
N
ielsen’s article is a critical analysis of
recent tendencies to reverse traditional
views on knowledge by advocating

tacit knowledge. He argues that we must un-
derstand the re-emphasis on tacit knowledge
based on the practical functionality of partic-
ular modes of knowledge and of matters of
knowing altogether in social practice. In so
doing, Nielsen unfolds a critique of tacit
knowledge from the perspective of a histori-
cally changing social practice in which the
concept is launched to deal with issues ema-
nating from changes in the forms of knowl-
edge and expertise. Growing information
technologies raise issues for the expertise of
the growing professions, and problems arise
from using tacit knowledge as a legitimating
concept for professional practitioners. The
inexpressibility of tacit knowledge may sus-
tain and strengthen a professional mystique,
reifying the conduct of professional practice
while making it more inaccessible to out-
siders and practitioners alike. By defining a
certain tacit knowledge as the common core
of a profession each profession is construed
as a unity different from all other profession-
al groups, and all members of a group are be-
lieved to be alike in possessing the same
common core. Experiences not fitting into
this common construct are marginalized, and
individuality, knowledge and competence

de-contextualized. All in all, the concept of
tacit knowledge tends to turn power relations
into questions of knowledge and epistemolo-
gy and to deal with them as such. 

Solheim offers another critique of knowl-
edge in a theoretical conception: conversa-
tional analysis. Warning against a narrow
empiricism he looks at the status of its basic
conceptual assumptions pledging for a
broader conceptual foundation in studying
ongoing talk. Using materials from his study
of educational talk in classrooms Solheim ar-
gues that an analysis of the sequential organi-
zation of discourse through participants’
turn-taking cannot capture their concerns,
learning and meaning making. Warning, like
Nielsen, against privileging expert knowl-
edge he appreciates that order is understood
through the ways in which people themselves
make this order available to each other in lo-
cal activity and that subjects are seen as
knowledgeable. Still, this easily leads into a
version of empiricism. Researchers also need
to focus on the taken for granted, the tacit, the
unsaid, even on how the repression of knowl-
edgeability is accomplished. A conceptual
focus on the content of talk is missing, and
the fundamental ideas, practices and methods
of pedagogical school activities are insuffi-
ciently understood. That calls for a situated,
empirical demonstration of the significance
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of persistent social, institutional structures.
Solheim, therefore, ends with a critical look
at activity theory which emphasizes that or-
ganizations have histories and operate as
meeting grounds for multiple argumentative
threads, searches for the dynamics and possi-
bilities of change and considers the use of ar-
tifacts and tools. 

The three remaining articles are about
drug taking and stem from the same seminar,
organized by Outlines and the “Center for
Health, Humanity and Culture”, as Val-
verde’s article in our previous issue. The first
article here is also about the subjectivity of
drug use while the two last ones are about
drug policies and professional treatment
practices. 

Nissen’s wide-ranging, searching and out-
lining theoretical essay studies issues of sub-
jectivity in contemporary practices of drug
taking. Setting out from the socio-cultural di-
chotomy between individual autonomy and
determinism that makes drug misuse appear
as a negation of autonomous self-control, he
insists that we cannot get around the issue of
the self-dissolution of the subject in drug tak-
ing as (feigned) surrender or suicide. His cri-
tical-psychological approach does not, as
some critics complain, confuse subjectivity
with individual control and self-mastery.
Drug taking also involves relations between
the subject and the body. The experience of
intoxication draws attention to the fragility of
our bodily existence, and drugs facilitate and
shape our ways of transforming or avoiding
pain and exhaustion. Indeed, the industrial
production and mass consumption of all sorts
of drugs must be taken into account in under-
standing drug taking. Drugs exist as cultural-
ly given fixes to solve human problems
which, nonetheless, like other commodities,
change us in unintended ways. We may use
drugs instrumentally as a collective chemical
technology of the self, and they may recreate

us as dependent subjects. But willfully sur-
rendering to the effect of the drug in our body
is a special kind of surrendering to something
we invented to suit our purposes. Nissen in-
troduces a case study of a young woman
coming to an understanding of herself and
with herself about her drug taking and her re-
lationship to the communities of Narcotics
Anonymous and Wild Learning arguing that
merging into these communities as powers
larger than herself she illustrates a benevo-
lent surrender. 

Pedersen also takes an historical approach
to drug addiction studying the conceptions of
subjectivity involved in the historically
changing Danish regimes of drug treatment,
in particular the place of methadone therein.
According to his Foucauldian analysis, in lib-
eral societies the free will of client subject is
constituted both as a reality and as something
to be produced as a governable object. Peder-
sen illustrates how the changing Danish
treatment regimes produce different forms of
subjectification of drug addicts governing
how they develop relations to themselves,
work upon them selves and construct them-
selves as subjects performing their freedom
in particular ways. 

Svensson’s article is a historical analysis
too, namely of the history of compulsory care
of drug misusers as a part of the Swedish
welfare state with its historically changing
legislations, institutions, understandings and
practices. She shows us the kind of under-
standing we may be led to if we stop believ-
ing that it is possible to separate power and
care. From a broad Foucauldian conception
of power she emphasizes that there is no
room for separating support and control in
social work, that care can be a technique of
power and that coercion may also be under-
stood as giving opportunities for a better life.

Ole Dreier
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Summary
This article questions the concept of tacit knowledge
as the basis for our conceptual understanding of prac-
tice. The first part of the article is a critical introduc-
tion to the concept of tacit knowledge. It is empha-
sized that this concept is situated in various academic
practices and not defined and homogeneously but in
accordance with issues and intentions significant for
these practices.
The second part of the article outlines some conse-
quences of conceptualizing practice as basically a
matter of tacit knowledge. It is argued that tacit
knowledge should be seen in relation to the growth of
professions in modern society and to the need to legit-
imate them. It is further claimed that as a legitimating
concept tacit knowledge may bring about various
problems leading to a marginalization of specific ex-
periences, to social uniformity, to the reappearance of
individualism and to the maintenance of a dualistic
view of knowledge.

I
n recent years concepts of intuitive exper-
tise and tacit knowledge have become in-
creasingly important factors in discus-

sions concerning knowledge and learning in
practice. Apparently, new studies of learning
and knowledge in practice have turned our
notions of knowledge and intuition upside
down. The following quotation is an excel-
lent illustration of this: 

“We once asked chess champion of the Nether-
lands, Jan Donner, why women had never risen to
the highest levels in chess. Donner’s puzzling re-
ply was that women in chess lack intuition”
(Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986, p. 25).

This quotation leads to the following ques-
tions: Would it influence our understanding
of learning and knowledge if we conceptual-
ized what we do in practice on the basis of
concepts such as tacit knowledge and intu-
itive expertise?1 Would it bring us new in-
sights, or would the above quotation set the
scene for reductive prejudices regarding, for
example, men and women? 

The main purpose of this article is to call
attention to our conceptual approach to prac-
tice. The notion of tacit knowledge is one
way of conceptualizing practice based on as-
sumptions about a specific kind of knowl-
edge. Due to the key concept of tacit knowl-
edge, this will primarily be an epistemologi-
cal approach to practice. Epistemology is
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1 This article focuses specifically on the concept of tacit
knowledge which is the conceptual basis for a number of
other concepts within the area, among others Dreyfus and
Dreyfus’ (1986) concept of intuitive expertise. However,
Dreyfus and Dreyfus reject the concept of tacit knowledge
and prefer the concept of intuition (Dreyfus & Dreyfus,
1986, p. 152). This distinction will be discussed later in
the article.
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here understood as a specific way of portray-
ing the relationship between subject and
world where this relationship is primarily
seen as a matter of the subject knowing the
world. In this article I shall discuss the conse-
quences that emerge if we accept tacit knowl-
edge as the conceptual foundation for our un-
derstanding of practice. 

The article is divided into three parts. In
the first part the concept of tacit knowledge is
introduced, and in the two following parts I
outline different consequences of adopting
tacit knowledge as the basis of our conceptu-
al approach to practice. 

In the first part an account of Polanyi’s in-
troduction of the concept of tacit knowledge
is followed by an outline of approaches
which have reinterpreted the concept of tacit
knowledge in the last couple of decades. The
work of Dreyfus and Dreyfus and different
interpretations of Wittgenstein represent this
approach in which especially the inexpress-
ible dimension of tacit knowledge is central.
Finally, a more cognitive approach by Wag-
ner and Sternberg is introduced in which tacit
knowledge is related to a specific kind of
practical intelligence. 

In the second part of the article it is argued
that tacit knowledge should be seen in rela-
tion to the rise of professions in modern soci-
ety and the need to legitimate these profes-
sions. The new professions legitimate them-
selves by importing a scientific approach to
knowledge and learning. In this context, tacit
knowledge can be seen as a compromise be-
tween remaining scientific, on the one hand,
and developing a concept containing the spe-
cific and unique experiences of the partici-
pating professionals, on the other hand. 

The third part of the article claims that tac-
it knowledge makes practice more inaccessi-
ble to the participants. It is argued that pro-
fessional practice may be mystified and be-
come reified for the participants. More spe-
cifically, by legitimating practice as a matter

of epistemology, it is argued that social uni-
formity, individualism and a dualistic view of
knowledge can be seen as consequences of
using the concept of tacit knowledge to ex-
plain professional practice. 

Background of the concept
The following is a critical presentation of the
concept of tacit knowledge. Rather than giv-
ing an abstract philosophical account of the
concept, different reasons for introducing
and using the concept of tacit knowledge
shall be outlined in order to situate it in dif-
ferent academic contexts. By taking this ap-
proach, we come to realize that the concept
of tacit knowledge is by no means a homoge-
neous concept. On the contrary, it is defined
in various ways depending on the context and
the kind of issues and problems dominating
this particular context. In fact, the concept
has been used in various contexts, covering
widely different and at times almost conflict-
ing matters. 

Originally, the Hungarian philosopher Po-
lanyi introduced the concept of tacit knowl-
edge but, as we shall see below, in recent
years the concept has attained several mean-
ings. First, I shall isolate Polanyi’s original
understanding of the concept of tacit knowl-
edge as tradition-bound rules and then pre-
sent other understandings of it.

Tacit Knowledge as Knowledge of
Tradition
In 1958 Polanyi introduced the concept of
tacit knowledge in his work “Personal Knowl-
edge” (Polanyi, 1994). One of Polanyi’s mo-
tives for working with this concept was to
make it function as a strategic concept. Po-
lanyi was a professor of chemistry and con-
cerned with the growing political influence
on science. In that context he developed the
concept of tacit knowledge to ensure that sci-
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ence would remain independent and not be
governed by external interests (Carlgren,
1990c; cf. also Rolf, 1991). As I shall argue
in this paper, it is a recurring feature in the
history of the concept of tacit knowledge that
it tends to transform power relations into
questions of knowledge and epistemology.

According to Polanyi, the concept of per-
sonal knowledge is a combination of subjec-
tive experience and collective rules for action
embedded in various traditions. For instance,
in court the judge’s sentence is based on an
expert opinion within the legal tradition of
that particular area. This means that another
judge who experiences a similar situation
and a similar case, will rule in nearly the
same way and reach the same result. It is still
a matter of the judge’s personal opinion
which is based on how he or she applies the
various rules in practice. This opinion, or
professional assessment, is the personal di-
mension of the acts which the judge carries
out in connection with his or her professional
duties. 

On Polanyi’s account, the concept of tacit
knowledge is a central characteristic of per-
sonal knowledge emphasizing that it is partly
tacit. 

