masculine culture, which found pride in
the old Chetnik warrior traditions. This type of potentially violent masculinity was
activated and legitimized, first in supporting their fellow Serbs in Krajina, then
intervening in/creating a civil war in Slavonia and finally in escalating the violence
in Bosnia (and later also in Kosovo). In a division of labour which the Federal
Army – also dominated by Serbian officers, but for some time defending the federal
state and maybe also faithful to the Titoist constitution – the militias performed the
illegal and aggressive work that the army would not (openly) take. The militias,
which were nothing but criminal gangs and frustrated but armed young men, played
a significant role in creating anxiety and defining conflicts as nationalist conflicts.
Serbian nationalism has a certain mix of this archaic warrior culture and a peasant
culture, which had a strong tradition of self-defence in relation to the Ottoman
Empire, fostering a warrior ideology, which in its core is a territorial defensive
ideology. But in this situation it became the spark that ignited the flames. I believe
that the ethnic Serbs in Krajina were from the beginning just anxious about their
situation in a possibly independent Croatia, because they already saw the nationalist
nature of this new state. At the time of detaching Krajina within Croatia, all within
WKH )HGHUDO 5HSXEOLF RI<XJRVODYLD KDUDVVPHQW DQG UHSUHVVLRQ E\ QDWLRQDOLVWV LQ
Croatia was strong and visible. In this situation the Serbs regressed into territorial
self-defence, easily recognized as peasants defending their land. But they then
received more aggressive support from Serbian militia groups. The mechanism of
large group identification explains how self-defence is converted into more active
and aggressive agency by people who had previously been peaceful citizens.
I consider that the right wing in Croatia could, though a little more subtly, also be
seen as a specific regression in gender relations: the restauration of authoritarianism
went hand in hand with the strong confessional turn to Catholicism and the diaspora
building national armed forces. I think the fuel of these cultural shifts could also be
understood in the context of a blocked development of the wage labour masculinity;
an economic crisis and unemployment found a satisfactory explanation in the idea
that the (lazy and backward) southerners were receiving all the money with the help
of a rotten regime in Belgrade, which had already even declared the Serbs to be the
leading force of the country. Croatian mainstream nationalism contains a superior
self-understanding in relation to Serbs and other Balkan peoples.
Troubled masculinity is not the only societal potential for the strong development
of a large group identity in Volkan’s sense, but it is clearly one of those vulnerabilities
that can be reinterpreted by splitting and social prejudice, and it became also an
automotive dynamics in accelerating the cruelty of the warfare.
CONCLUSION

My intention is not to ‘explain’ the dynamics of a cultural conflict through the
masculinity issue. But it provides an interesting ‘window’ into the link between
psychodynamic processes and societal circumstances. Masculinity seems to illustrate
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the crossroads of a historical learning process and those temporary subjective
processes of dealing with one’s own life that form the ground for politicization of
subjectivity. The actual history was the activation of a particular psychodynamics
in a specific historical situation. But had there not been a heritage of obsolete
masculinity – out of phase with a modern, intercultural reality – that could be ignited
as a power strategy, the crisis in Yugoslav society might have taken another turn. We
can compare with e.g. Portugal, where the army with a hope for a democratic future
overturned the dictatorship in 1974.
In the wider context of how to understand identity politics, it seems that Volkan’s
theory of collective defence mechanisms and the dynamics of large group identification
in combination with an analysis of contemporary societal conditions and people’s
subjective handling of critical conditions may enable deeper understanding of a
phenomenon which seems hardly understandable. The analysis that horrible identity
politics have their background in changing gender relations and threatened masculinity
DVDFRQVHTXHQFHRIPRGHUQL]DWLRQGRHVQRWMXVWLI\WKHVHSROLWLFV%XWLWJLYHVXVDQ
insight into the psychosocietal processes whereby ideas and practices that used to be
limited to very marginal groups under certain circumstances can become mainstream
identifications. It is also related to much less spectacular forms of defence: families
are divided, and public rhetoric and consciousness become explicitly revanchist. The
politicization of subjectivity is in no way bound to be such a murderous regression;
understanding its dynamic genesis is however the first condition for reflecting on and
integrating feelings that might otherwise become destructive.
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A PSYCHOSOCIAL MATERIALISM
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12. SOCIALIZATION, LANGUAGE, AND SCENIC
UNDERSTANDING
Alfred Lorenzer’s Contribution to a Psychosocietal Methodology

,1752'8&7,21

The chapter is a guided tour to Alfred Lorenzer’s proposal for an ‘in-depth
hermeneutic’ cultural analysis methodology which was launched in an environment
with an almost complete split between social sciences and psychology/psychoanalysis.
It presents the background in his materialist socialization theory, which combines
a social reinterpretation of the core insights in classical psychoanalysis – the
XQFRQVFLRXVWKHGULYHV±ZLWKDWKHRU\RIODQJXDJHDFTXLVLWLRQ+LVPHWKRGRORJ\
is based on a transformation of the ‘scenic understanding’ from a clinical to a text
interpretation, which seeks to understand collective unconscious meaning in text,
and is presented with an illustration of the interpretation procedure from social
research. Then follows a brief systematic account of key concepts and ideas –
interaction forms, engrams, experience, symbolization, language game, utopian
imagination – with an outlook to the social theory connections to the Frankfurt
School. The practical interpretation procedure in a Lorenzer-based psychosocietal
research is briefly summarized, emphasizing the role of the researcher subjects in
discovering socially unconscious meaning in social interaction. Finally an outlook to
contemporary epistemological issues. Lorenzer’s approach to theorize and research
the subject as a socially produced entity appears as a psychosocietal alternative to
mainstream social constructivism.
7+(/$1'6&$3(%()25($1'$5281'/25(1=(5

In their important and influential book The Social Construction of Reality, Berger
and Luckmann (1966) seek to create a holistic social theory, which recognizes the
social significance of human agency and consciousness by synthesizing the macrosocietal perspective of knowledge sociology with G. H. Mead’s micro-perspective of
PHDQLQJIXODJHQF\DQGVRFLDOSV\FKRORJ\,QDQLQWHUHVWLQJQRWHWKH\TXLWHVWURQJO\
ban recent attempts to synthesize Marxism and psychoanalysis:
There is a considerable irony in the fact that, of late, neo-Marxist theoreticians
have been seeking a liaison with Freudian psychology (which is fundamentally
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incompatible with the anthropological presuppositions of Marxism), completely
oblivious of the existence of a Meadian theory of the dialectic between society
and the individual that would be immeasurably more congenial to their own
approach. For a recent example of this ironic phenomenon, cf. Georges Lapassade,
/¶HQWUpHGDQVOD9LH 3DULV(GVGH0LQXLW  %HUJHU /XFNPDQQ
p. 218, note 25)
Symbolic interactionism, inspired from phenomenology, and action sociology
primarily sees society as conscious and meaningful agency in the life world and
Berger and Luckmann (1966) argue that knowledge sociology provides the
understanding of how agency makes up the foundation for societal structure through
a process of sedimentation and/or reification. Obviously they see Mead’s social
psychology as the concept best theorizing the subjectivity of agency. Their account
of socialization is almost exclusively about the societal imprint on the individual
agent – cf. the reference to Mead. The role of subjectivity in history (and B&L’s
theory is actually also a historical account of the emergence of society) remains
ODUJHO\XQWKHRUL]HGLQLWVRZQULJKWDQGWKH\H[SOLFLWO\DQGYHU\TXLFNO\DEVWDLQ
IURPHODERUDWLQJ³DJHQXLQHO\GLDOHFWLFVRFLDOSV\FKRORJ\´ZKLFKWKH\DGPLWZRXOG
be the proper alternative to the alliance they despise (p. 230, note7).
They continue, in another note:
There is a fundamental dichotomy between the conception of man as a selfproducing being and conception of ‘human nature’. This constitutes a decisive
anthropological difference between Marx and any properly sociological
perspective on the one hand (especially one that is grounded in Meadian social
psychology) and Freud and most non-Freudian psychological perspectives on
the other. (p. 220, note 7)
It is a bit strange, in view of Berger and Luckmann’s ambitious project, to launch
such theoretical demarcations in a note. I tend to see these comments as symptoms
of a latent awareness of a problem – a stone in the shoe – a problem that has not
been thematized before but presses itself into the horizon of Berger and Luckmann’s
otherwise extremely embracing and integrative work.
The point about Freud is beyond dispute, but also obsolete. Apart from the one work
mentioned we may after all assume that most of the psychoanalysts that European
Marxists approached in the 1960’s already theorized psychodynamics socially, and
were politically and theoretically committed to an emancipatory thinking in which
human agency and consciousness was essential (e.g. Mitscherlich, 1963). Berger
and Luckmann might also have noticed, at the opposite side of the gorge, Erikson’s
(1950) development of a cultural psychology as an attempt to understand the
dialectic between the individual and society on a psychoanalytic ground – although
in the first place limited to child socialization and kept within a developmental
psychology framework. In Europe the ethno-psychoanalysts simultaneously
analysed the dialectic between individual and society in the remote Dogon-culture
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3DULQ0RUJHQWKDOHU 0DWWKp\ GHIDFWRGHILQLQJSHUVRQDOLW\VWUXFWXUHVDV
a result of cultural environment – later generalized into a revised psychodynamic
theory (Parin, 1983).