According to Polanyi, tacit knowledge al-
ways involves epistemology. He also sug-
gests that tacit knowledge is to be understood
as a combination of concept and sense im-
pression. An individual’s experiences are
based on his or her own activities and com-
bined with concepts passed down by tradi-
tion. 

Tradition is passed down through the con-
cepts of language and by using language as a
tool in different situations. Language as such
has no directions for use, but tradition has.
Tradition implies a number of tacit rules for
how to use a language. Thus, language be-
comes the place where tradition and individ-
ual experience meet (Rolf, 1991). According
to Polanyi, tacit knowledge is acquired

through apprenticeship. In many ways, ap-
prenticeship becomes the paradigmatic illus-
tration of learning precisely because tradition
is passed down through learning by doing, by
submitting to authority and trusting the expe-
rienced practitioner (Polanyi, 1994). The im-
portant point here is that Polanyi’s interpreta-
tion of tacit knowledge is socially based on
tradition and embedded in a number of im-
plicit rules which can, in principle and if nec-
essary, become explicit.

Tacit Knowledge as an Inexpressible
Dimension of Practice 
In recent years Polanyi’s original concept of
tacit knowledge has been reinterpreted; that
is, tacit knowledge is now understood as
something which, in principle, is inexpress-
ible. This reinterpretation is particularly
based on research from the research center on
working life, “Arbeidslivscentrum”, in
Stockholm on how the introduction of infor-
mation technology has influenced our under-
standing of knowledge and learning (cf.
Göranzon, 1990). Here Polanyi’s concept of
tacit knowledge was reinterpreted in light of
the introduction of new computer technolo-
gy. As mentioned earlier, one of Polanyi’s
motives for adopting the concept of tacit
knowledge was to develop a strategic con-
cept to safeguard scientific practice from ex-
ternal political interference. A strategic
thinking also motivated the reinterpretation
of the concept of tacit knowledge at Ar-
beidslivscentrum. One purpose here was to
develop a conceptual tool to protect local
working communities against increased ra-
tionalization through the introduction of new
computer technology. Yet, this strategic use
of the concept of tacit knowledge again cre-
ates new problems due to the fact that ques-
tions of power are transformed into matters
of recognition and knowledge (Carlgren,
1990c). These new problems will be ad-
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dressed in the third part of this article. What
follows now is an account of the inexpres-
sibility version of tacit knowledge which was
primarily developed in the research at Ar-
beidslivcentrum in Sweden. 

There are two versions of this inexpress-
ibility with regards to understanding tacit
knowledge. One version is related to
Wittgenstein’s concept of practice and the
other to Dreyfus and Dreyfus’ (1986) con-
cept of intuitive expertise.

The Wittgensteinian Approach 
Polanyi’s concept of tacit knowledge has
been reinterpreted in light of Wittgenstein’s
late philosophy. This Wittgenstein-inspired
reinterpretation was made by the Norwegian
philosopher Johannessen (1988a; 1988b).
Johannessen bases his reinterpretation on
von Wright’s interpretations of Wittgen-
stein’s work. Von Wright presents Wittgen-
stein’s emphasis on practice as an argument
in favor of a kind of pre-knowledge (Johan-
nessen, 1988a, p. 357). Basically, Johannes-
sen argues that Wittgenstein distinguishes
between knowing linguistic rules and follow-
ing them. To follow linguistic rules is quite a
different matter from knowing them. Ac-
cording to Wittgenstein, the crux of the mat-
ter is how we follow rules since this is how
they are constituted and hence become mean-
ingful. The problem is to know how to follow
them in the actual situation. This calls for
something more than rules. 

In other words, there is more to using a
language than merely knowing the abstract,
linguistic rules. Wittgenstein characterizes
the rule-constituting actions as practice. To
follow a rule is practice, and when we follow
a rule, we do not consciously interpret every
rule before applying it. Rather, our use of
rules is defined by practice, that is, by the his-
torical context in which we follow them
(Johannessen, 1988b).

Tacit knowledge, then, describes how we ap-
ply our knowledge in practice, that is, how
the rules are followed in the actual situation.
According to Johannessen’s interpretation of
Wittgenstein, practice is basically tacit be-
cause it is part of our way of living and can-
not substantiate its own foundation in a ver-
bal discourse. Fundamentally, practice is
based on something that is inexpressible or,
in Wittgenstein’s words, “practice speaks for
itself” (Johannessen, 1988a). Practice is
characterized by aspects of inexpressibility,
that is, some aspects of practice can, in prin-
ciple, never be expressed linguistically.

The major difference between Wittgen-
stein’s and Polanyi’s approaches is that, a-
cording to the Wittgensteinian approach,
some elements of tacit knowledge can never
be made verbally explicit. Furthermore, ac-
cording to Polanyi’s approach to tacit knowl-
edge, rules for actions are central both in the
traditions and in the concept of tacit knowl-
edge. In the Wittgensteinian approach the di-
mension of inexpressibility is central and a
matter of addressing the activities which go
beyond the linguistic rules and are based on
life forms which speak for themselves.

The Approach by Dreyfus and Dreyfus
Dreyfus and Dreyfus are critical of Polanyi’s
definition of tacit knowledge (Dreyfus &
Dreyfus, 1986, p. 152). They find that tacit
knowledge, as Polanyi defines it, pays too
much attention to the mind as something that
is operated by rules. Instead, they suggest
that the concept of intuition is more precise
and operative than the concept of tacit
knowledge. This has led to that Dreyfus and
Dreyfus’ concept of intuition is frequently
used synonymously with the concept of tacit
knowledge within the approach of inexpress-
ibility (cf. Benner, 1984; Josefson, 1988a;
Göranzon, 1990). Dreyfus and Dreyfus’ un-
derstanding of intuitive expertise is unfolded

6

Outlines-2002-2.qxd  30-01-2003  11:38  Side 6



in their model of skills. Their five-stage mod-
el of skill acquisition shows how the novice
practitioner acts exclusively on the basis of
the context-free rules that were acquired dur-
ing his or her theoretical training. After hav-
ing experienced how patterns repeat them-
selves in practical situations, the practitioner
will then develop from being an experienced
novice into a competent practitioner and will
finally become an expert. An expert is a prac-
titioner who primarily acts on the basis of in-
tuition (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). The tran-
sition from acting on the basis of theoretical
rules to acting on the basis of intuition is a
consequence of how the person in question
becomes emotionally involved in practice.
Thus, Dreyfus and Dreyfus describe how the
individual practitioner, because of his or her
own actions and experiences from a number
of similar situations, will gradually become
aware of these similarities and thereby able
to predict how situations develop. In that
way, the practitioner accumulates knowledge
of which he or she is not conscious.

As mentioned above, Dreyfus and Drey-
fus replace the concept of tacit knowledge by
the concept of intuition. In other words, they
do not recognize tacit knowledge as a type of
knowledge but reserve the concept of knowl-
edge for a relatively narrow concept of rules.
Furthermore, Dreyfus and Dreyfus transform
the concept of tacit knowledge into a concept
of intuition as a sense belonging to the indi-
vidual, hence, abandoning the social perspec-
tive implied in different ways by Polanyi and
Wittgenstein.

Tacit Knowledge as Practical
Intelligence
Inspired by intelligence research, Wagner
and Sternberg (1985; 1986) and Wagner
(1987) use the concept of tacit knowledge as
practical intelligence. They find the tacit as-
pect of knowing to be a central characteristic

of practical intelligence since neither tacit
knowledge nor practical intelligence are ex-
pressed or taught directly and both are pri-
marily learned in informal settings (Wagner
& Sternberg, 1985, p. 439). Practical intelli-
gence is a different concept of intelligence
than the predominant, academic and formally
oriented concept of intelligence. Based on a
series of experiments on critical events,
Wagner and Sternberg (1986) attempted to
prove the existence of tacit knowledge. Here
tacit knowledge, or practical intelligence,
refers to an implicit concept of experience
operationalized in the following themes: to
be able to manage one’s career, how one opti-
mizes one’s reputation and how one succeeds
in “selling” one’s projects to one’s superiors.
In these experiments, selected people were
given a critical description of an event within
their professional area and then asked to an-
swer some questions. Two groups were se-
lected: a group of academic psychologists
and a group of managing directors. Both
groups were divided into subgroups: a group
of so-called experts (the experienced people)
and a group of so-called novices (the newly
educated). Naturally, the researchers expect-
ed the experts to possess a large amount of
professional tacit knowledge and the novices
to possess only a small amount. The results
of these experiments showed that apparently
there is a substantial difference between the
tacit knowledge of experts and novices with-
in different areas. In every respect it turned
out that the experts were better at managing
their careers – a fact which, according to
Wagner and Sternberg, proves the existence
of tacit knowledge.

Summary
There are many different ways of under-
standing the concept of tacit knowledge.
Three different ways were presented above:
tacit knowledge as (1) embedded in tradition,
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(2) an inexpressible dimension of practice
and (3) an aspect of practical intelligence.
Furthermore, one might argue that these vari-
ous definitions of tacit knowledge are mutu-
ally exclusive. Tacit knowledge is both de-
picted as a kind of knowledge which is rule
governed (the Polanyi-tradition) and as
something which is beyond rules (the Witt-
gensteinian tradition). It is presented both as
a personal experience embedded in tradition
(the Polanyi tradition) and as an individual
ability (Dreyfus and Dreyfus’ interpretation
of intuition). Finally, tacit knowledge is de-
picted both as an intuition that lies beyond
any conscious reflection (Dreyfus and
Dreyfus’ interpretation) and as an experience
based non-verbal intelligence of promoting
one’s career (Wagner and Sternberg’s sug-
gestion).

Besides introducing the concept of tacit
knowledge, the first part of this article em-
phasizes that the mutually exclusive and non-
coherent way of using the concept does not
merely serve academic interests. The defini-
tion and circulation of the concept of tacit
knowledge can be understood in relation to
fulfilling various motives in different set-
tings. By situating the definition and use of
the concept, it is stressed that concepts are
not only a way of representing the world, but
also a way of influencing and changing it.
This line of thinking will be pursued in the
second and third part of the article in which a
number of consequences of using the concept
of tacit knowledge will be outlined.

How, then, is a concept to be understood?
The traditional way of understanding a con-
cept would be to follow the author’s presen-
tation, his or her more or less consistent use
of it, the extent of its documentation, and so
forth. Or one might look at it critically, at-
tempt to falsify it, find inconsistencies in the
author’s use of it, and so forth.

My critical way of reading and compre-
hending the concept of tacit knowledge dif-

fers from these views. I consider tacit knowl-
edge, like any other circulating artifact, to be
determined by special, historical and societal
conditions. There are certain reasons why the
concept has become increasingly popular,
why it has been applied by certain groups,
why it is distributed in different contexts, and
so forth. Thus, the concept of tacit knowl-
edge cannot merely be considered a concept
that describes something out there “in real
life”. It must be seen as a concept that is cre-
ated, circulated and applied in relation to a
number of different interests. Whereas the
presentation and reading of a concept is tradi-
tionally separated from the effect it may have
on a broader societal context, my presenta-
tion postulates that it is not possible to sepa-
rate the understanding of a concept from its
actual use, effect and consequences on soci-
etal practice. 

Professions and technical
rationality
In order to understand the circulation and dis-
tribution of the concept of tacit knowledge,
one must understand the development of new
professions in connection with the establish-
ment of the modern welfare state. In 1960
large parts of the population in the Western
world were occupied in the primary produc-
tion (the extraction of raw material – farm-
ing, mining, fishing industry, etc.) or in the
secondary production (the manufacturing of
goods). In the future, the majority of the pop-
ulation will be occupied within the service
sector – the new professions (Fjord Jensen,
1987). This implies an expansion in the num-
ber of people employed in the service indus-
try within the educational sector and the na-
tional health services (e.g., doctors, nurses,
educationists, teachers, etc.). In the total la-
bor force the number of professionals in-
creased from 4% in 1900 to 8% in 1950 and
to 13% in 1966 (Schön, 1983, p. 18). Num-
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bers from the expanding profession of psy-
chology in Denmark illustrate precisely this
development. Around 1974 approximately
2,500 psychologists were organized while to-
day the figure has increased to nearly 7,000.2

The new professions legitimate them-
selves with science claiming that by applying
scientific theories and methods practitioners
are able to solve the problems they encounter
in the practice of their work. The scientific
nature of the knowledge and theory that are
focused on here originates from positivism
(Schön, 1983, p. 29). That is, knowledge is
presented as an object available for users in
relation to any specific situation. The pre-
dominant knowledge and learning model of
the new professions can, in short, be charac-
terized as technical rationality which consists
in an instrumental solution to a well-defined
problem that is laid down by scientific
knowledge and theory (Schön, 1983). Thus,
technical rationality is regarded as exempt
from subjective experiences, appearing as
objectified in already existing procedures
and formalities which are at people’s dispos-
al in the actual situation. In other words, this
understanding of knowledge does not focus
on the practitioner’s actions and experiences
in the actual situation; on the contrary, it fo-
cuses on the importance of following pre-
given directions of how to do things in prac-
tice.

This understanding of knowledge has dif-
ferent consequences.

One consequence of technical rationality
is that the meaning of context, experience
and action is neglected in the educational
context and that the practitioners’ experi-
ences become unnecessary. This way of de-
picting knowledge is dominant and lies at the
heart of a number of educational institutions’
conception of knowledge. It will disregard

the concrete conduct of professional practice,
and it creates a distinction between education
and work practice within the profession.

Another consequence involves our under-
standing of learning. Learning is basically
seen as a transmission of knowledge from
someone who already knows to someone
who does not know. Learning becomes a
technical question related to finding the most
efficient ways of making the transmission of
knowledge function (cf. Dreier, 2002).

The third, and possibly most important,
consequence is that in the post-industrial so-
ciety technical rationality appears to be legit-
imating a number of dominating institutions
and professions (cf. Wackerhausen, 1992).
Today the need to legitimate one’s actions in
relation to a scientific codex plays an impor-
tant role in almost all modern institutions (cf.
Molander, 1990). Knowledge is no longer le-
gitimated in relation to its emancipating or
educative character; on the contrary, knowl-
edge has to increase the performance of so-
cial systems. Indeed, it must possess the
characteristic of problem solving implied by
the core definition of technical rationality.
Knowledge is merely seen as valid when it
can increase the efficiency of the system
(Lyotard, 1991).

A central issue for the different profes-
sions that appeared in the wake of the mod-
ern welfare state is that they face many intri-
cate problems which technical rationality can
no longer solve. The problems which the pro-
fessional practitioner faces require another
set of themes than the one provided by tech-
nical rationality. Hence, the new professions
encounter a number of dilemmas. On the one
hand, in order not to lose prestige the profes-
sions must define themselves in relation to
the scientific discourse, and only those pro-
fessions that define themselves as scientific
are recognized. On the other hand, technical
rationality is apparently not very efficient in
relation to the particular problems the practi-
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tioners are confronted with (Schön, 1983).
Because of this dilemma, a need is created
for a concept that is able to contain the expe-
riences of professional practitioners and at
the same time be included and legitimated by
scientific discourses. As mentioned above,
the growing interest in the concept of tacit
knowledge is based on these dilemmas.

The consequences of tacit
knowledge in practice
Thus, tacit knowledge can be considered a
conglomerate or a compromise of the two
tendencies through which the professions
seem to develop. On the one hand, the pro-
fessions require scientific legitimacy. On the
other hand, the professions need to identify
and define practice in accordance with the
actual experiences of the members of the pro-
fession. However, as I shall argue below, the
concept of tacit knowledge does not make
professional practice more accessible to the
participants. On the contrary, by legitimating
practice as an epistemological matter, profes-
sional practice becomes mysterious and rei-
fied and, consequently, more inaccessible to
the participants. I shall argue that the use of
tacit knowledge will lead to a marginaliza-
tion of the participants’ experiences, to social
uniformity, individualism and a dualistic
view of knowledge. 

Tacit Knowledge and Marginalization
of Experiences
By introducing tacit knowledge as a legiti-
mating foundation for professional practice, I
argue that central experiences will be mar-
ginalized or neglected. Issues of politics,
ethics and values will be marginalized in fa-
vor of discussions about knowing the world. 

As mentioned above, the central tendency
for the new professions is to seek legitimacy
in the scientific environment. Most research

that addresses the concept of tacit knowledge
tends to focus on this issue. In connection
with research on how the introduction of new
technology influences the workplace, one of
the pioneers in the re-launch of the concept of
tacit knowledge, Göranzon, writes that,
“close cooperation with philosophers has
been of great importance” (Göranzon, 1983,
p. 8, my translation). In other words, in order
to legitimate the specific (tacit) knowledge of
the professional practitioners, science must
legitimate it as valuable in an epistemologi-
cal sense. Göranzon suggests that profession-
al practitioners seem to be in possession of a
practical intellect. The aim is to conceptual-
ize practice in new ways by means of the
concept of tacit knowledge and similar con-
cepts, thus, protecting the specific knowl-
edge existing in certain work communities.
The concept of tacit knowledge is well suited
for this purpose. Most research on tacit
knowledge points to the fact that the concept
is difficult to define, let alone identify empir-
ically, and several authors imply that the use
of the concept of tacit knowledge is embed-
ded in strategic considerations. Molander
emphasizes that the concept is difficult to de-
fine, but by using it one will contribute to an
increase in “social and political status” of the
actors (1990, p. 108).

By returning to the historical analyses that
seem to legitimate tacit knowledge, these au-
thors often focus on the threat that the com-
puterization of society presents to local work
communities. Janik’s formulation makes this
very clear:

Tacit knowledge is intimately connected to the
kind of qualitative differentiation that exists be-
tween products of human experience and prod-
ucts of machine efficiency (Janik, 1989, p. 10, my
translation).

Here Janik emphasizes that tacit knowledge
defends the kind of knowledge which is relat-
ed to human experience and which is defined

10
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in contrast to the computerization of this
knowledge.

The problem with conceptualizing work
practice as a question of different ways of un-
derstanding knowledge will result in that cer-
tain problems become conspicuous while
other problems are not considered at all. In
other words, this way of conceptualizing a
work practice as an epistemological problem
implies that some problems appear to be cen-
tral while others are neglected. The fact that
some tasks change in connection with the
computerization of workplaces will become
an epistemological issue between tacit and
explicit knowledge. Only issues that fall
within this area are acknowledged. Other as-
pects of the issue disappear or are neglected.
As an illustration of this, we may mention the
research project at Arbeidslivscentrum called
PASS. PASS, i.e., perspektiv på datasyste-
mutveckling (perspective on data system de-
velopment), is a research project which led to
the development of many of the different
meanings of the concept of tacit knowledge
(Göranzon, 1983). For instance, in the inter-
views from this research project many of the
interviewees assert that the installment of
computers will lead to increased surveil-
lance, central control, isolation of the indi-
vidual employee, unemployment, and so
forth (cf. Göranzon, 1983, p. 216). But these
issues are not emphasized in connection with
the discourse on tacit knowledge. The result
of placing issues of power in an epistemolog-
ical framework is that some aspects disap-
pear while others emerge. All questions con-
cerning moral, ethics and politics disappear
in favor of discussions of new ways of know-
ing the world. 

Tacit Knowledge Creates Social
Uniformity
We have now seen that the concept of tacit
knowledge is also intended to promote the in-

terests of a number of different professions,
and we have seen how it originates from a
critique of the general trend to reify knowl-
edge. In the following, I shall argue that the
concept of tacit knowledge must necessarily
function as an unclear, yet central concept for
members of the work community and profes-
sion.

Tacit knowledge can be considered a con-
cept which apparently creates a certain kind
of coherence within the profession or the
work community, not because of its clarity or
illustrative power but because it holds the in-
expressible factor that binds the members to-
gether in a status of obscurity. Tacit knowl-
edge stands as a concept of the inexpressible
factor or as a category that does not identify
anything, but which is of value because it
states that the members are bound to each
other by a shared accumulation of knowl-
edge. The heterogeneity and division of labor
of the social field of action in relation to spe-
cific tasks are transformed into a homoge-
neous accumulation of knowledge. In order
to clarify these themes, we may draw on
Ryle’s concept of category-mistake.

From Ryle’s perspective, the concept of
tacit knowledge can be considered a catego-
ry-mistake. A category-mistake denotes that
the description of actual characteristics of
things, events or people may be confused
with the general category for this behavior
(Ryle, 1976). The category-mistake may
cause a double-world thinking.3 Ryle used
the concept of category-mistake to point out
that Descartes’ differentiation between con-
ceptual matter (res cogitans) and physical
matter (res extensa) is a category-mistake. In
connection with this category-mistake, phi-
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3 Double-world thinking may be defined as a dogma
which maintains that both body and mind exist; that both
physical and mental processes occur; that there are both
mechanical causes of corporeal movements and mental
causes of corporeal movements (Ryle, 1976, p. 23).
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losophers have been of the opinion that a
form of conceptual matter actually did exists,
but in reality different categories were con-
fused linguistically. An action-oriented as-
pect of a practice was mystified and turned
into a non-specific object.

The same argument can be made in rela-
tion to tacit knowledge. We may look at how
the professional practitioner performs a num-
ber of qualified actions, and we may identify
these actions as expressions of tacit knowl-
edge. However, the very moment we find
tacit knowledge as an actually existing kind
of knowledge, we make a category-mistake
by assuming that tacit knowledge really ex-
ists. The concept of tacit knowledge will be-
come the new ghost in the machine.

Ryle’s implication that the categorical
confusion is a mistake, is, however, not nec-
essarily correct in this casd. The categorical
confusions may serve a purpose. The concept
of tacit knowledge actually seems to have a
unifying function as an indubitable element
for the members of the profession. Further-
more, tacit knowledge hinders non-members
from getting access to take over vital work
assignments and thereby gain influence. It is
no coincidence that the first to circulate the
concept of tacit knowledge was Kuhn (Kuhn,
1970, p. 43-45). According to Kuhn, tacit
knowledge covers precisely the common
rules that create the implicit basis for the par-
adigms which define the scientific standards. 
Contrary to Kuhn, the concept of tacit knowl-
edge offers no possibility for establishing an
internal, critical dialogue that may renew and
change the profession from within, so to
speak. There is very little chance that the pro-
fessions themselves can establish changes,
shifts in paradigms or carry out other radical
changes based on the concept of tacit knowl-
edge. In this sense, the concept of tacit
knowledge is preservative in relation to al-
ready established forms of practice. The con-
cept of tacit knowledge will, hence, keep

those possible conflicts and oppositions at a
distance which might actually transform and
change the profession or the work communi-
ty by means of critical dialogue. 

The Reappearance of Individualism
As mentioned above, the concept of tacit
knowledge implicitly served as a glue for sci-
entific communities of practice. I shall argue
below that the concept of tacit knowledge
creates the illusion that work communities
are unified by a homogeneous core of knowl-
edge that is generally agreed upon, thereby
distracting attention from the fact that prac-
tice is constituted by a number of social posi-
tions that are defined in relation as well as in
contrast to each other. The concept of tacit
knowledge distracts attention from the fact
that conflicts and oppositions are the dynam-
ic reasons for development and change and
leads to a focus on the abilities and capacities
of the individual.