These comments from 1966 remind about the fundamental challenge connected
with the conception of subjectivity and the relation between individual and society in
a social science landscape where the disciplinary domains separated knowledge of the
individual from knowledge about society. It may also reflect an enduring prejudiced
tendency to see psychoanalysis as a closed community, not recognizing the very
fundamental ongoing discussions between Freudian psychoanalysts and several
re-interpretations of the origins of the inner psychic structures. In this landscape
it appears even more remarkable, that Alfred Lorenzer developed a theory which
took the challenge to develop a social reinterpretation of Freud’s basic ideas on a
materialistic ground which might easily be mistaken for a biological and deterministic
in the way Berger and Luckmann (1966) obviously see the psychoanalysis.
When we have focused on Lorenzer within a broad and multiple tradition of
combining a Marxian analysis of society (Frankfurt School critical theory) and
psychodynamic theorizing of the subject it has two interrelated reasons. One is
that he has been particularly productive for the development of a methodology
RIHPSLULFDOTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFK7KHRWKHURQHLVWKDWKLVVRFLDOL]DWLRQWKHRU\E\
focusing on language at the same time as maintaining a clearly materialistic view
on the body as well as on the socio-material structure of society has provided a key
contribution to theoretical and epistemological issues of social science, that have
become articulated much later. We shall come back to this at the end of this chapter.
$/)5('/25(1=(5¶6,17(//(&78$/-2851(<

Alfred Lorenzer (1922–2002) came from the background of being a medical
psychiatrist, trained in psychoanalysis on a Freudian background. As a doctor and
SV\FKRDQDO\VW KH WRRN DQ HDUO\ LQWHUHVW LQ VRFLHWDO FULWLTXH DQG FXOWXUDO WKHRU\
taking to task the Frankfurt School of thought and its critical theory. Understanding
subjective structure as influenced by societal conditions increasingly came to
dominate his theoretical thoughts. As early as 1970, he criticized the psychoanalytical
concept of ‘symbol’ (1970a), placed it in a linguistic science context (1970b)
DQG VXEVHTXHQWO\ H[SDQGHG WKH DSSOLFDWLRQ RI LW LQWR VRFLDOL]DWLRQ WKHRU\  
epistemology (1974) and cultural analysis (1986). The red thread of his contribution
is to provide a ground for a social interpretation of the basic psychodynamic forces
without giving up the radical insights in Freud’s theory. The first step in this chain
from psychoanalysis to societal theory was an interactionist theory of socialization
(1972) in which he reconceptualized these psychodynamic forces which in classical
psychoanalysis since Freud were seen as biological, result of natural drives.
Lorenzer established a dialectical theory according to which they were results of the
social interaction, in the first place between infant and mother (caring person), and
thereby also enabled an understanding of the unconscious – the most radical element
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in psychoanalysis – as a result of the symbolic interaction. The following works
developed methodological ideas for an endogenous understanding of the subjective
GLPHQVLRQVRIVRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQDQGODQJXDJH±TXLWHRSSRVLWHWRWKHGLUHFWLRQ)UHXG
took in meta-psychological and cultural theory.
The point of departure in Lorenzer’s relevance to current theoretical, social
and political issues is the Copernican turn of the Freudian theory which had been
initiated by a number of psychoanalysts: In continuation of Freud he analyses the
development of the structure of personality as ‘representing experiences of bodily
interactions’ (1972, p. 17). But whereas Freud saw their impact in the psyche, as
predominantly distortion, disturbance and blocking of (biological) drives in the
subject Lorenzer sees these social interactions and the bodily experiences of them as
a dialectical shaping of the drives into a subject, and the resulting psychic dynamics
as highly social phenomena. The individual sensual experiences of social relations
and meanings in immediate interaction are connected with the wider social world
in the form of symbols. The issues of psychotherapy, disturbances of the psychic
development, were reinterpreted as disturbances of the possibility to symbolize
individual sensual experiences in socially recognized language. Lorenzer’s critical
reinterpretation of the psychic disturbances are expressed in the early book titles ‘Kritik
GHV SV\FKRDQDO\WLVFKHQ 6\PEROEHJULIIV¶ &ULWLTXH RI WKH 3V\FKRDQDO\WLF &RQFHSW
RI 6\PERO  DQG µ6SUDFK]HUVW|UXQJ XQG 5HNRQVWUXNWLRQ¶ /DQJXDJH 'HVWUXFWLRQ
DQG5HFRQVWUXFWLRQ ±ERWKIURP2QWKHRQHKDQGHQDEOLQJDUHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
RI WKH SV\FKRWKHUDSHXWLF WDVN WKLV FULWLTXH RQ WKH RWKHU KDQG RSHQV D QHZ ZD\
of theorizing the psychodynamic aspects of societal relations. Symbolic/cultural
meaning (for the individual) is seen as a complex mediation of social interaction
and sensual experience, and has conscious as well as unconscious aspects. Later
Lorenzer developed further his key concept of ‘interaction forms’ to understand the
inner, pre-linguistic experiences of practices and relations. These interaction forms
are connected with the socially recognized language to form symbolic interaction
forms, and the developing of capacity for symbolic production can be seen as an
integrated aspect of socialization. This understanding of the early socialization
process enables Lorenzer to see language, interaction and bodily (drive) processes
in their wider societal context – and we can add an epistemological perspective: In
the context of a constructivist social science it enables us to see how ideas about
societal relations are embodied in the individual socialization. Lorenzer’s thoughts
on the role of language in subject constitution build on the theorem of language
games, which he took up from the works of Ludwig Wittgenstein and developed
further. Language is anchored in concrete social practice in a dialectic unit of
language use, everyday life practice and view of the world (Weber, 2010). Language
games are thus defined as the interface at which subjective and objective structures
LQWHUDFW7KHTXHVWLRQRIWKHFRQVWLWXWLRQRIODQJXDJHJDPHVLVWKHUHIRUHDOVRRQH
which addresses the constitution of the relationship between individual and society.
Looked at in this way, language and awareness are inseparably linked with social
practice. If the constitution of language games is seen as integral to the development
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of subjective structures under objective conditions, then the individual subject can
be understood and deciphered using its ex ante social reference.
Lorenzer’s contribution to the methodology gains a wider perspective by theorizing
the genesis of the correspondence between unconscious dynamics in the subject
and unconscious or unintended dimensions of societal and cultural processes. What
is in the first place mainly a material theory of socialization – which unlike many
other theories does not see the social shaping of the individual as assimilation to
social structure – is in the second place a radical epistemology of societal dynamics.
Lorenzer’s theory of language games and his meta-psychological and methodological
notions are closely linked with the search for opportunities for epistemic reconstruction
of suppressed social relationships, which are (societally) imprinted in the (many
individual) psyches and in their interaction. Lorenzer in brief draws the attention
to the hermeneutic methodology of psychoanalytic understanding. The immediate
inspiration is offered by an interpretation of interaction and cultural meaning in a way
inspired by psychoanalytic interpretation, namely ‘scenic understanding’ whose further
methodological foundations and methodical implementation will be taken up further
in this chapter. Lorenzer separates the methodological principles of psychoanalysis –
simultaneous attention, free association and the concepts of transfer and countertransfer – from the clinical context of doctor-patient relationships, and transfers them
to social and cultural scientific practice. He thus emphasizes the methodological
experience as opposed to direct transfers of theoretical models since, in his view, these
cannot be transferred from one field to another.
The socialization theory was Lorenzer’s first distinguishing contribution. It builds
the theoretical foundation for the development of a psychosocietal interpretation
method with inspiration from the psychoanalytical interpretation of individuals.
During the 1970’s his work was widely cited and read both in Germany and abroad
(notably the Scandinavian Countries) and today, his ideas continue to inform a
YLJRURXVWUDGLWLRQRIFXOWXUDODQDO\VLVDQGVRFLDOUHVHDUFK /HLWKlXVHU 9ROPHUJ
/HLWKlXVHU0RUJHQURWK%HUHVZLOO/RUHQ]HU
1971, 1972, 1974, 1977, 1986, 2006; Prokop et al., 2009). A number of Scandinavian,
especially Danish, researchers have published work directly referring to this tradition,
or using the methods more or less in accord less in accordance with it, most of it
published in Danish. For an overview see Weber (1996, 2007, 2009, 2010); Salling
Olesen (2004, 2007a, 2007b, 2011) and Weber and Salling Olesen (2001, 2002).
However, Lorenzer is little known outside German speaking communities. To the
best of my knowledge, only one small example of his work has been published
LQ (QJOLVK WUDQVODWLRQ /RUHQ]HU  2UEDQ   5HFHQWO\ DQRWKHU WH[W KDV EHHQ
introduced, translated and posted in the internet (Lorenzer, 1981; Schaffrik, 2002).
But ‘in-depth Hermeneutic analysis’ remains largely unfamiliar to English-speaking
audiences. When we in a joint research network explored the parallels between
this tradition and pioneering work in the Anglophone psychosocial research (e.g.
Hollway & Jefferson, 2000), the language based a-symmetry was obvious and it
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seemed imperative to provide access to some of the non-Anglophone research
tradition to a wider audience.
In the following we will concentrate on the methodological impulse from
cultural analysis in social research. In a late stage of his work, in the key text in
‘Kulturanalysen’ (1986), he coins the notion of ‘Tiefenhermeneutische Kulturanalyse’,
which focusses on the systematic reconstruction of unconscious meaning dimensions
in analysis of literary texts. This text played a significant role in the intensive
multilingual discourse in our research network between Danish, German and British
researchers, of which half were nonGerman-speaking, facilitated by a translation
(by Mechthild Bereswill and Christine Morgenroth, unpublished). The book as a
whole is a collective work with a number of case studies, mainly on literary texts, but
also one (by Søren Nagbøl) extending the horizon to architecture. ‘Kulturanalysen’
(Cultural Analyses) summarizes the contribution of his interaction theory extensions
of psychoanalysis from the 1960s and 1970s and may be read as the key text to
the complex meta-theoretical ideas that have proven useful in empirical studies in
many areas of social life under the general heading of ‘Tiefenhermeneutik’ (in-depth
hermeneutic).