It is, therefore, in line with this thinking
that the concept of tacit knowledge seems to
re-establish an individualistic approach to
professional practice.4 This return to individ-
ualism must have its background in internal
rivalry and power struggles among profes-
sions. It is not a matter of professions func-
tionally dividing the various work fields be-
tween themselves but of rivaling professions
struggling to define and delimit attractive
work fields in relation to the interests of their
profession. One example may be the ongoing
conflict between teachers and educationists
in Denmark as to who should be the key fig-
ures in connection with the introductory peri-
ods of school attendance for small children.

12

4 Here tacit knowledge is, of course, understood as
a dimension of inexpressibility, intuition or practical
intelligence while, according to Polanyi’s understan-
ding of tacit knowledge, traditions, that is, collective
historical actions, are central.
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A similar professional conflict may be found
within the national health services where
doctors, nurses and assistant nurses try to
dominate different work assignments.

In connection with these rivalries, the con-
cept of tacit knowledge plays an important
role. It is no mere coincidence that the pro-
fession of nursing, in a squeeze between doc-
tors and assistant nurses, found the concept
useful (cf. e.g. Josefson, 1988a; Benner,
1984). The concept of tacit knowledge dis-
places the focus on social position and pow-
er-oriented relations to link actions and their
legitimacy to the tacit knowledge of the indi-
vidual professional, hence focusing away
from social interaction, oppositions and pow-
er struggles towards the capacities of the in-
dividual. The individual is, in other words,
de-contextualized.

The individual practitioner has gained a
prescriptive right to tacit knowledge ex-
pressed by intuition and feelings as legiti-
mate grounds for action. Tacit knowledge is
to define the reputation and social status of
the individual while other aspects are left out.
The following example shows how tacit
knowledge may appear as a personal capaci-
ty and not be related to a certain social status.
The example is from Benner’s studies of the
development of nurses from novices to ex-
perts, and it shows the expert nurse’s capacity
in connection with the work of diagnosing
mental illness in patients. Benner’s studies of
the development of nurses is the empirical
basis for the skill model on intuitive expertise
by Dreyfus and Dreyfus. Benner writes:

“When I tell a doctor: the patient is psychotic, I
do not know how to legitimize it? But I am never
wrong. Because I am extremely familiar with
psychoses. And I know it so well that I know what
it is, and I trust that” (Benner, 1984, p. 32).

This example illustrates how, based on tacit
knowledge, the practitioner’s action is legiti-
mated as professional intuition in relation to

members of another profession, the doctors.
In reality, the practitioner acts on the basis of
his or her specific social position which pro-
vides the person with power and incon-
testable authority. The infallible diagnosis
may just as well be due to the fact that the
nurse is positioned in an institutional com-
munity in which she has the power of classi-
fication and in which no other member of the
community can question this classification.
In other words, it is difficult to distinguish
between the classification of the patient and
the stigmatizing exertion of power. The intro-
duction of tacit knowledge into practice,
thus, contributes to shifting the focus towards
the capacities of an ahistorical individual and
away from a socially situated, relational un-
derstanding of knowledge and the individual.
Tacit knowledge de-contextualizes the differ-
ent positions within the profession.

Dualism Maintained
The concept of tacit knowledge maintains
rather than transcends the dualistic perspec-
tive on knowledge. As mentioned above, tac-
it knowledge has been defined as an alterna-
tive to technical rationality within the episte-
mological paradigm. The traditional way of
dividing intuition and tacit knowledge from
scientific rationality has been to present this
as a division between an unclear, mythical
and magical line of thought, on the one hand,
and a systematic, scientific line of thought,
on the other hand (cf. Lave, 1988). This dual-
ism is captured in contrasting the concept of
tacit knowledge with technical rationality,
and it is repeated in many of the stories relat-
ed to the concept of tacit knowledge, for in-
stance, in Josefson’s presentation of the intu-
itive and tacit actions of the expert nurse
(Josefson, 1988b).

Josefson presents an example in which a
nurse with thirty years of professional expe-
rience – mainly with post-surgery patients –

13
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met a patient who said that he was fine and
okay after his operation. This statement was
supported by objective, observable indica-
tions. Yet, the nurse felt that something was
wrong. She sent for a young doctor who did
not find anything wrong and blamed the
nurse for having sent for him for no reason.
However, the patient then died during the
night. The nurse had noticed that something
was out of the ordinary but could not explain
how she had arrived at this conclusion.

Josefson’s example illustrates how the
medical, systematic, scientific line of thought
fails while intuition dominates. The story
shows that it is a matter of two basic kinds of
knowledge in opposition to each other. The
same dualism can be found in the five-stage
model of learning developed by Dreyfus and
Dreyfus (1986). Their model also clearly dis-
tinguishes between the types of knowledge
that are related to context-free rules, on the
one hand, and intuitive pattern recognition,
on the other hand.

In this respect, the values have simply
been turned upside down. The Western, sys-
tematic rationality (“the doctor”) is not asso-
ciated with positive values. On the contrary,
the local cultures (the “primitive” people)
and professional practitioners (“the nurse”)
now possess and define the positive values.
The dualism between rationality and magic
still exists, only with a different set of value
poles. Whereas technical rationality is a per-
verted version of the Western thought of the
enlightenment, one may consider the concept
of tacit knowledge to be a caricature of the
ideal knowledge of romanticism.

The problem with this clear-cut dualism
between the two types of knowledge is that it
implies a particular understanding of the so-
cial world. This dualistic understanding im-
plies that an already objective world exists,
independent of human actions or beings.
That has been termed the ‘prejudice of an ob-
jective world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1981; Kvale,

1968). The implicit assumption of this notion
is that we must clearly realize that this objec-
tive world is present in all our actions. When
that turns out not to be the case, the concept
of tacit knowledge is invented. Polanyi ex-
emplifies tacit knowledge with the well-
known observation that one can ride a bike
without actually knowing what one does and
yet continue riding it. The illustration of the
bike ride supports the thought that we must
apparently not be completely aware of the al-
ready existing world and anything we do in
it, and if that is not the case the auxiliary hy-
pothesis of “tacit knowledge” must be intro-
duced. The rational line of thought constructs
tacit knowledge as a convenient auxiliary hy-
pothesis. If, alternatively, we consider the
world from the perspective of the actor in a
social context, it is possible to maintain that –
due to the fact that we exist in time and space
as well as in a social world – actions must be
considered unfinished business. Our partici-
pation will hence always include an unclear
dimension. This dimension is, however, not
to be considered a type of knowledge. On the
contrary, it is an implicit consequence of the
fact that our existence is constantly modified
by our participation in a social world.

Summary and new questions
In this article I have taken a critical stand on
the concept of tacit knowledge in discussions
of professional practice. As a point of depar-
ture I raised the question, what would be the
consequences of approaching practice as an
epistemological matter rather than in terms
of activity. I outlined three different ways of
conceptualizing tacit knowledge, namely:
tacit knowledge as tradition, as an inexpress-
ible dimension of practice and, finally, as a
kind of intelligence. And I argued that these
definitions of tacit knowledge are not ho-
mogenous but mutually exclusive. 

Furthermore, I looked critically at tacit

14

Outlines-2002-2.qxd  30-01-2003  11:38  Side 14



knowledge by relating it to the growth of pro-
fessions in modern society. It was argued that
tacit knowledge could be seen as a compro-
mise between legitimating the professions in
accordance with scientific standards and of-
fering a concept about the specific experi-
ences of professional practitioners. However,
this way of conceptualizing practice from an
epistemological perspective gave rise to new
questions and contained a number of impor-
tant problems. 

As argued above, the new professions
must find ways of legitimating themselves.
Using the concept of tacit knowledge for this
purpose tends to turn it into a black box
which makes practice mysterious and inac-
cessible. However, we should also take into
account which phenomena the concept of
tacit knowledge is pointing at. Social practice
consists of a mixture of social habits, histori-
cally grounded modes of actions, knowledge
distributed in work practices and tools.
Although a large part of one’s participation in
a social practice is not articulated verbally,
that does not entail that this kind of participa-
tion is founded on tacit knowledge. Rather
than placing habitual, collective elements of
actions and tool-mediated participation in the
category of tacit knowledge, it seems more
appropriate to categorize and describe these
activities concretely as they take place in
practice. 

As an alternative to using the concept of
tacit knowledge I argue for the necessity of
not letting the concrete practice out of sight
when a practice is legitimated. Rather than
transforming practice into categories of
knowledge, it is important to describe and re-
late to the ongoing practice as it unfolds in all
its diversity. In other words, we need to ac-
count for the collective nature of activities in
practice rather than to focus on different cate-
gories of knowledge. Rhetorically speaking,
one could state that knowledge needs to be
moved from the head and placed in the world

again, that is, described as it progresses in so-
cial activities with tools. We need to ask criti-
cally what is gained by conceptualizing prac-
tice as tacit. Rather than placing particular
activities into categories of knowledge, we
need to describe in detail what happens in so-
cial situations. The concept of tacit knowl-
edge actually does address the notion of
habits directly or indirectly. But we need to
approach habits as more than efficient rou-
tines. An understanding of social habits calls
for historical analyses of the bodily nature of
social practice. Furthermore, we ought to ask
critically for whom specific kinds of knowl-
edge are tacit? Is it for the observer – the sci-
entist –, for the practitioner or for the client?
And finally, we need to ask whose knowl-
edge is tacit in a social practice? Here we
need to focus on social positions and on how
knowledge is used to maintain social posi-
tions and privileges. I shall end this article
with Erwin Straus’ words about the uncon-
scious, now slightly changed to cover the
concept of tacit knowledge: “The tacit
knowledge of the practitioner is more often
than not the verbal and explicit theories of the
social scientist” (freely interpreted from
Straus, 1958, p. 151). 
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Summary
The article discusses several epistemological and
methodological issues related to the analysis of dis-
course in general and of educational talk in particular.
The theoretical framework provided by conversation
analysis (CA) is applied and critically discussed in
the analysis of an empirical example of educational
talk. Several questions seem pertinent: Can we – as
analysts – have direct access to talk “as it actually oc-
curs”, independent of any kind of theorizing and pre-
defined categorization? What is the epistemological
status of the conversation analytic categories? What
are the limitations of applying turn-taking as an ana-
lytical category in the study of talk? To what extent
can we presume the knowledgeability of the inter-
locutors as a premise in our analysis? On the back-
ground of my own attempts at applying CA in the
analysis of educational discourse, I argue for a widen-
ing of the perspective from a narrow, empiricist focus
on conversational turn-takings and sequential organi-
zation of talk, for example in the handling of issues
like silences and absences in talk. On the other hand, I
also warn against the pitfalls of historicist, abstract
social theory; here exemplified with some texts from
theorists applying abstract philosophical categories
from dialectical and historical materialism like “the
law of contradiction” as explanatory tools in the
study of situated action. In the study of educational
meaning making we should avoid empiricist as well
as historicist approaches and explanations.

Introduction
In this theoretical paper I discuss some epis-
temological and methodological issues relat-
ed to the analysis of discourse in general and
of educational talk in particular. My discus-
sion connects to recent debates in the journal
Discourse and Society (Schegloff, 1997,
1998; Wetherell, 1998; Billig, 1998) and ac-
tivity theory (Engestrom, 1999, which is a di-
rect response to the discussion in Discourse
and Society) where the research status and
relevance of conversation analysis (CA) has
been the focus of discussion. In this article I
want to address some fundamental epistemo-
logical questions in the study of talk as social
action in general and educational talk and
meaning making processes in particular: Can
we – as analysts – have direct access to talk
“as it actually occurs”, independent of any
kind of theorizing and predefined categoriza-
tion? What is the epistemological status of
the conversation analytic categories? What
are the limitations of applying turn taking as
an analytical category in the study of talk? To
what extent can we presume the knowledge-
ability of the interlocutors as a premise in our
analysis? 

My own approach can probably best be la-
beled discourse analytic, inspired by the later
philosophy of Wittgenstein, by discursive
and rhetorical psychology (e.g., Edwards,

Ivar Solheim

Beyond Turn-taking
Reflections on Different Theoretical 

Approaches to the Study of Educational Talk
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1997; Harré and Gillet, 1994; Billig 1996)
and also by ethnomethodology (Garfinkel.
1967; Lynch, 1992). Although my approach
is inspired by ethnometodology and conver-
sation analysis, I think it is also important to
recognize the limitations and what I consider
empiricist tendencies in conversation analy-
sis. On the background of my own attempts
to try to apply CA on educational discourse, I
will argue for a widening of the perspective
from a narrow focus on conversational turn-
takings and sequential organization of talk.
On the other hand, I am also critical against
the pitfalls of historicist, abstract social theo-
ry, here exemplified with some texts from ac-
tivity theorists applying abstract philosophi-
cal categories from dialectical materialism
like “the law of contradiction” as explanatory
tools in the study of situated action. In the
study of educational meaning making we
need to avoid empiricist as well as abstract,
historicist approaches and modes of explana-
tions.

The focus of the paper is primarily on
epistemological and general theoretical is-
sues, but some methodological implications
are also briefly discussed as examples and il-
lustrations of the principled theoretical argu-
ments.

Basic assumptions and
concerns
My basic theoretical and methodological ap-
proach is aligned with the ethnomethodolog-
ical program, attempting to reconstruct order
through the ways in which people themselves
make this order available to each other. Any
setting organizes its environment of practical
activities to make it 

“detectable, countable, recordable, reportable,
tell-a-story-aboutable, analysable – in short, ac-
countable” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 33, emphasis in
the original). 

The impact of this programme has been
broad in the social sciences. See for example
how Bruno Latour recently explained the ba-
sic idea of actor-network theory: 

“For us ANT (that is: Actor Network Theory) was
simply another way of being faithful to the in-
sights of ethnomethodology: actors know what
they do and we have to learn from them not only
what they do, but how and why they do it. It is us,
the social scientists, who lack knowledge of what
they do, and not they who are missing the expla-
nation of why they are unwittingly manipulated
by forces exterior to themselves and known to the
social scientist’s powerful gaze and methods.”
(Latour, 1999, p. 19)

Harold Garfinkel once formulated his funda-
mental conception of the study of social ac-
tion in contrast to that of Durkheim:

“Thereby, in contrast to certain versions of
Durkheim that teach that the objective reality of
social fact is sociology’s fundamental principle,
the lesson is taken instead and used as a study
policy, that the objective reality of social facts as
an ongoing accomplishment of the concerted ac-
tivities of daily life, with the ordinary artful ways
of that accomplishment being by members
known, used and taken for granted, is for mem-
bers doing sociology, a fundamental phenome-
non.” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. vii) 

In contrast to Durkheim, Garfinkel argues in
a radical way that instead of departing from a
strong essentialist view taking “the objective
reality” for granted, social scientists should
rather focus on how this “objective reality” is
locally produced, as an ongoing accomplish-
ment of and in participants’ daily life and ac-
tivities. This is an epistemological argument,
not an ontological one. Garfinkel is not in the
postmodernist, relativist business of denying
the existence of an objective world. On the
contrary, he would argue that in order to be
able to get a more realistic view of the world,
the social scientist cannot take this world for
granted but show how it is understood and
produced through the participants’ own prac-
tices and daily life.
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Ethnomethodological researchers have pi-
oneered the use of audiotape and videotape
of social interaction – which has now become
standard across qualitative and interpretive
sociology and education. Several advantages
of data in this form should be noticed: “1.
They enable the analyst to attend to the fine
detail of talk and interaction, and 2. Through
their reproducibility, they enable the ana-
lyst’s observations to be assessed in relation
to the very data which those findings refer
to.” (Hester and Francis, 2000, p. 4) An even
more important corollary of the ethno-
methodological commitment to the study of
local order should be mentioned. The focus
on local order implies that the studies them-
selves “are shaped by the distinctive and spe-
cific character of the phenomenon they in-
vestigate” (ibid., p. 4). Studies of this kind
will hence necessarily be diverse in style and
methodological approach. Therefore, eth-
nomethodology does not provide one parti-
cular “method” in their analyses. 

Garfinkel also notices how this objectivity
is “taken for granted” as something which is
“seen, but unnoticed”. This means that the
analyst should also focus not only on what is
explicitly said and noticed, but also on the
tacit, the un-said and what seems absent from
the conversation. This means that an empiri-
cist, narrow focus on studying the sequential
organization of spoken utterances may be in-
sufficient, especially in the study of school
work.

A discourse analytic
perspective on social
action and learning
The discursive analytic perspective on social
action and learning which constitutes the
general framework for my understanding, fo-
cuses on studying discursive interaction and
cognition in a situated context. Discourse
analysis has become a broad and multifac-

eted research tradition comprising a broad
range of approaches and research strategies.
In Margaret Wetherell’s formulation “the
boundary lines are drawn between styles of
work which affiliate with EM and CA and
analysis which follow post-structuralist or
Foucauldian lines.” (Wetherell, 1998) In this
study I will discuss EM and CA as elements
in a broader discursive analytic approach, al-
beit not the post-structuralist or Foucaldian
versions. Foucauldian studies tend to view
discourses as cultural totalities1, and these
are also the focus of analysis. This method-
ological approach differs substantially from a
view which focuses on examining the ways
in which people use utterances in specific
contexts. As Michael Billig formulates this:
“Foucault’s notion of ‘discourse” is, to use
Saussure’s distinction, more langue than pa-
role – concerned with the hypothetical total
structure rather than particular usage.”
(Billig, 1996) 

Following the ideas of discursive psychol-
ogy (especially as formulated by Edwards,
1997; Edwards and Potter, 1992; Parker,
1992), language is not analysed as symptoms
of inner processes, and it is assumed that the
traditional topics of psychology (e.g., emo-
tions, memory etc) refer to phenomena which
are outwardly observable. For example, if
one wishes to study how or to what extent
students “learn” in interaction with comput-
ers, the researcher should be paying attention
to what students are actually doing and say-
ing when they use computers in their daily
work.

EM, CA and also important parts of the
broader discourse analytic tradition take in-
spiration from the philosophical tradition of

1 This does not mean that I consider Foucault a less inter-
esting theorist. On the contrary, I regard his ideas of knowl-
edge and power as highly relevant in the study of pedagogy
and institutional knowledge production, My point here is
more related to the methodological focus and the unit of
analysis in the study of educational meaning making and
talk. 
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Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. CA is “fun-
damentally an ethnomethological enter-
prise.” (Potter, 1996) and is to be understood
as EM applied on conversations and espe-
cially “mundane, everyday talk”. Discursive
psychology applies this to psychological
phenomena and argues that phenomena
which traditional psychological theories
have treated as “inner processes”, are, in fact,
constituted through social, discursive activi-
ty. Accordingly, discursive psychology ar-
gues that psychology should be based on the
study of this outward activity rather than hy-
pothetical, and essentially unobservable, in-
ner states. 

As I showed above, Wittgenstein stated in
Philosophical Investigations that, “an ‘inner
process’ stands in need for outward criteria
(1953, remark 580). He claimed that “the
characteristic mark of all ‘feelings” is that
there is expression of them, i.e. facial expres-
sion, gestures”, (1967, remark 513). The im-
plication is profound. Analysts should not
search for the unobservable essences, which
are presumed to lie behind the use of feeling-
words. They should be examining in detail
the ways people make claims about psycho-
logical states and what they are doing when
they make, or dispute, such psychological
claims: they should be asking “what is the
purpose of this language, how is it being
used?” (Wittgenstein, 1967, remark 716)

I shall emphasise three particularly central
points in my conception of discourse analy-
sis: action, rhetoric, and accountability.2

The first point is that cognitive phenome-
na are recast as actions. “Discursive psy-
chology generally is concerned with people’s
practices: communication, interaction, argu-
ment; and the organization of those practices
in different kinds of settings.” (Edwards &
Potter, 1992, p. 156) The concern is with how
people carry out reasoning and problem solv-

ing as part of their practical activities.
Analytically we, as researchers, should be
cautious in applying analytical categories to
do with phenomena such as degrees of shared
knowledge, depth of understanding and im-
pact of technology on discourse, and instead
be sensitive to what social actors actually do
through talk and text.

The second point highlights how dis-
course is always produced from a position,
which is to say that it has a rhetorical organi-
zation. It is people situated in space and time,
with different interests, stakes and concerns,
who produce actions. Actions are therefore
never neutral in any simple sense; they are
produced with specific goals in mind. These,
however, are features of the content and orga-
nization of discourse, not of people’s individ-
ual motivations or thoughts. This means that
people treat each other as competent knowl-
edgeable members with motivations, abili-
ties and interests, and that these concerns are
displayed in their discourse. An important
objective in discourse analysis is to analyse
the organization of these actions, as well as
identify the devices that the participants rely
on to accomplish this in different settings.

The last point concerns accountability,
that is to say, speakers routinely deal with is-
sues of agency and responsibility when giv-
ing accounts or descriptions of events and
other phenomena. How teachers orient to ac-
countability when providing assessments of
students, would be an interesting topic to
pursue further. When students fail to accom-
plish a task, is this attributed to bad teaching
or to the students’ lack of reasoning ability?
These are common concerns in teacher-pupil
interaction. In this regard educational dis-
course is about social relationships, where is-
sues related to students learning and abilities
are practical concerns for the teacher, and do
no refer merely to what the pupils actually
know. In this regard the students’ “thinking”
is interlinked with a matrix of social relation-
ships and concerns.

2 The following paragraphs are based on Arnseth and
Solheim (2002).
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To sum up, the focus of this approach is
not on cognition conceived as psychological
entities located “beneath the skull”, but on
discourse and its sequential organization
grounded in people’s activities and social
practices. We, as analysts, are interested in
how specific formulations are deployed, and
how they are related to the particular context
in which they appear. This context is estab-
lished in activities that are pragmatically or-
ganized. Therefore, instead of considering
cognition, problem solving and remembering
as merely psychological phenomena, they
enter into this model as discursive resources
which teachers and students use to do specif-
ic interactional work. People think together
and engage in collaborative activities by con-
tinuously trying to understand each other’s
motives, understandings and ideas.

Basic concepts of conver-
sation analysis
The techniques of CA and EM enable ana-
lysts to investigate the micro processes of
speech acts in which language is used.
Analysts can study how, for example, claims
to have particular emotions or psychological
states are seen to be socially constituted and
accomplished (Edwards, 1997). For exam-
ple, traditional psychologists assume that ‘re-
membering’ is something which takes place
within the cognitive system of the isolated in-
dividual. By contrast, discourse analysts treat
remembering as a social and collective activ-
ity (Edwards and Potter, 1992). They exam-
ine in detail the speech acts involved in mak-
ing claims about remembering and forget-
ting, and they ask what such claims are ac-
complishing socially (Middleton and Ed-
wards, 1990). Instead of treating remember-
ing as an unobservable, internal process, it
becomes a directly observable, social activity
based upon speech acts. 