Lorenzer believes this is where what he calls the ‘hard and provocative work’
SI LQWKHSV\FKRDQDO\WLFDOFULWLTXHRIVRFLHW\DQGFXOWXUHHQWHUV+HVHHV
the position of psychoanalysis between differing disciplines against whose borders
it grates. The ‘conflict potential’ of a psychoanalytic approach traditionally arises
from revealing the social constraints a subject faces, but, more importantly, how
desires and past experiences may influence e.g. cultural productions like literature.
Lorenzer here emphasizes the difference between a therapeutic and a social or
literary discovery process: ‘Where therapy is concerned, the origin [of the subject]
is investigated by asking: how did the conflict arise in the case of this individual?
,QFXOWXUDODQDO\VLVKRZHYHUWKHTXHVWLRQLVZKDWNLQGRIFRQIOLFWDUHZHGHDOLQJ
with? The focus is on the conflict between unconscious desires and conscious values’
(ibid., p. 67).
In fact the notion of conflict in the last sentence might be a bit misleading in
translation – in Lorenzer’s German text it reads ‘Auseinandersetzung zwischen’,
which implies ‘intensive interrelation’ or ‘interaction between’ in the sense of
connecting rather than a conflict between two independent opposing parties, or in
philosophical terms: It is an intrinsic rather than an extrinsic relation. In Lorenzer’s
thinking the relation between the conscious and the unconscious levels of the
subject is more complex than just being a conflict. They are both influenced by
experiences in the past, and conscious and unconscious dynamics interrelate in the
ongoing processing of cognitive and emotional aspects of experiences. Unconscious
dynamics which refer to contradictions experienced in the past (and hence of cultural
and societal nature), which may have become unconscious, while their conflictual
meaning may have been transferred to another content are particularly important in
the original therapeutic context. But the very existence of unconscious dynamics
which are of cultural and societal nature, and that they remain in interaction with
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meaning making and conscious engagements in the present is the important insight
for interpretation of social interaction and cultural meanings. Lorenzer and his
colleagues eventually demonstrates this potential in interpretation of arts products,
but the insights in societal nature of the subjective processes opens a door to interpret
QRWRQO\FXOWXUDOSURGXFWVEXWWRLQWHUSUHWLQWHUYLHZVDQGRWKHUTXDOLWDWLYHPDWHULDO
from empirical research of a wide range of more profane social practices and spheres.
,1'(37++(50(1(87,&&8/785$/$1$/<6,6

Alfred Lorenzer’s introduction article ‘Tiefenhermeneutische Kulturanalysen’ in the
book Kulturanalysen (1986) is as close as he comes to spell out a methodology.
Basically he points to the hermeneutic (interpretational) nature of the form of
understanding which is used in psychoanalytical therapeutic practice, generalizes
it in what he calls the ‘Scenic Understanding’, and comments the nature of this
transformation. The particular value of these thoughts mainly become evident in
reflecting a research practice by means of researchers subjectively engaging in the
interpretation, tracing aspects of social relations which are not immediately visible
and may be not even conscious for social actors. For this reason we developed an
interpretation process example of a text which had been presented in the research
group. In the following this sample scene and our interpretation of it will be used
IRULOOXVWUDWLRQOLQNLQJRXULQWHUSUHWDWLRQVWHSVDORQJWKLVVKRUWVHTXHQFHZLWKFHQWUDO
passages of Lorenzer’s text. As it usually is the case the interpretation process became
DQLOOXVWUDWLRQLQLWVHOI±LQWHUSUHWDWLRQUHTXLUHVWKHHQJDJHPHQWRIWKHLQWHUSUHWHUVLQ
an interaction with the text which transcends the obvious meaning of the text, and
hence becomes part of the interpretation in itself. We took up a brief scene presented
in the Dubrovnik workshops by our British colleague Joanne Whitehouse, who used
TXDOLWDWLYHPHWKRGVWRVWXG\DSRSXODU\HWKLJKO\FRQWHVWHGIRUPRIPHGLDSURGXFW±
the reality TV program Big Brother, which has sparked heated debate not just in
*UHDW%ULWDLQ 5HGPDQQ :KLWHKRXVH :HZDQWHGWRLOOXVWUDWH/RUHQ]HU¶V
methodological and meta-theoretical reflections using an empirical example from
the discipline of cultural studies to show what scenic understanding might mean for
empirical analysis.
We analyzed the reaction of a female viewer as portrayed in the following scene.
We interpreted the scene as a representation, not as a factual account that can be
read at face value, and not as a transparent subjective expression. We assumed that
such representations are based on shared cultural experience and provide us with
access to subjective and social dynamics, which we attempt to reveal with the aid of
Lorenzer’s thinking.
The structure of this type of program is a closed group who is monitored in their
interaction, and the viewers are invited to vote about who should be sent home
at each stage of the show, An interviewee, Lou, reported (to Joanne) that she had
been watching an episode of Big Brother. One of the housemates, Jonny, offered a
second housemate, Adele, a cup of coffee. Adele refused in a friendly fashion but
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DV -RQQ\ ZDONHG DZD\ VKH PRXWKHG WKH ZRUGV ³)XFN RII´ WR KLV UHWUHDWLQJ EDFN
The interviewee, Lou, was so outraged by what she took to be Adele’s two-faced
behavior that she decided she would vote to have Adele evicted from the show and,
moreover, that she had to do this straight away. Because her own phone was out of
order she rushed from the house to use a public phone box on the corner of her street.
Unfortunately, the phone box was occupied and, feeling increasingly frustrated, the
interviewee started banging on the phone box door telling the person using it to
KXUU\XS³,MXVWZDQWHGKHU LH$GHOH RXW´VKHH[SODLQHGLQWKHLQWHUYLHZ
At first glance the text we looked at irritates and confuses, displays a remarkable
amount of emotion and contains a variety of action and interaction levels which all
run together. It may also provoke normative reactions in the interpreter, not least
as regards the contested TV format that attracts large numbers of viewers. The
scientific and popular controversies concerning a program like Big Brother thus
point to underlying issues of subject and society in the context of social change: on
the one hand the age-old discussion about how much influence mass media has in
JXLGLQJSHRSOH¶VDFWLRQVRQWKHRWKHUKDQGWKHPXFKPRUHLQWHUHVWLQJTXHVWLRQDERXW
how the contents of the media engage with the subjective issues of the audiences.
7KH PDQLIHVW PHDQLQJ RI WKH VHTXHQFH LV UHDGLO\ YLVLEOH ZH DUH ZLWQHVV WR DQ
emotionally loaded reaction in the context of a medially presented group player
game. The structure of the constitutes a dual scene: contestants in the containers and
contestants in front on the TV enter into a relationship with one another whereby the
TXDOLW\RIWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSVLVWKHNH\WRIXUWKHUH[FOXVLRQRULQFOXVLRQRILQGLYLGXDO
players. In other words, the publicly celebrated relationships between the inhabitants
of the container give the viewers a chance to enter into a relationship which forms
the basis for their decision on whether or not to vote for or against a particular
contestant.
There are several simplistic interpretations of the scene which are near at hand
(and the interpreting group did not evade the temptation in the first place): we
could interpret it as a confirmation of a culturally pessimistic standpoint concerning
the increasing degeneration of the mass media, or in a more or less psychological
sense as an expression of a threatened if not damaged subjectivity which comes to
light with the loss of key self-determination skills. Although different in focus they
don’t leave much space for understanding subjective agency. In a way they treat the
social agent as a patient and diagnose his/her vulnerability for social conditions.
Alfred Lorenzer provides the theoretical arguments for avoiding such premature
classifications. In Lorenzer’s work, we read that apart from the manifest and latent
meaning levels ‘texts’ house an unconscious meaning dimension which we can enter
as readers, as observers or as researchers.
The impulse in psychoanalytical therapy is to change the patient who is being
analysed. In the reader-text relationship the opposite is the case. Here it is
the reader/analyst who is subject to change. If the reader as an interpreter
acknowledges the emotional power of the text and does not stand in awe of it,
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his consciousness will be changed – at least, this is the case if he does not abuse
the text-reader relationship by simply reading into the text a pre existing and
well known version of psychoanalysis. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 28)
This distinction takes our attention in another direction. We concern ourselves
with the emotional power of the text and thus with the relationships it offers to the
readers. How do we as interpreters take up this offer? How do we react to Lou’s
description – normatively, amused or intrigued? This line of thinking may be easily
accepted when dealing with ‘fine arts’ – it resonances discussions about the criteria
RITXDOLW\LQSRHWU\HJ±EXWKHUHZHGHDOZLWKDSURIDQHQDUUDWLYHDERXWSURIDQH
WHOHYLVLRQZDWFKLQJ3RVLQJWKHVHTXHVWLRQVWRWKHLQWHUSUHWHUVRIWKHVKRUWUHVHDUFK
scene led us away from commenting and classifying the actions in the actual text per
VHDQGWRZDUGVLWVHPRWLRQDOTXDOLWLHVDQGHYRFDWLYHSRZHULQUHODWLRQWRWKHUHDGHU
$QGIXUWKHUWKHTXHVWLRQRIWKHµUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWH[WDQGUHDGHU¶DSSOLHVWRWKH
relation between the Big Brother-show and its viewers, in this case to Lou. What
is it that makes her act so impulsively? If we go by what she says, then contestant
Adele’s two-faced attitude is what made Lou want to vote Adele immediately off the
show and head out to find a telephone. According to Lou, Adele’s behavior, which
she describes as two-faced and underhandedly aggressive, sparked her unbridled
anger; she is openly aggressive and attacks another person within her action radius.