One central concept within conversation
analysis is the speaking turn. According to

Harvey Sacks (the founder of CA), it takes
two turns to have a conversation. However,
turn-taking is more than just a defining prop-
erty of conversational activity. The study of
its patterns allows one to describe contextual
variation (examining, for instance, the struc-
tural organisation of turns, how speakers
manage sequences as well as the internal de-
sign of turns). At the same time, the principle
of taking turns in speech can be claimed to be
a universal feature of talk, and it is something
that speakers (normatively) attend to in inter-
action. A second central concept is that of the
adjacency pair. Underneath this concept is
the idea that turns minimally come in pairs
and the first of a pair creates certain expecta-
tions which constrain the possibilities for a
second. Examples of adjacency pairs are
question/answer, complaint/apology, greet-
ing/greeting, accusation/denial, etc. The oc-
currence of adjacency pairs in talk also forms
the basis for the concept of sequential im-
plicativeness: each move in a conversation is
essentially a response to the preceding talk
and an anticipation of the kind of talk which
is to follow. In formulating their present turn,
speakers show their understanding of the pre-
vious turn and reveal their expectations about
the next turn to come. 

Virtues of ethnomethodology
and conversation analysis
Ethnomethodology and conversation analy-
sis represent an alternative3 to the traditional
methodical focus on measurement of learn-
ing output which often reflects a strongly
cognitivist (and in the 60s and 70s also a be-
haviorist) approach to learning and also the
study of the interplay with artifacts and tech-
nology.

3 A survey and overview over EM and CA contributions
to educational research since the 60s is provided by Hester
and Francis (2000, pp. 1-21).
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CA insists on studying in detail the actual
interaction taking place. The study of “talk-
in-interaction” gives a detailed account of the
actual interaction. Taking into consideration
the complex interactional patterns that are
unfolding when a complex technological ar-
tifact is “intervening” in the communication
process, there will clearly be a need for meth-
ods mapping this complex interaction in the
best possible way. The major strength of CA
lies in the idea that conversational meaning is
to be situated in the sequence. Its most pow-
erful idea is undoubtedly that human interac-
tants continually display to each other, in the
course of interaction, their own understand-
ing of what they are doing. 

It seems that EM and CA can be especially
valuable in the study of the role of the tech-
nological artifact as a part of social practices
and a number of interesting studies have
shown that EM and CA may be fruitful in this
field4. These processes are often very com-
plex involving interaction not only between
humans, but also between humans, comput-
ers and the social, organizational and physi-
cal/spatial environment. Through focusing
on actual interaction between, for example,
the educational computer software and the
students, the researcher will be able to trace
not only how the students interact with one
another, but also how they simultaneously in-
teract with the computer. It is certainly very
interesting if CA could be used to describe
this interaction more accurately. 

The traditional ethnographers use their
own participation, either actual or vicarious,
as a basis for building an understanding, and
this is often supplemented by field notes. In
contrast to this, the conversation analyst will

be concerned with how the actor’s account is
established as literal and objective, and what
it is being used to do. This implies a focus on
the detail of interaction: the hesitations, repe-
titions, repairs and emphases. Conversation
analysts have shown just how important
these things are to interaction, and I shall
agree with Jonathan Potter when he says that
“they are virtually impossible for an ethno-
graphic observer without a tape recorder and
high-quality transcript to capture adequate-
ly”. (Potter, 1996, p. 105)

A final virtue of taking a conversation fo-
cus is that the transcribed record of discourse
gives the reader a unique opportunity to eval-
uate the researcher’s interpretations.
Conversation analyst Harvey Sacks had a
goal of producing a form of analysis “where
the reader has as much information as the au-
thor, and can reproduce the analysis” (1992,
vol. I, p. 27). This might be slightly unrealis-
tic, but expresses at least a democratic ap-
proach towards academic research practices.

The virtues and limitations of
conversational turn taking.
An empirical example from
project work in school
As a point of departure for a more systematic
theoretical discussion I will first present and
discuss an empirical example. The following
scene is quite common to many younger stu-
dents trying to use the Internet for education-
al purposes, and it illustrates difficulties with
finding appropriate information on the In-
ternet. Before this particular dialogue oc-
curred, three fourteen-year-old girls had
spent a couple of hours searching the Internet
for material about the situation of women in
Africa. They were supposed to use a video
about women in Burkina Faso to define
themes and problem statements for their pro-
ject work. Before this sequence they had al-
ready defined and formulated their problem

4 Among others, the seminal work of Lucy Suchman
(1987) has been particularly important, especially because
her work also has had strong influence in computer science
and cognitive science. Recent important contributions
which also provide overviews are Heath and Luff (2000)
and Hutchby (2001).
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following lines one can find a classical repair
sequence, an apparent repair-acceptance etc.
And this kind of analysis can be done for the
whole sequence and clearly shows, for exam-
ple, how conversational devices are de-
ployed. From a CA perspective, a fairly sim-
ply structured “turn taking machinery” can
be said to be deployed in this sequence in
which the teacher asks questions and the stu-
dents respond, sometimes with repair se-
quences, sometimes not. I shall argue that
this is analytically valuable and relevant.
Both commonsensically and conversation
analytically, we can identify project work

statements but without discussing or consult-
ing the teacher. According to the guidelines
they are supposed to have some kind of
recognition from the teacher of their choice
of problem statements. 

The class was divided into groups of 3-4
students, and the groups worked in separate

rooms. The teacher rotated between the
groups to see how they were getting on, but
this group did not summon her. The dialogue
starts as the teacher enters the room. This
fragment comprises the first part of the dia-
logue between the teacher and the student
group on the first day of the project work. 

1. Teacher: Have you got any help? (1.0)
2. Monica: We think it is difficult. We cannot find much material. 
3. Anne: The only thing we found was a legal bill concerning polygamy in Uganda, but 
4.  we cannot enter that website.
5. Teacher: But how do you define the problem statements?
6. Monica: How much do African mothers decide over their son’s family.
7 Linda: Or to what extent they have the right to [decide.
8. Cathrine: [How much they decide, that’s it.
9. Teacher: Uh:: there may be something wrong with your problem statements, if you can’t find 
10. any material about it. Because then it is clear that a lot of this is unwritten laws 
11. and rules so that perhaps you may (0.5) may be you should add two or three more 
12. questions.
13. Cathrine: What:: [else ( )
14. Teacher: [What are you saying Cathrine?
15. Cathrine: What else is the video about [than uh
16. Teacher: [It has to do with women’s rights.
17. Anne: We have searched a lot for that. Women’s rights and all that stuff. We’ve got
18. just a lot of crap ( )
19. Teacher: Have you looked for ( ) literature?
20. Cathrine: (..) We have seen a survey or something like that.
21. Teacher: Have you tried to search for ‘Burkina Faso’?
22. Anne: Yes (0.5) No.
23. Linda: We found something about Burkina Faso but it [was like facts about the country 
24. Anne: [perhaps we shall try once more

This piece of interaction can be analyzed
from a number of different angles, but in the
context of this article the basic question is the
relevance of focusing on conversational turn-
taking, sequentiality and talk organization in
the study of educational discourse. I find it
obvious that several CA devices can be suc-
cessfully applied here, for example, how the
conversation begins in line 1 with a teacher’s
announcing question, how two students re-
spond which in turn is followed with a new
question from the teacher, then a response
from a student and a succeeding explanation
from the teacher, then from line 13 and the
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events and interaction around project work
assignments, and we can specify the interac-
tional pattern in detail. We can even analyze
this according to the (not CA, but related)
IRE-format of educational discourse5, that is,
how the discourse is organized according to
the format of I(nitiation), R(esponse) and
E(valuation), and in this sense show how this
interaction can be analyzed in its moment-to-
moment seqentiality as a presumably typical,
normal interaction in a middle school class-
room reproducing an even more typical
asymmetry of teacher-student relations. 

Nevertheless, I would initially question to
what extent this kind of analysis is sufficient
if the research task is to analyze the discourse
from a pedagogical perspective. Focusing on
this task I would be interested in finding out
several things, for example: What is actually
the “pedagogical business” performed here?
What are the participants’ concerns and goals
related to this business? Is there any develop-
ment of meaning making or learning, e,g., in-
stances of ‘appropriation of meaning’6? I will
not discuss this in detail here, just mention
one essential point which in my view clearly
would question some of the fundamental
premises of CA and which at the same time
raises a number of questions of relevance for
research on educational discourse. This point
is related to the analysis of the social interac-
tional patterns between teacher and student
in this project work. A CA based analysis
does not provide us with the appropriate tools
to analyze the nature of this relation because
it is focusing solely on the utterances and the
relation between them, not on the content of
the talk, nor on the flaws, silences or ab-
sences. The repair sequence in line 13-18 is
particularly interesting because, if we apply a
CA approach, we may conclude that this is a

repair sequence in which the students are
made aware of the teacher’s interpretation of
what the video is about (women’s rights).
Seemingly, there is a structurally defined in-
tersubjective consensus on the matter: the
students seem to understand what the teacher
says. However, as educational researchers
we are not primarily interested in the repair
structure of the conversation but, for exam-
ple, in what the students actually say and do
about the teacher’s proposals and advice.
This will tell us something about any actual
intersubjective development between the in-
terlocutors, or in that case we may also po-
tentially talk about an instance of learning or
appropriation of meaning. But a narrow fo-
cus on turn-taking does not provide us with
clues about these processes. Instead, it may
lead us to understand this as a traditional,
asymmetrical teacher-oriented discourse with
a focus on how the teacher deploys conversa-
tional devices in order to bring her messages
home. Here is an excerpt of how the group
dealt with the teacher’s proposal just minutes
after the first session. The teacher has now
left: 

Fragment 2
1. Linda: Search [for Burkina Faso
2.   Monica:            [search for ’Africa’s women’
3.  Anne        [search for Burkina Faso           
(…..)
4. Cathrine: Enter, just push Enter
5. Eva: Ok 
6. Anne: Eva is really desperate (laughs)
7. Cathrine: ‘Latest news from Burkina Faso’. ( )
8. Monica: “Click on this “ ( )
9. Anne: Scroll further down 
10. Cathrine: ‘Women have always’ bla bla bla”
11. Anne: Yes [YES hallo
12. Cathrine:     [’Women in Burkina Faso’”– 

COME ON !
13. Monica: [YES YES WE HAVE GOT INTO 

SOMETHING

This fragment shows that the students did not
follow the teacher’s basic advice which was
to redefine their problem statement. Instead,

5 An updated, extensive discussion of the IRE-format in
educational research can be found in Wells (1999)..
6 Wertsch (1985) introduced this term..
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they immediately tested the teacher’s sugges-
tions for key words for Internet search, and
they also hit upon something they found valu-
able, see line 37-39. Not until we look at this
later sequence can we get any insight into the
actual processes of meaning making in this
project work session. The students show that
they stick to their initial overall strategy and
do not change their problem statement as the
teacher proposes. Now we can also make
more sense of the repair sequence in the first
fragment: it is not about a teacher giving the
students directives of how to understand the
task, but rather a teacher suggesting her own
interpretation of the task. The students’ re-
sponses in the repair sequence are inconclu-
sive about how they assess the teacher’s
ideas, actually any assessment is absent from
the dialogue, except for their comment in line
32 where Anne says that they have searched
for “women’s rights” but without any success.
However, their assessment becomes evident,
although implicitly, in the next fragment
where they show in practice that they do not
follow the teacher’s advice. The turn-taking
organization does not tell us anything about
this. Interestingly, by going beyond the ana-
lytic frame of turn-taking we can also learn a
good deal about the social organization and
power structures involved here. The students
are allowed to decide themselves what to do
with the teacher’s proposal, indicating that in
this project work we do not have the ordinary
asymmetrical power structure between
teacher and student. Without discussing this
in detail here, a clearly relevant research
question would be to analyze the importance
and impact of this seemingly reversed power
structure. But this would certainly go beyond
the perspectives and theoretical commitments
of conversation analysis. 