The theoretical distinction of Psychoanalysis is the theory of the unconscious
(Freud, 1915). It is actually a more complicated theory about levels of (un)
consciousness with grey zones and displacements, which in Freud’s version is a
precondition for the therapeutic process as well as for the interpretation of dreams.
The first methodical issue is to gain access to this level, not with an individual
therapeutic aim, but in order to understand its social meaning. The interpretation of
texts, be they literary works, field notes or excerpts from interviews, also constitutes
DPXOWLOD\HUHGVFHQH,QWKHFDVHLQTXHVWLRQZHUHFRQVWUXFWDGXDOVFHQHLQZKLFK
various interaction dynamics overlay one another and create a new scene in which
we as interpreters become involved relative to those dynamics. We find Lou’s
extreme over-reaction difficult to understand and tend to distance ourselves from it.
Lorenzer goes on to say that literary texts contain a provocation which goes
beyond individual and biographically specific reception patterns and points to
societal, collective motives and meaning substance:
The provocation lies in content in the text itself. As such, its impact goes beyond
the individual, it is perhaps societal-collective (gesellschaftlich-kollektiv),
possibly even spread over many epochs. The unconscious in literature under
consideration, is a collective unconscious, although admittedly not in Jung’s
sense. It consists of praxis figures (Praxisfiguren), which – as it were –
demand to enter consciousness, and contains forms of life (Lebensformen),
whose access to general consciousness has been barred and whose value,
LQ FRQVHTXHQFH KDV QRW EHHQ RSHQO\ WULHG RXW /RUHQ]HU  S  RXU
translation)
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In interactionist (social) reinterpretations of psychoanalytical theory, including
Lorenzer’s theory of socialization, the unconscious level is just as much as the
conscious a result of life history experience of social interaction. For the same reason
the unconscious is assumed to contain a potential for social imagination which goes
beyond the actual state of consciousness – either because it contains interaction
experiences that have later been excluded from consciousness, or because it contains
anticipating ideas of something ‘emerging’ which has not yet been realized in social
SUDFWLFH&RQWLQXLQJWKHSUHYLRXVTXRWDWLRQ/RUHQ]HUVD\V
These not-yet-conscious (Noch-nicht-bewusst) praxis figures – as Bloch
says – generate a utopian potential. It is the work of hermeneutics to reveal
this utopian potential and, in so doing, to take a stand against petrified
FLUFXPVWDQFHV YHUVWHLQHUWH9HUKlOWQLVVH >«@:K\GRZHSUHIHUWKHWHUPLQ
depth hermeneutics to characterize this approach? The answer is: because the
practice of in-depth hermeneutics is the distinctive feature of psychoanalytical
interpretation. … The in-depth element of the hermeneutic approach is
only to be found in psychoanalysis and underlines the central subject of
SV\FKRDQDO\WLFDOHQTXLU\WKHXQFRQVFLRXV /RUHQ]HUS
Lorenzer’s understanding of the critical and utopian potentials in the unconscious
articulates an important dimension in the thinking of critical theory or Frankfurt
6FKRRO 7KH )UDQNIXUW 6FKRRO JHQHUDOO\ VHHV WKHRUL]LQJ DQG FULWLTXH DV D NH\ WR
social imagination and utopian ideas. And since this thinking is based on materialist
assumptions it means that imagination is endogenous, i.e. must be discovered and
articulated from within societal reality, as it is condensed in Adorno’s argument in
the positivist dispute:
But if theory is not to fall prey to the dogmatism over whose discovery
scepticism – now elevated to a prohibition on thought – is always ready to
rejoice, then theory may not rest here. It must transform the concepts which
it brings, as it were, from outside into those which the objects has of itself,
into what the object, left to itself, seeks to be, and confront it with what it is.
(Adorno, 1969/1976, p. 69)
,Q +DEHUPDV¶ WKLQNLQJ WKH WHUP RI µ,GHRORJ\ &ULWLTXH¶ VSHOOV RXW WKH QHHG WR
reveal endogenous potentials for societal change through a critical analysis of social
realities themselves. Change does not come from above or from outside. But whereas
Habermas first of all sees the key in deconstructing observation and reflection of
‘petrified social relations’ and the societal institutions which make up the guises of
SRZHUVRFLDOLQHTXDOLW\DQGUHLILHGUHODWLRQV$OIUHG/RUHQ]HUORRNVIRUWKHSRWHQWLDOV
in socialized psyche, in the dynamics between the conscious and the unconscious.
And this brings the argument back to the text:
Does this imply that the unconscious is the sole aim of psychoanalytical
interpretation and that every ‘manifest/apparent meaning’, every deliberately
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intended meaning of the text the author makes, has no significance? Indeed
not, such an approach would not justify the title of a psychoanalytical literary
and cultural analysis. This collection of analyses shows that the manifest
meaning in no way can be seen as a ‘ladder’, which can be put aside in the
moment you have reached the goal ‘deep down there’. (Lorenzer,1986 p. 29,
our translation)
Lorenzer’s theoretical deliberations point to socially taboo, degenerate lifestyles
and utopian moments of social practice which while being unconsciously maintained
also emerge to influence [our] conscious, for example with the help of literary texts.
Their provocation, according to Lorenzer, lies in the fact that they transport aspects
of a collective unconscious which forces itself into the conscious. On the one hand
Lou’s arguments concerning Adele’s two-faced behavior lines up seamlessly with
the socially accepted meaning pattern of good or bad behavior. But the emotional
charge ‘beyond the boundaries of language’ in the vehement desire to be rid of the
other woman goes far beyond such socially acknowledge configuration. To have
Adele thrown off the show, Lou is prepared to throw an unknown stranger out of the
telephone box.
So what is it that forces itself into consciousness? The TV show (cultural
meaning) elicits unconscious desires and identifications (interaction forms) which
influence the agency and produces an intense ambivalence. The reconstruction
of this ambivalence helps to reveal the unconscious in the text. We will address
the interpretation procedure in more detail later. For the time being, however, we
will stay with the relationship between manifest and latent meaning and read what
Lorenzer thinks:
… the distinguishing feature of psychoanalytical cultural analysis as an ‘indepth hermeneutic’ is about the recognition of an independent level of meaning
below the meaning generating level of language symbolism. While the
manifest meaning resides in the socially recognized figures of consciousness,
a level of unconscious interaction forms (Interaktionsformen) is pushed into
consciousness on the level of latent meaning. It is certainly the case that this
level of meaning, ‘excluded by consciousness and social consensus’, is one in
which psychoanalysis was originally interested, and which Freud counted to
parapraxes. But, at the same time, the manifest text-meaning is still important –
as the counterpart to what is concealed-forbidden. Manifest- and latent-text
meaning construct a contradictory pair, which psychoanalysis must seek to
resolve [aufzuheben hat]. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 29, our translation)
For cultural analysis, when unconscious interaction forms are pushed to the
consciousness it means that the latent meaning of a text offers a potential access to
understand collective dimensions of the unconscious. Manifest and latent meaning
are dialectically related because language use point to non-verbal or pre-verbal
dimensions of social interaction as Lorenzer describes in the concept of ‘unconscious
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interaction forms’. It does not mean that we can simply identify the unconscious and
the non-verbal: unconscious meanings are in the text as latent meaning or meaning
potentials.
If we look at the construction of the show – and numerous other shows of the
same type – as performance of interaction, and at the same time an invitation to
interaction with the viewer the point is that the show invites the viewer to exert some
kind of control in the limited world in the container – and in this case make a moral
judgment on the behavior of the figures in the show. However, he/she can only do
it in the dichotomous form of voting out or in. You are not only invited to make a
regressive simplification of complex issues, you are forced to do it, if you want to
participate in the interaction. So the relation between the inner logic of the show and
the seemingly extreme actions of the Lou – and in the second place the evocative
power of the text in relation to the interpreting researchers – might be a key to trace
the unconscious meanings. Lorenzer’s attempts to characterize the unconscious:
The unconscious is a non-verbal, non-symbolic system of meaning, which is
contrary to individuals’ linguistic order … It is
 ‘autonomous’, because it comes into existence within specific and concrete
mutual exchanges and is therefore the inscription of this particular ontogenesis.
 ‘systematic’, because from the first moment in a life-history, one memory trace
follows another each becoming interwoven with the other (organismisch)
 ‘meaning’-full (full of meaning) because the engrams are simultaneously the
sedimented forms of past social interplay and drafts for that of the future.
(Lorenzer, 1986, pp. 46–47)
In this framework Lou’s disturbingly excessive action that lends the scene structure
can be interpreted as systematic and meaningful in the context of biographical
patterns. Autonomous elements prove to be the physical action, leaving the
house, the purposeful movement in space, the hammering against the door of the
telephone box. The TV show seems to set a subject’s past interaction experiences
in motion, which defy any language based symbolization yet remain registered
as a bodily experience of social interaction. The reactivation of these interaction
forms happens not in the sense of simple repetition of old conflicts, but as part of
a dynamic interaction between old, past and new, current interaction experiences.
The unconscious meaning of the scene points to something which is unexpressed
and yet symptomatic. In the first place it evaded the perception of interpreters and
gave way to irritation and premature classification of the subjectivity of only one
actor in the scene (Lou). This individual psychological interpretation saw impaired
ego functions: reality checks and emotional control are rendered ineffective and an
archaic breakthrough of revenge impulses.
But if we look at the scene in the context of its multilayered structure, a structural
double bind comes to light which neither the contestant in the container nor the
voting viewer (like Lou) can escape: friendly, polite and civil behavior stands in
diametric opposition to the competitive nature of the game and the dilemma it entails.
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Against this backdrop, Lou’s rather excessive reaction can be seen to perform the
role assigned to her by the TV-show. But they may also encompass anticipations
of future behavior and interaction scenarios – imaginations about a transparent
and preferably dominance-free communication – her reaction is a response to the
unfulfilled desire for civility towards others, which Lou believes Adele is failing
to demonstrate. Paradoxically she is driven to the opposite extreme and resorts to
violence herself.
This interpretation of the unconscious in the text refers to experiences prior to the
development of the ability to symbolize, yet they retain their effectiveness in scenic
arrangements. But it does not mean simply that unconscious/conscious is the same
as pre-language/linguistic – the relation is more complex:
The term ‘configuration of practice figures’ (Gefüge von Praxisfiguren) refers
to the following characteristic. The interplay from which memory traces
(interaction-forms) emerge is nothing but the exchange of gestures, bodily
movement, and socially shaped and significant body processes: it is ‘practice’.
Every interaction-form is part of this practice, and therefore encompasses but
goes beyond language. Practice as a whole is to some extent, submitted to the
rules of language, but also partly resistant and reluctant, or is part of something
utopic not-yet-conscious, i.e. part of human behavior that has not become
encompassed in language. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 47, our translation)
But how do we store these non-language-related memory traces, and how can
we approach them in the interpretation? The following section explains Lorenzer’s
theory regarding the constitution of the scene in the context of intra- and intersubjectivity and the role played by the body and language. The following section
returns to the methodological implementation in ‘scenic understanding’.
(1*5$06,17(5$&7,21)2506$1'7+(/$1*8$*(*$0(

At a very early stage in his theoretical writings, Alfred Lorenzer meant that interaction
experiences become embodied during the embryonic phase and the first few months
of life. Thus, through the body’s senso-motoric reactions, they help to shape specific
and later-life experiences. Such interaction patterns which become ingrained in the
body stand for an entire lifetime in a constant dialectic with the discursive demands
RIWKHVRFLDOHQYLURQPHQWZKLFKDUHVXEVHTXHQWO\FRPPXQLFDWHGWKURXJKODQJXDJH
The start of this development in very early childhood is both a physical and a holistic
process based entirely on sensory perceptions. In Lorenzer’s own words, this means
that:
The ‘visual’, ‘tactile’, ‘acoustic’, denote modes of sensory reception, which
are directed by the central nervous system from the periphery of the body
and which are then stored in precisely defined ‘areas of the brain’ […] The
inscription of these visual, tactile and acoustic impressions happens via
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‘engrams’. These engrams are ‘memory traces’ in Freud’s terms. Although this
process is common to all infants, of course, the engrams of a single person are
the memory traces of his or her experience as a particular individual. They have
an individual profile. Just as Freud (1891) pointed out, in front of his time, in
his book on Aphasie, that cerebral physiological functions and ‘psychological’
content cannot be separated it is obviously the experiences of the memory traces
which are codified as engrams. And this means that the contents of memory
(which is, of course, social) modifies the brain’s physiological structures of
the nervous system. And of course the memory traces combine into ideas of
objects. And like the sensual impressions – visual, tactile, acoustic – combine
into an idea of object, likewise will the objects that are perceived in different
situations combine to form definite and concrete scenes. But this is expressed
inaccurately: Of course it is the scene which is the immediate subject of the
infant’s experience. An awareness of individual objects only emerges from the
scene gradually, and may later, in differing situations, combine to form well
defined poles and stable figures within the scenic Gestalt. (Lorenzer, 1986,
pp. 41–42, our translation)
Memory traces are non-verbal references to life practice, of experiences. These
experiences are based on the efforts to achieve pleasure and avoid un-pleasure.
Lorenzer emphasizes the ‘bodilyness’ of these processes. Lorenzer’s theory of
the language development and the notion of scenic understanding are actually in
this sense coming close to contemporary cognitive science and the new synthesis
between ‘human’ and ‘biological’ understanding of the brain (Lorenzer, 2002).
Looked at today, he anticipates a paradigm shift: the current overriding view of the
brain as a holistic system of complex information processing processes (Peled, 2008;
Leuzinger-Bohleber, 1998). In memory research, embodied cognitive science has
moved away from the notion of the human brain being a kind of computer designed
to process information. Memory is now understood as an active process involving the
entire organism and based on senso-motoric emotion coordination processes which
occur in direct relationship with constantly adapting re-categorization processes. In
Lorenzer’s terms, this means that a child’s early experiences of stimulusresponse
games with its mother and other close individuals are retained as memory traces, as
specific interaction forms. They are a lasting, natural impression of genuine social
interaction forms in the subject. This is what Lorenzer calls ‘socialized nature’.
But how do single memory traces become a configuration of many which evolve
into life experiences and a complete life world? The notion of the scenic primacy
SRVHVWKHTXHVWLRQWKHRWKHUZD\URXQG([SHULHQFHLVKROLVWLFVWURQJO\VKDSHGE\
VHQVRU\LPSUHVVLRQVDQGE\VDWLVI\LQJ RUWKHLURSSRVLWH H[SHULHQFHV³7KHVFHQH
takes shape step by step through alternating and mutually constitutive interactions
EHWZHHQFKDQJLQJDQGXQFKDQJLQJPRGHVRIH[SHULHQFHV´
7KHVHOIFRUUHFWLRQLQWKHTXRWDWLRQLVLQWHUHVWLQJ±LWVHHPVWKDW/RUHQ]HUKHUH
moves from one way of seeing the development of consciousness – as a combination
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of sensual elements into images of objects – to another, more holistic, in which
an undifferentiated scenic experience oriented by the subject-to-be – gradually
evolves through differentiation to become more detailed and stable object images,
and it seems as if the self-correction is a trace of this theory development. The new
conception aligns with empirically based knowledge about infancy development
(Stern, 1985).
The process described always involves bodily processes:
If we take bodily processes into account, three aspects of the scenic become
apparent
1. The imprint of situational experience (Situationserfahrung) is assimilated by
an internal ensemble of tactile, acoustic etc. receptors. Likewise the receptor
ensemble depicts the panorama of real impressions in the internal scenic
composition of the engrams.
2. Even if not from the first moment but very early these situational engrams
repeatedly go beyond the inevitable dialectic that exists between bodily sensations
and their counter-impulses. The memory trace (Erinnerungsspur) is more than
WKH FRQVHTXHQFH RI D VLPSOH SURFHVV RI VWLPXOXVUHVSRQVH LQ LWVHOI LW DOUHDG\
KDV VHQVRULPRWRU TXDOLWLHV$ VLPSOH LOOXVWUDWLRQ RI WKLV VFHQLF FRPSRVLWLRQ RI
sensorimotor experience formation is to be found in the banal fact that the stimulus
is sure to provoke its reaction. For example, the noise of a mouse ‘results’ in the
cat turning its head.
3. And the foundation for all this is in, the scenic unity between the ‘inside’ and
‘outside’, between the organism and its environment …. This interplay is the
foundation for everything. It remains the basic model, from which we will also
later have to depart. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 43)
The scene is thus shaped by the bodily referent inherent in it from the outset. A
child’s earliest perception, no doubt while still in the womb, is a holistic experience.
The perceptive instruments are an ensemble of receptors which give the external
world in intra-psychical space a scenic structure. The bodily processes described
by Lorenzer should not, however, be seen as natural or ingrained reflexes, even if
WKH\VHHPTXLWHVLPLODU7KHVHQVRPRWRULFSURFHVVFDQEHUHDGLO\UHFRJQL]HGLQD
nursing mother whose milk production is activated the moment her child cries and
not when the hungry child starts to suck at her breast. The baby’s interactive need,
the stimulus, is perceived and understood by the mother as a holistic experience, and
her body responds immediately – holistically, scenically and faster than it could ever
be triggered by any conscious decision. But they are learned in social interaction.
Hence, this describes the scenic unit between the organism and its environment.
7KHVFHQHDOZD\VHQFRPSDVVHVERWKµLQWHUQDO¶DQGVXSSRUWVWKHVWDWHPHQWWKDW³WKLV
LQWHUSOD\ LV WKH IRXQGDWLRQ IRU HYHU\WKLQJ´ 6XFK LQWHUSOD\ SURYLGHV WKH EDVLV IRU
human experience, it remains both active and necessary one’s whole life long and
constitutes an ever-more discerning ability to take in new experiences.
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Let us concentrate on the original experience: the scenic interplay and its effect
on human development. This interplay, whether occurring within pre-natal,
SRVWQDWDORUIDPLOLDOFRQVWHOODWLRQVKDVWZRIXQGDPHQWDOTXDOLWLHVVDWLVI\LQJ
DQG XQVDWLVI\LQJKDUPIXO ,Q FRQVHTXHQFH KXPDQ GHYHORSPHQW RFFXUV
against the background of ‘ananke’, the basic human state of vulnerability.