Basically, this example illustrates a need
for a broader perspective than just looking at
turn-takings and the sequential organization
of utterances in the study of processes of
meaning making and of educational practices.

On the other hand, it also illustrates the need
for a detailed interactional study in order to
grasp the actual meaning making processes.
In order to understand the dynamics of educa-
tional meaning making processes, it may be
fruitful to take a closer look at some funda-
mental concepts and theoretical assumptions
of discourse analysis and conversation analy-
sis. I shall discuss these issues more systemat-
ically focusing on the notions of accountabili-
ty, the concept of knowledgeability and the
concept of turn-taking. 

A critical discussion of
conversation analysis as a
research strategy and
methodology in discourse
analysis
In the following I shall discuss some episte-
mological and methodological issues in the
study of discourse. In doing so, I also present
an outline of the most prominent traditions or
directions in the field of research in discourse
and communication: ethnomethodology, con-
versation analysis, critical discourse analysis
and activity theory. 

I shall concentrate my discussion on three
fundamental7 concepts and premises of CA:
the concept of rationality as accountability,
the premise of the knowledgeable actor, and
the premise of how social action is structured
as sequenced in talk-in-interaction.

Rationality and accountability
It is probably correct as Anthony Giddens re-
marks that the philosophical basis of EM
(and also CA) as “an essentially ethno-
methodological enterprise … remains unelu-

7 The centrality of these concepts are made clear by
many CA theorists, e.g., Sacks (1992), Schegloff (1997),
Hutchby (2001).
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cidated” (Giddens, 1993, p. 58). There is an
allegedly8 strong connection between theory
and method in EM and CA, and both the ad-
vantages and the limitations of this approach
become more evident through a brief recon-
struction and discussion of the basic theoreti-
cal concepts. 

According to Garfinkel there are irrecon-
cilable differences of interest between what
he calls “constructive analysis”, or orthodox
sociology, and EM because the latter is con-
fined to the descriptive study of indexical ex-
pressions in all their empirical variety. This
attitude is proclaimed as one of “ethno-
methodological indifference”. EM and CA is
essentially an anti-Cartesian and Wittgen-
steinian approach where “the activities
whereby members produce and manage set-
tings of organized everyday affairs are iden-
tical with members’ procedures for making
those settings ‘accountable’.” Garfinkel
claims that while “a model of rationality is
necessary in social science for the task of de-
ciding a definition of credible knowledge”,
no such “model” is needed when “coming to
terms with the affairs of everyday life”.
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. 270) This, basically,
means that action is to be treated as “rational”
precisely only in so far as it is “accountable”. 
Both Garfinkel, the conversation analysts
and the discursive analysts of the 90s, under-
line the importance of situatedness and in-
dexicality: “Ethnomethodological conversa-
tion analysis suggests that interaction is per-
vasively and inescapably indexical.” (Potter,
1996, p. 24) But, if one is to take this serious-
ly, this must also be the case for the CA itself.
Should not also this analysis be understood
as a situated, local, indexical and particularis-
tic analysis and, therefore, only be of interest
for the actors “doing ethnomethodology”? Is
perhaps CA just another meaning producing
context and one just as strange as the con-

structive sociology which CA so aptly criti-
cizes? I think not, but the lack of reflection on
these matters in many CA studies should be
considered a problem.9 According to CA, an-
alysts should not import their own categories,
theories or claims into participants’ dis-
course. Instead, we should focus on partici-
pant orientations. However, this does not en-
tail that no analytic concepts will be applied.
The CA analyst actually applies concepts like
“adjacency pairs” and “third-turn-repair” in
studying talk and in creating an ordered sense
of what is going on. The epistemological sta-
tus of these concepts is not at all clear. An in-
fluential ethnomethodologist, Michael Lynch,
is clearly aware of these challenges and criti-
cizes CA for it’s scientistic and positivistic
tendencies in its unreflected application of
what he calls the “turn-taking machinery”10

of CA. (Lynch, 1993, p. 233).
The problem of CA’s own reflexivity to-

wards its own contributions is illustrated in
the recent debate between the conversational
analyst Emanuel Schegloff and the discourse
analyst Margaret Wetherell. Schegloff argues
that: 

“[Critical discourse analysis] allows students, in-
vestigators, or external observers to deploy the
terms which preoccupy them in describing, ex-
plaining, critiquing, etc. the events and texts to
which they turn their attention. (…) – there is a
kind of theoretical imperialism involved here, a
kind of hegemony of the intellectuals, of the
literati, of the academics, of the critics whose the-
oretical apparatus gets to stipulate the terms by
reference to which the world is to be understood –
when there has already been a set of terms by ref-
erence to which the world was understood – by
those endogenously involved in its very coming to
pass.” (Schegloff, 1997, p. 167)

8 Allegedly, because I shall argue that you might suc-
cessfully apply CA techniques without subscribing fully to
the theoretical foundations.

9 This is also recognized by some CA theorists: “These
arguments do, indeed, represent a serious problem for CA,
the problem of how to account for its own reflexive contri-
butions to its results”. (Paul ten Have, 1990, p. ). 
10 This term was not Lynch’s own invention, Harvey
Sacks himself introduced the notion of ‘turn-taking ma-
chinery”. 
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Margaret Wetherell responded to the critique
by pointing out that CA practices theoretical
imperialism in its own way.

“(…) for Schegloff, participant orientation seems
to mean only what is relevant for the participants
in this particular conversational moment. Iro-
nically, of course, it is the conversation analyst in
selecting for analysis part of a conversation or
continuing interaction who defines this relevance
for the participants. In restricting the analyst’s
gaze to this fragment, previous conversations,
even previous turns in the same continuing con-
versation, become irrelevant for the analyst but
also, by dictate, for the participants. We don’t
seem to have escaped, therefore, from the imposi-
tion of theorists’ categories and concerns.”
(Wetherell, 1998, p. 403)

It could be argued that although Wetherell is
correct that CA analysts have not managed to
escape from the imposition of theorists’ cate-
gories and “constructive sociology” ap-
proaches, Schegloff is also right in insisting
on the importance of focusing on the per-
spective of the participants, their concerns
and orientations reflected through their talk-
in-interaction. Nevertheless, the idea of the
epistemological primacy of accountability
seems to haunt CA when it tries to explicate
its own premises. There is hardly any doubt
that Schegloff’s “purely technical” analysis
is more than just that: he is applying theoreti-
cal concepts derived from a kind of “con-
structive” and traditional research process
rooted in many years of “doing conversation
analysis.” 

But in my view this cannot be considered a
serious problem in the evaluation of CA as a
research strategy. As the CA analyst Paul ten
Have puts it: 

“Practitioners of CA are less given to philosophi-
cal reflection than to hard work…. The solution
of CA’s basic problems, which stem from the way
it has developed from its basic problematic by
way of a strong empirical commitment, is to be
found in those same practices.” (ten Have, 1990,
p. 27)

This statement is perhaps not assuring from a
purist philosophical or logical point of view,
but in my view this “philosophical indiffer-
ence” cannot be considered an important
problem for CA as a methodological strategy.
These problems would occur if the (construc-
tive!) idea of rationality as accountability is
applied to practical research in an empiricist
way which e.g. excluded obviously impor-
tant, but not easily accountable empirical ma-
terial, e.g. visible gestures, gaze and non-vo-
cal communication. Fortunately, it seems that
many CA-analysts do not exclude these other
forms of communicational modes and some
of the most interesting CA based studies have
focused on non-vocal phenomena (Goodwin,
1981; Heath, 1986).

Although the basic concepts of rationality
in EM and CA may appear unelucidated,
there also are some other concepts which are
considered more important by the CA theo-
rists, and I shall discuss these in the follow-
ing: the premise of the knowledgeable actor
and the premise of the fundamental impor-
tance of analysis of turn-taking and sequen-
tial organization of talk. 

The premise of the knowledgeable actor
Conversation analysts, as well as ethno-
methodologists, frequently claim that one of
the strengths of their approach is that they fo-
cus on “how participants themselves produce
and interpret each other’s actions” (Pome-
rantz, 1984, pp. 360-1). Conversation ana-
lysts do not seek to explain interaction in
terms of sociological structures, which lie
‘behind the backs of the participants’ (Heri-
tage, 1984; Boden, 1994). Instead, they ob-
serve how participants make sense of, and
account for, the social world. In this respect,
CA assumes that “human beings are knowl-
edgeable agents in the production (and repro-
duction) of their lives and their history”
(Boden, 1994, p. 13). This assumption of
knowledgeability forms the core of the eth-
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nomethodological enterprise: “By giving
back to social agents their knowledgeability
of their own social actions, it was then possi-
ble to sit back and observe the structuring
quality of the world as it happens” (ibid., p.
74). 

As I have underlined in this paper, an ex-
tremely valuable virtue of CA is that analysts
are bidden to take seriously what people ac-
tually say and do, rather than assume that ac-
tors are simply re-enacting given roles within
a hypothetical social structure. On the other
hand, the assumption of the actor’s transpar-
ent knowledgeability may also cause analytic
problems if understood in an empiricist way.
As Sfard and Kieran show in a recent study
of students’ talk while working with mathe-
matics (2001, p. 63), studying talk-in-inter-
action may be a deceptive endeavor. A stu-
dent does reasonably well on final tests, but
this result is contrary to what can be expected
from the detailed analysis of the boy’s mathe-
matical activities in the daily class room. The
videotaped analysis of the boy’s daily mathe-
matics lessons shows hardly any sign of
mathematical reasoning from this boy, ac-
cording to the researcher’s well documented
report. What becomes clear is that the stu-
dent’s achievement in the institutional setting
seems to reflect that the students find school
mathematics uninteresting and/or boring.
What he has learned, he has probably learned
from his father outside school, in the
evenings or weekends. 

Obviously, as also my initial example
shows, one cannot get a good impression of
the students’ knowledgeability or lack of the
same by only studying the organization and
sequentiality of their talk. This clearly calls
for a broadening of the CA framework in the
direction of the critical discourse analysis ap-
proach. 

It is important for the analyst to look for
instances of not only lack of knowledge, but
also how repression of knowledgeability
might be accomplished. It could be argued

that it is possible to use the (albeit broadened)
framework of CA in order to analyze such
questions without applying more traditional
speculative interpretations and “grand theo-
rizing” of what “might have happened” with-
out any analysis of the actual discourse.
Billig (1997) shows how such mechanisms
as repression and absences can be observed
and traced back to actual talk in interaction,
but only if we abandon the analytic frame-
work of conversational turn-taking. 

The turn-taking as the focus of social
action research
Traditional CA’s problem with how to cope
with unspoken communication and its mean-
ing is illustrated even more vividly when
looking more closely at another basic feature
of CA, turn-taking and the sequenced struc-
turing of action. The observable speaking
turn constitutes the basic unit of analysis. It
may seem that CA here demonstrates some
almost empiricist ideas.11 Several ethno-
methodologists have criticized CA in this
point (see e.g. Lynch, 1993). 