Humans in particular are dependent on a constantly flowing and satisfying
exchange with their environment. This is very obvious at the outset of life,
but it continues thereafter …. This state of dependency keeps this interplay
going and pushes it in the direction of the satisfaction of needs. Long before
this compass orientating us to the satisfaction of needs is laid down, there still
H[LVWVDUHTXLUHPHQWWKDWQHHGVDUHPHW7KHEDVLFKXPDQVWDWHRIYXOQHUDELOLW\
is the source of the drive towards exchange and interplay: the first fundamental
content of this drive is directed towards satisfying interactions and the defense
against unsatisfying and damaging ones. The drive is therefore the urge both
to accept and seek out specific interactions fulfilling and satisfying needs. It is
FOHDUWKDWVXFKUHTXLUHPHQWDQGQHHGVKDYHWKHLURULJLQLQERGLO\PHWDEROLVP
The need for human contact evolves from this. Sexual needs bear witness to
these bodily origins. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 44)
Lorenzer defines drive as the ensemble of all efforts to achieve satisfaction.
This satisfaction is only achievable in social relationships – also for the most
basic biological needs. The active search for satisfying interaction with the social
environment, including specific individuals with whom a relationship is formed,
shapes a structure of ‘specific interaction forms’. It is the memory traces of satisfying
experiences which, in interplay between ‘internal’ and ‘external’, achieve their
XQPLVWDNDEOH IRUP DQG VXEVHTXHQWO\ EHFRPH DQ HQVHPEOH D IRUPDWLRQ /RUHQ]HU
maintains the biological dimension of the drive theory by emphasizing the pleasureunpleasure principle. At the same time he integrates the theory into a new view
of early social interactions whose ongoing importance he develops in the interplay
between the internal and external, between biological needs and the social forms in
which they can be satisfied and are reconfigured.
This dialectic gives rise to the life-long development dynamic of the subject in
interaction with other subjects and the world.
But at what point does language come into the game? The early pre-verbal,
scenically stored interaction experiences, the ‘specific interaction forms’, gradually
include verbal images which appear in the interaction. Simple (presymbolic)
interaction forms and spoken words, which are in themselves holistic and situated
entities of meaning, defined in social interaction, are the material for the development
of a symbolic level. Alfred Lorenzer takes up this link between interaction form and
verbal images, as a process of symbol-building and emphasizes that:
Again: word and interaction together construct the language symbol. Therefore
I have called this a ‘language symbolic interaction form’ (Sprachsymbolische
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Interaktionsform). When word and interaction are joined in this way, practice
is – via language – fully at our disposal. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 50)
The ‘power of language to regulate practice’ when oriented outwardly encompasses
what we term ‘action’ or ‘conscious perception’. However, the ‘power of language
to regulate practice’ when oriented inwardly, also encompasses ‘internal reflection’,
‘conscious emotion’ etc. In relation to the task of psychoanalysis, we can now begin
to see what is meant by ‘language destruction and reconstruction’: the separation
of the unit of language and practice and conversely the therapeutic attempt at their
restitution (p. 51). Only when a complex of sounds has found its appropriate place
in the context of the language-sign, and the syntactic level of language links with
the pragmatic and semantic nature of language, only when this is accomplished has
a full language figure (Sprachfigur) that corresponds with the scenic practice figure
been established (1986, p. 52).
When the interaction form in this way is symbolically expressed and thus gains
access to the conscious it enables reflection on one’s own behavior and provides the
conditions necessary for reasoned tentative action. Only with language does this
become clearer: language symbolic interaction forms integrate social practice in a
more comprehensive and differentiated organization framework.
This notion leads directly to the concept of the language game Lorenzer
developed after Wittgenstein. The latter defined the language game as a dialectic
unit of life practice, language use and world view (1953). Wittgenstein’s language
game notion was in fact primarily critical to previous philosophical ideas of
language and scientific statements, seeing language meaning as a result of language
use and the social practices in which language use is inscribed. Lorenzer expands
this notion by incorporating unconscious dimensions which were not addressed in
Wittgenstein’s concept. He sees the language games not as mere conventions but as
dynamic result of a negotiation between language user with different experiences
and practices, and hence based in these social practices. With Lorenzer’s extension
it means that this negotiation also involves non- and pre-verbal experiences and
also harbors elements that are products of a destroyed symbolization of experience.
Language as an instrument of symbol-building is not simply based on the presymbolic interaction form, but actually contains it. For this reason the pre-symbolic
interaction form remains virulent one’s whole life long, is inseparably linked to
VXEVHTXHQW GHYHORSPHQW KLVWRU\UHODWHG YHUEDO H[SUHVVLRQ RU EHLQJ H[FOXGHG
from the language symbol spectrum, seeks out other-than-verbal ways of finding
expression. Today, it is not only clinicians but also social researchers who describe
this form of active expression as ‘enactments’. They are the unconscious, soulless
repetition of interaction experiences that the subject, either in times of great need or
in response to emotional pain, has tended to separate, disassociate or repress. While
they cannot, therefore, be integrated into the individual processing and development
process, they nonetheless shape that process.
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If, as described earlier, the early interaction experience cannot be symbolized
it still remains an action-driving component of the individual-subjective structures
and their experience forms. How it differs from symbolized, verbal forms is seen in
the subject’s inability to reflect on those experience forms. The subject is not able
to draw upon practice through language. At the same time, as Lorenzer repeatedly
HPSKDVL]HVWKHQRQYHUEDOLQWHUDFWLRQIRUPLVDOZD\VOLQNHGWRVXEVHTXHQWODQJXDJH
symbolic forms. The ability to express one self verbally and pre-verbally involves
many other aspects. The language game as a concept to identify conflict dynamics
in this dual perspective of social and individual is presented in one of Lorenzer’s
earlier works as follows:
The term ‘language-game’ is productive in a number of ways:
a. As a category it refers to human ‘character’ rather than describing human behavior.
More precisely, the model of the language-game characterizes individual structures
as sedimented versions of concrete interactions (as symbolic interaction forms),
including the basic elements of both language and action.
b. Understanding the constitution of the basic elements of language and action renders
visible the individual structure as the outcome of a specific production process
called ‘socialization’. This enables us to see configurations of consciousness, as
well as early drafts of future action (Handlungsentwürfe) as a synthesis of nature
and societal practice.
c. When integrated into a theory of individual structures, the model of the language
game – embracing its constituents practice and language – provides us with a
XVHIXO EDFNGURS WKDW UHQGHUV YLVLEOH ZKDW ZDV SUHYLRXVO\ RSDTXH QDPHO\ WKH
active making of configurations of consciousness as they emerge in practices
(both being realized in concrete interactions) (Lorenzer, 1977, p. 34ff).
The term language game thus refers to three dimensions of the social: the individual
structure of the subjective, the socialization process and general Social practice. In
Lorenzer’s work, we learned that individual structure is expression of real interaction
experiences from early life onwards. Social experiences in their ongoing production
process constitute behavioral patterns which can be generalized. Through conscious
verbal action, these also bring a social practice to light on which they are also based.
Language games can thus only be understood in their social context. They assume
a common practice-based agreement on meaning and are always the result of social
practice Lorenzer, 1970b). If the language game is the link between a specific
interaction form and a language figure, then potential disturbances and interferences
in the language game can be identified. The symbolic unit is dissolved when it is
subject to repression.
When the word is separated from the interaction engram the latter once again
becomes an unconscious interaction form. The word, for its part, loses its
relation to sensual practice, it becomes emotionless, an empty sign. Thus the
interaction engram becomes unconscious again losing all the characteristics
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which it had gained from its relation to the word, i.e. through its introduction
into the meaning system of language. In other words, what is lost is: the
capacity to reflect upon behavior patterns; and the capacity to ‘try things
out’ (and thus make meaningful interventions in stimulus-response behavior)
and to judge actions in a realistic way. … The de-symbolized language signs
suffer the opposite fate. They remain in the conscious, where they can be
easily manipulated because they have been freed from their relation to practice
figures. In this state, they are nothing more than calculation and cold-rational
EHKDYLRUQRORQJHUFDSDEOHRIHPERG\LQJWKHVSHFLILFTXDOLW\WKH\RULJLQDOO\
contained and that was originally experienced. (Lorenzer, 1986, p. 53)
Lorenzer describes the characterized division between words and interaction
forms in previously established language games as the destruction of language.
The destruction of this symbolic unit reverses symbolization, hence the term
‘desymbolization’, and it may occur during (subjective) conflicts later in life. This
means that once achieved, the ability to symbolize (verbal expression of a subjective
structure) is withdrawn in relation to a specific problem which the individual
experiences as an inner conflict. The ability to express an experience or an emotional
process in words is lost in connection with the issue causing the conflict. Conflict
in this sense is seen as the situated clash of irreconcilable, contradictory interaction
forms.
Interaction forms which are symbolized in language figures can thus be reexcluded
from the language context. This happens with the aid of resistance mechanisms: by
repressing them, they are excluded from the conscious relationship between language
and practice. Although this turns them back into unconscious interaction forms, the
very fact of this reversion allows them to retain their energetic, dynamic relevance.
They act as behavior drivers, albeit in the form of blind action and reaction which is
not open to conscious self-reflection. For the individual, the recurring unconscious
reenactment of a scene whose structure is similar to the actual conflict, appears in
the form of need for repetition.
Symbolization through language has the advantage of being brought to mind
independently of the real situation and thus fulfills an important function in the
regulation of emotion. In other words, it assists the subject’s independence (tentative
action, hesitation). By separating the language from the interaction form, the person
is again made dependent from the effects of unconscious conflict. He or she rarely
has the power to free themselves from the dynamics of the unconscious scenic
processes. This is in worst case the type of problems in the clinical psychoanalysis
from which Lorenzer starts his theorizing.
The described division of the symbolic unit in the language game is evident in the
context of spoken language, in texts and in interviews. It is expressed in the structures
of a text and is characterized by the fact that it excludes the interaction partner, say the
interpreter of an interview transcription, from the direct understanding. The spoken
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word is no longer understandable for the listener or reader. The societal reference of
collective meaning dimensions and a social meaning is interrupted.
So which forms of understanding might provide access to such destroyed, desymbolized language figures? A means of access is needed that reidentifies the
scenic unit, including when there is no or only an altered form of verbal expression
because the unit of language symbolic and interaction form has been lost. This is
where Lorenzer’s idea of scenic understanding has its methodological significance.
6&(1,&81'(567$1',1*

The basic methodological idea in Lorenzer’s long intellectual journey, and particularly
when he summarized his ideas in 1986, was the possibility to learn from the type of
hermeneutic process in psychoanalysis for the analysis of cultural phenomena.
In the psychoanalytic process, all understanding centers on and is related to the
mode of ‘scenic understanding’. In this mode understanding is attuned to two
specific objects: the ‘scenic drafts’, i.e. the ‘interaction forms’ of the analysand.
Particularly herby psychoanalysis provides us with a model example. If we
want to understand the analysand’s life-practice, which does not exclude his
concrete social reality, we must follow the path laid down by his subjective
phantasies and outlines of relations. This means we must become attuned to
his scenic interaction forms as these unfold before us. (Lorenzer, 1977, p 125)
:KDW LQ WKLV TXRWDWLRQ LV GHVFULEHG DV D WKHUDSHXWLF DSSURDFK LQ WKH DQDO\VW¶V
consultation room can be transferred to understanding texts, language and human
EHKDYLRU,PPHGLDWHO\WKHTXHVWLRQDULVHVDVWRKRZDPRGHRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJFDQ
be practiced which explores the scenic in a non-clinical context. Lorenzer and his
colleagues have demonstrated the approach in relation to literary texts and cultural
phenomena (Lorenzer, 1986; Prokop, Friese, & Stach, 2009), and we have taken it a
ELWIXUWKHULQWRTXDOLWDWLYHVRFLDOUHVHDUFKLQDQXPEHURIPRUHSURIDQHFRQWH[WV,QWKH
following I shall discuss the methodology of scenic understanding and its practical
LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ,QRWKHUZRUGVKRZFRXOGTXDOLWDWLYHVRFLDOUHVHDUFKXQGHUVWDQG
unknown subjective content and processes which include the unconscious and draw
attention to non-verbal messages.
Like every hermeneutic approach it is about understanding the meaning in agency
and expressions, and in practical social research. Although some measures can be
taken to make the data suitable scenic understanding can be applicable to almost any
text or phenomenon referring to agency and subjective expression. The prototypical
material is, though, a text, or can be seen as a text. More exotic ways of producing
the data in the first place are videos or conversations held while observing videos
(second order field observation). Very often the text is a transcript of a focus group
discussion or thematic group discussion. In other cases it may be an interview –
individual or collective – or it may be a field diary from an observation.

240

62&,$/,=$7,21/$1*8$*($1'6&(1,&81'(567$1',1*

To identify the meaning structure of a text, we may distinguish different levels of
interpretation:
1. The obvious referential content of the text: What is being talked about?
2. +RZ GR SHRSOH WDON WR RQH DQRWKHU" 7KLV TXHVWLRQ RQ WKH PHWDFRPPXQLFDWLYH
content of a text takes us to the level of scenic understanding
3. Why are the characters talking in precisely this way? How can we understand it by
means of theoretical knowledge combined with background factual knowledge?
7KHILUVWRIWKHVHVWHSVLVWKHVDPHDVLQPRVWW\SHVRITXDOLWDWLYHPHWKRG
The 3 step might in its form remind about an explanatory approach which seeks a
causal or rule-based understanding. Since it is a hermeneutic methodology it is not,
instead it is a more comprehensive multilayered interpretation enabled by step 2.
The ‘scenic understanding’ focuses on the ongoing tense relation between the
PDQLIHVW DQG WKH XQFRQVFLRXV PHDQLQJV RI D WH[W ZKLFK UHTXLUHV DQ LPDJLQDWLRQ
of the unconscious that we can imagine as a collective reservoir of culturally
rejected patterns, forbidden yearnings and suppressed desires. In-depth hermeneutic
interpretation thus focuses on the characters in the relationship described in the text
and on the dynamics of the relationship between a text and its interpreter(s) in order
to trace the subjective structure of cultural constraints.
The reference point in the scenic interpretation is the language used in the text,
with particular attention being placed on how scenes in the text point to unexpressed
desires and tensions, on how the text arranges ‘forms of communication which
PDNHVWKHXQVSHDNDEOH¶XQGHUVWDQGDEOHRU³VHFXUHVLWDQXQQHJOLJLEOHSRVLWLRQLQ
SXEOLFVSDFH´DV/RUHQ]HUVD\VDERXWWKHWDVNRIWKHSRHW S 7KHLQLWLDO
reading seeks to apply the same type of freefloating awareness (‘gleichschwebender
Aufmerksamkeit’) as is known from the clinical situation: one’s own reactions and
irritations are noted without coming immediately to any particular conclusions or
forming theoretical definitions. Indications of such hidden conflict dynamics include
gaps, inconsistencies, unusual use of language, jumps in the story or sudden changes
of subject, and remarkable ways of relating to the subject or to each other (in case
of group interaction texts). But also the reactions, emotional states and associations
of the readers/interpreters may be indications of the dynamics we are looking for –
even if you cannot immediately understand them. Practically an interpretation
procedure is most often organized in a group. Some procedures go line by line,
seeking to understand each unit of text, and revising the understanding gradually
as the later segments are taken into consideration. Other procedures start by an
open conversation conveying ‘first impressions’ and reactions from the members
of the interpretation group. In some cases you will experience that controversies
and conflicts arise within an interpretation group, evoked by the text. Using these
observations and reactions as a base, particularly powerful passages are subjected
to in-depth analysis in interpretation groups. What has already been described as
the transference between the individual reader and the text is now transferred to
a collective understanding process: the transference and counter-transference
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dynamics multiply. This procedure may lead very directly to ‘holistic’ but preliminary
interpretations that are set under discussion, or it may produce several ‘loose ends’.
The interpretation discussion most likely includes reference to the concrete text and
its manifest meaning, and it may very well also draw on theoretical frameworks
and on background knowledge which in the first place may support or contradict
the interpretations suggested. The discussion gradually moves into a validation
discussion. In principle the validation will refer to usual criteria and procedures for
YDOLGDWLRQRITXDOLWDWLYHDQDO\VLV,QWKHILUVWSODFHLWZLOOUHIHUWRWKHPDQLIHVWWH[WRQ
the one side, and a theoretical reflection of the whole complex of subjective agency
and expression in the text and in the relation between the text and the interpreters.
The assumption of unconscious meaning components makes the language game
an instrument with which to analyze individual structures and to identify collective
social processes. Language figures and language symbolic interaction forms always
possess a social character which goes beyond the individual, because they assume
social understanding processes within the language community. As a result, they
can be analyzed for the social meaning they contain and give an insight into the
social configurations and their unconscious, not-yet-conscious component. This is
the methodological bridge which enables the unconscious dimensions of experience
to be accessed from language.) They can also be observed from the subjective
perspective of the speaker and shed light on the individual meaning contained in a
specific scene. The language figure then reports on the subjective structures and the
associated experiences of social life practice.
As we were reacting on the remarkable behavior of Lou in the illustration example,
led into both an individual psychological reductive interpretation, and into a cultural
criticism against the seductive effects of TV shows like Big Brother. We resisted
those temptations because we, led by the theoretical points of Alfred Lorenzer, to
develop a more comprehensive psychosocietal interpretation. An interpretation
which does not exclude some regressive aspects in the TV audience, and definitely
GRHV QRW H[FOXGH D FULWLTXH RI WKH TXDOLW\ DQG WKH SROLWLFDO GLPHQVLRQV RI WKH79
shows. But we wanted to find the collective or societal unconscious mechanism that
the show (re)activates in Lou as in everybody else, and we wanted to understand why
this led her to act in this enraged and seemingly irrational way – and in this sense
we also wanted to rehabilitate the subject in relation to her violation of good civil
behavior, assuming that she was enacting something that was collective and could
QRWEHH[SODLQHGDQGUHDVRQHG5HIHUULQJWR/RUHQ]HU¶VGHYHORSPHQWRIWKHODQJXDJH
game concept we would seek to trace the relation between the manifest language
meanings in her account, the societal meanings that are relegated to unconscious
interaction forms pushing on conscious recognition – and the wider societal practice
in which the language use makes sense.
$ORWRIHQHUJ\LQWKHVWRU\WROGLVFRQGHQVHGLQ/RX¶VVHQWHQFH³,MXVWZDQWHGKHU
RXW´±/RX¶VHPRWLRQDOHQJDJHPHQWVHHPVFRQGHQVHGLQLWDQGWKHSORWRIWKHVFHQH
seems driven by, or explained by, this sentence.
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On the one hand the words seem harmless. They refer to the rules of games which
are in broad use and enjoy great social acceptance. Through play, children learn that
while it is good to win, being a good loser takes far more dignity and courage. It is
a standard pattern in the type of TV shows to which Big Brother belongs, and has
spread to be one of the standard storylines of so called interactive TV broadcasts.
On the other hand Lou’s words supported by characteristic behavior which gives
the spoken words an explosiveness which seems – guided by the theory of interaction
forms and language – to indicate a further meaning than the immediate referential one:
The scene that Lou describes (which is told as having taken place in the recent past)
seems to have harbored a trigger stimulus which forced Lou to act impulsively. Her
behavior seemed designed to ensure that another person be excluded and punished.
On the psychological level violence replaces symbolic reflection. This behavior,
within a classical psychoanalytical horizon, recalls the link between oedipal conflict
issues from the childhood: the daughter wants to push the mother out to more easily
gain the father’s favor. The intruder is to be destroyed. Lou might have such an
individual version of a standard socialization experience. Although convenient,
this dramatic constellation from each childhood triangularization phase would be
reductive and not lend a cultural analytic perspective to the understanding. Instead
we should look for a potential correspondence between the individual subjective
dynamic and societal meanings that are implicitly present in the social setting of
the TV show. We are looking for the supra-individual, societal meaning of the story
Lou tells, although indirectly. The analysis so far seemed to show that the TV show
(cultural meaning) elicits unconscious desires and identifications (interaction forms)
which influence the agency and produces an intense ambivalence. The reconstruction
of this ambivalence should help reveal the unconscious in the text.
If we recall the interpretations used at the beginning of this chapter, the dynamic
RILQFOXVLRQDQGH[FOXVLRQUXQVWKURXJKDOOLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIWKHWH[WVHTXHQFH7KH
TV games are about excluding others, exclusion is an important part of the game.
This is bound up with the setting of norms which sanction the exclusion of others.
The mass viewer participation seems to indicate not only social acceptance but also
a widespread need to be included in the game of excluding others. Lou serves as an
exemplary viewer and contestant – she stands for more than just herself, in that her
reaction is representative of the desired inclusion of viewers in the game. It seems
justified to see Lou’s actions and the key statement as part of a language game in
Lorenzer’s sense – combining the explicit and manifest meaning with experiences
of winning inclusion by joining the exclusion of others, and a societal perspective
in a neo-liberal society where separation prevails over integration. But we may
also interpret her reactions so that the participation in this language game elicits
ambivalent feelings. We can relate it to the moral paradox that the exclusive action
is justified by the defense for the moral integrity in the community in the TV show
container.
With the positive evaluation of what is generally seen as negative behavior
(exclusion), a door is opened to are judgmental and stereotypical attitudes everyday
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life which allow the unknown and the foreign to be negated without punishment
and eventually to be eliminated. The definition of foreign, unknown elements as
a justification for exclusion is reminiscent of the well-known studies on the social
function of prejudices (Adorno, Aron, Levinson, & Morrow, 1950), in which
projective power serves in shifting everything one dislikes in oneself onto another
group and then combating it in that group. The dynamic of exclusion can take
the form of collective violence if it is not harnessed and is allowed to develop
uncontrolled.
7KXVWKHVHQWHQFH³,MXVWZDQWHGKHURXW´EHFRPHVDEDWWOHFU\LQDILJKWDJDLQVW
the undesirable and alien. The vehemence with which it is spouted reveals its
individual emotional foundation – the exclusion of the undesirable serves the defense
of the individuals own boundaries, the collective self is stabilized through projective
VWLJPDWL]DWLRQRIWKHRWKHUDQGWKHVXEVHTXHQWH[FOXVLRQRIDSHUVRQGHHPHGIRUHLJQ
and strange. The mass reception of such TV-shows seems to point to the societal
strength of a language game – a combination between language use, outlines of life
practice and a world view in which the identification with one’s own group is based
in excluding others who are deemed ‘strangers’. A collectively fascinating TV game
which not only uses this projection mechanism but nurtures it under greenhouselike conditions helps foster general acceptance of archaic, collective defensive
formations. The consciousness and norms which are communicated no longer need
be subjected to conscious, reflective reality checks. Through mass fascination and
WKHVRFLDOSUDFWLFHLWLVEDVHGXSRQLWDSSHDUVDGHTXDWHO\OHJLWLPDWHG
When we finally returned to the relation of the interpretation group: Do we also
have a share in the exclusion game? The individual ‘clinical’ interpretation of the
case can be recognized as a defense against the collective regression whose analysis
triggered outrage among the interpreters themselves. Whereas the interpretation of
an immature, oedipal conflict constellation or an unguided individual loss of control
EDVHGRQDVLPSOHLGHQWLILFDWLRQDSSHDUVTXLWHKDUPOHVV5HFRJQL]LQJWKHFROOHFWLYH
nature of the unspoken interaction forms, and the ambivalence in Lous actions also
makes visible that she is actually also – utopian? – longing for community and
integration.
,Q RXU IHOORZ LQWHUSUHWHUV¶ DFFRXQW %HUHVZLOO 0RUJHQURWK  5HGPDQ  
you can see this interpretation presented with a main emphasis on the process in
the interpretation community and the interplay between the scenes in the TV-show,
the scene in which Lou acts, and the scene of interpreting. This is illustrating the
methodological point that the transfer/counter-transfer between interpreters and text
take advantage of the scenic imagination. Here we emphasize the aspect of theoretical
guidance because the theoretical framework and the psychosocietal methodological
ambition – including Lorenzer’s notion of the collective unconscious and the
scenic – really were imperatives which helped the interpreter group to look for the
traces of the extended language game in the text which did not appear easily. And we
think this is an essential lesson for doing psychosocietal research.
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LANGUAGE AND KNOWING

Alfred Lorenzer’s contribution enriches the interpretational social science
with a new theory and some practical inspiration for dealing empirically
with the subjective aspects of social agency and interaction. This is in itself
KLJKO\ DSSUHFLDWHG 0DQ\ TXDOLWDWLYH PHWKRGV WHQG WR WDNH WKHLU LQIRUPDQWV
narrators/sources for granted, and to neglect the involvement of the researcher
subject as well. Others emphasize the need for researcher self reflection but do not
provide appropriate tools for doing so. Lorenzer, among others, problematizes the
subject category – both the subjects in the text and the subjects who are researching –
by redefining the need for reflection into an empirical issue. But he goes one step
deeper in theorizing societal framework of understanding the subjects – or rather
the subjectivities. In this way it also seems as if he avoids the risk that made Berger
and Luckmann (1966) warn so strongly against the alliance with psychoanalysis,
the risk of reducing subjectivity to a mechanical ‘natural’ causality. It seems that
KLV FRQVHTXHQW PDWHULDO DQG HQGRJHQRXV QRWLRQ RI WKH XQFRQVFLRXV HQDEOHV D
clearly hermeneutic stance without giving up the bodily dimensions of the human
subjectivity.
Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) comments are particularly interesting because
their book has been assigned the honor to be the first main work of constructivism.
%RWK/RUHQ]HUDQG%HUJHUDQG/XFNPDQQDQWLFLSDWHWKHSRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVWFULWLTXHRI
Marxism. And we think that Lorenzer – being one of the psychoanalysts that Berger
and Luckmann (1966) warned against – exactly produced an alternative answer to
their ambition of unified social theory theorizing the agency-based (re)production of
societal structures.
It is contested if Berger and Luckmann’s book actually belongs to the tradition of
social constructivism (Collin, 2002), but at least it has been possible to interpret it
into that framework. It seems more appropriate to see their book as a precursor, which
PDGHYLVLEOHWKHZLGHUFRQVHTXHQFHVIRUVRFLDOWKHRU\RIWKHRUL]LQJNQRZOHGJHDVD
societal phenomenon. (North American) constructivism has developed this into an
epistemology in which the role of culture/knowledge/discourse surmounts the role
the subject as well as the societal object.
Lorenzer’s work indicates a different possible continuation of Berger and
Luckmann’s story. We may see a psychosocial theory of the subject and the role of
language in subjectivity as a foundation for a parallel materialistic constructivism,
with the social philosophy of the Frankfurt School in several generations as a
backbone (Adorno, 1976). Lorenzer also takes over the Wittgensteinian notions of
language use and language games, and anchors them in the socialization and the
mediation of societal culture which for the individual may take conscious as well
as unconscious forms. Applying this extended notion of language use and language
game to epistemological issues offers a way around the relativist excesses of some
contemporary constructivism by redefining the relativity issue into an empirical one.
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The conception of subjectivity still differs widely between North American
traditions, in which Mead is still a both representative and distinguished figure, and a
psychosocietal conception. A contemporary discussion of the relation between Mead
and Lorenzer’s psychoanalysis would be really interesting. Adorno’s theoretical
integration of psychoanalytical theory into sociology was connected with the need to
understand the psychic mechanisms which enabled the political success of Nazism.
Adorno in his own empirical research into the social psychology of authoritarianism
provided a timely case for this interrelation (Adorno et al., 1950). In order to
understand in which way the particular is mediated through, but not determined by,
the societal whole you need to understand and examine empirically also the dynamics
of the individual psyche – as a mediation of societal relations. Psychoanalysis
was offering a theoretically developed and empirically specified research into the
psyche, and the interrelations between body and (certain aspects of) consciousness –
but it needed a reconceptualization in sociological context – reinterpreting psychic
dynamics as mediations of societal relations – and that is to say a social psychology
of culture – with implications also for (scientific) knowledge.
Lorenzer’s particular contribution is first that he presents a theory of the materiality
of endogenous societal alternatives. Second the development of interpretive methods
building on psychoanalysis and hermeneutic text interpretation enabled an empirical
study of how the dynamics of knowing on the social level could be connected with
the dynamics of inner psychic experience.
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