According to Boden, “turn-taking and the
sequenced structuring of action” lie “at the
heart” of social interaction ((1994, p. 63).
The organizational pattern is presumed to be
discoverable through understanding the se-
quential constraints on speakers. Drew
claims that ‘turns’ in conversation are treated
“as the product of the sequential organization
of talk” (1995, p. 70). The organization is
presumed to be present in the accounts which

11 Pierre Bourdieu (1992) also underlines EM and CA’s
problem of reflexivity about its own project: “In their
struggle against the statistical positivism they (i,e. the eth-
nomethodologists) seem to accept some of the prerequi-
sites of their opponents. Facts against facts, video record-
ings against statistics….Those who are satisfied with do-
ing recordings do not ask about the problems of
editing/cutting, and accept what has been constructed in
advance, and this does not necessarily comprise the princi-
ples of their own interpretation.” (my translation, I.S) 
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speakers themselves give. Thus, the analyst
seeks to note conversational devices, which
“are demonstrably or observably relevant to
the participants themselves” (ibid., p. 76; em-
phasis in the original). By so doing, analysts
hope to discover the “stable and organized
properties of conversational structures”
(ibid., p. 76). 

I think that silence can be studied by ap-
plying ethnomethodological methods. But
more traditional, so-called “canonical CA”12

seems unable to do that in a satisfactory way.
The well-known ethnomethodologist Jeff
Coulter uses this example in a discussion on
the email list EthnoOnline in 2000:

A: What are you hiding for me?
B: Nothing

Coulter points out that these utterances may
be analyzed in terms of the adjacency pair
‘question-answer’ , but this would miss the
point in the talk that what was “being done in
the talk, by the talk, was the making of an ac-
cusation and the rebuttal, the denial, of that
accusation.” (Coulter, unpubl., cited in Crab-
tree, 2000)

The central focus on turn-takings as
“atoms” in the CA framework raises several
problems of a methodological character
which are directly relevant to my initial prob-
lem of how to account for absences and un-
spoken utterances.

First, the focus on the coherent and stable
organization of conversational structures ac-
tually excludes absences. The analyst’s inter-
est is directed towards the observable utter-
ances and how these are structured in a co-
herent manner. As Michael Billig formulates
it: 

“What was, and what will be spoken, provide the
means for understanding the function and mean-
ing of what is said. In this respect, the analysts put
themselves in the same position as the partici-
pants. What this means is that analysts search for
the connections between utterances which are
present in the conversation. What is absent from
the conversation tends to be absent from the
analysis.” (Billig, 1997, p. 147) 

Second, a presumption of the actor’s knowl-
edgeability in turn-takings and focus on the
presence of the utterances may lead to seri-
ous flaws in the interpretation of the actual
communication. As Derek Edwards demon-
strates in a case study from a conversation in
a classroom, the participants’ “meaning” in a
sequence of dialogue may be misunderstood
unless a broader argumentative context is
taken into consideration. (Edwards, 1993)
What some pupils say in one sequence
should be understood in the context of previ-
ous discourses. This is actually no argument
against the application of CA because a de-
tailed account of the communication is nec-
essary in order to depict the actual misunder-
standings. But it is an argument for the im-
portance of a broader unit of analysis than the
individual sets of speaking turns. 

Third, the focus on speaking turns and se-
quential organization is also said (e.g. by pro-
ponents of activity theory, see for example
Nardi, 1996) to imply that analysis of more
persistent social structures that span speaking
turns (or sequences of these) are not relevant
units of analysis for traditional CA and,
therefore, illustrate the limited value of CA.
To some extent this may be a relevant cri-
tique for some CA studies, but one could also
argue that CA inspired analysis may be very
valuable and perhaps a necessary tool in se-
curing that an understanding of these “struc-
tures” is built on empirical analysis of the ac-
tual interaction, situated in the practices of
the people concerned. 
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12 A term frequently used in the discussion on the Ethno
Hotline in 2000, also by CA analysts like Paul ten Have.
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Activity theory – an alterna-
tive to conversation analysis?
In a recent paper (Engeström, 1999), a lead-
ing proponent of activity theory, intervenes
in the discussion between Schegloff and
Wetherell and presents activity theory as a
“third alternative” between more traditional
CA and the broader (often Foucauldian) criti-
cal discourse analysis. The paper is interest-
ing not primarily because, in my view, it sub-
stantiates some of my own critical evaluation
of CA, but because the alternative proposed
illustrates some of the problems of more tra-
ditional, abstract theorizing in the social sci-
ences that Schegloff and others have criti-
cized. 

Inspired by Soviet psychologists (Vygot-
sky and Leont’ev, in particular) and ideas
from (Marxist) dialectical materialism, activ-
ity theory argues that what organizes social
life into meaningful units is practical object-
oriented activity, which may also be called
productive activity, understood in a broad
sense (Leont’ev, 1978; Cole, 1996). As
Engeström formulates this: “Practical activi-
ties have this strong organizing potential due
to their objects. Objects should not be con-
fused with goals. Goals are primarily con-
scious, relatively short-lived and finite aims
of individual actions. The object is an endur-
ing, constantly reproduced purpose of a col-
lective activity system that motivates and de-
fines the horizon of possible goals and ac-
tions.” (Engeström, 1999, p. 4).

In Leont’ev’s (1981) account, activity sys-
tems arise with the division of labor. He uses
the example of a tribal hunt. When the object
of the hunt is sufficiently demanding, mem-
bers of the tribe divide the labor: some chase
the game away, while others wait in ambush
and kill it. Taken in isolation, the action of
chasing away the game makes no sense. Seen
against the background of the collective ac-
tivity system and its division of labor, the ac-
tion is perfectly sensible. (Engeström, 1999) 

In the following I will briefly discuss some
specific issues concerning activity theory’s
(in Engeström’s interpretation in the article)
potential as an alternative methodological
approach to EM and CA. I do not attempt to
present an overall evaluation of activity theo-
ry, but focus on issues directly relevant to the
discussion in this paper.

First, for activity theory, the basic unit of
analysis is “the situated activity system”
which is considered to be the reasonable mid-
dle ground between the “artificially isolated
fragment of discourse and the global argu-
mentative social fabric.” (Engeström, 1999,
p. 6) Activity theory is, therefore, under-
standably critical towards what is called the
“insistence on discourse as a privileged and
more or less self-sufficient modality of social
conduct and interaction. This insistence is
largely taken for granted and shared by both
conversation analysts and critical discourse
analysts”. (Engeström, 1999) It is argued that
“organizations are not reducible to small
fragments of discourse; they carry histories
and operate as meeting grounds of multiple
argumentative threads.” In line with my pre-
vious discussion concerning CA, I agree that
this critique seems relevant for several CA
inspired studies. I would argue that it seems
to be a sound methodological strategy to start
with the most accessible aspects of what is
done in conversations, the speaking of
words, and pursue the analysis of less easily
isolatable ones later when one has learned
more about the whole organization through
the first. Thus starting with the verbal aspects
is not a principled choice, but a practical one.
As mentioned already, a growing collection
of CA studies of non-vocal phenomena
shows that these may very well be included
in the CA framework. 

Second, activity theory argues for not only
asking retrospectively why an action or an ut-
terance occurred, but also for asking, “What
dynamics and possibilities of change and de-
velopment are involved in the action?” In ap-
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plying theoretical tools13 developed in this
tradition, activity theory wants to present a
supplementary perspective in focusing on the
conditions and the development of more per-
sistent social structures and not only focusing
on the micro-sociological objects of speaking
turns. It could be argued that it would also be
possible to integrate this focus on conditions
for change in a broader discourse analytic
framework, albeit not without underlining
that such “conditions for change” should be
observable or at least traceable in the actual
discourse. 

Third, an important virtue of activity theo-
ry and its broader perspective on social ac-
tion is the insistence on analyzing action re-
lated to physical and mental activities, in-
cluding the use of artifacts and technologies
as tools. According to this perspective, differ-
ent kinds of tools, of intellectual/linguistic as
well as physical tools, are seen as mediators
between the actor and the world. When
studying the use of computers in classrooms,
the focus will be on analyzing these artifacts
as parts of social practices, not as isolated
technologies per se. This is a view which is
underlined by activity theorists and which
constitutes one of the most important differ-
ences to the more traditional cognitivist view
of thinking and rationality. (Säljö, 2000) 

Fourth, Engeström argues for the impor-
tance of “intermediate theoretical tools be-
tween the specific data and the general model
of an activity system.” (Engeström, 1999, p.
10) This differs from the EM/CA perspec-
tive. Because EM and CA rejects the whole
idea of a “general model”, there is no need
for intermediating tools; it is just another
form of “theoretical imperialism” which
means to “turn lived experiences and embod-

ied practices into general lexicons and asso-
ciated models.” (Suchman, 2000, p. 13). 

Engeström argues for the application of
specific, conceptual, intermediate tools de-
rived from activity theory research. If CA
may sometimes be “abstract empiricist”, a
problem with some of Engeström’s concepts
and complex models of activity systems
seems to be that they tend to be what Richard
Merton (1957) called “grand theorizing” An
example is the concept “contradiction”
which is introduced by Engeström as an in-
termediate theoretical tools. Contradiction is
described as “the idea of contradictions as the
driving force of change and development in
human organizations”. (Engeström, 1999, p.
12) It is also said that “a contradiction is a
historically accumulated dynamic tension
between opposing forces in an activity sys-
tem.” (ibid., p. 10)14 This seems to be quite
close to what Karl Popper (1986) called “his-
toricist” explanations in his critique of
Marxist-inspired ideas of “objective laws of
dialectics” and so-called inevitable “laws of
history”. It is not so well-known that this
seems also to be exactly the kind of abstract
Marxism that Lev Vygotsky once warned
against: 

“The direct application of the theory of dialectical
materialism to the problems of natural science and
in particular to the group of biological sciences or
psychology is impossible, just as it is impossible
to apply it directly to history and sociology. In
Russia it is thought that the problem of “psycholo-
gy and Marxism” can be reduced to creating a
psychology which is up to Marxism, but in reality

13 A key concept is “the zone of proximal development”
which may be understood as “spaces for potential radical
transformation, achievable through resolving and tran-
scending its contradictions” (Vygotsky, 1978).

14 This interpretation of the universality of “contradic-
tion” stems from Friedrich Engels’conceptualization in his
infamous “dialectical laws”. According to Engels and the
tradition of dialectical materialism, “contradictions” are
universal law-like mechanisms, not intermediate concepts
between “laws” and “descriptions” (or between “social
structures’’ and “discourse”.) Arguably, this way of apply-
ing Hegelian concepts was not central in Marx’ own writ-
ings; it is also clear that Marx occasionally warned against
it (Elster, 1985, p. 43). 
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it is far more complex. Like history, sociology is
in need of the intermediate special theory of his-
torical materialism which explains the concrete
meaning, for the given group of phenomena, of
the abstract laws of dialectical materialism. (…..)
Dialectical materialism is a most abstract science.
The direct application of dialectical materialism to
the biological sciences and psychology, as is com-
mon nowadays, does not go beyond the formal
logical, scholastic, verbal subsumption of particu-
lar phenomena, whose internal sense and relation
is unknown, under general, abstract, universal cat-
egories. At best this leads to an accumulation of
examples and illustrations.” (Vygotsky, 1997, em-
phasis in the original)

Moreover, any more clear or detailed defini-
tion or operationalization is not presented in
Engeström’s line of reasoning. The concept
of “contradiction” is actually not used in the
analysis as an intermediate tool (as Vygotsky
recommends in his defense of “intermediate
special theory of historical materialism
which explains the concrete meaning…”),
but only as a tentative hypothesis of what the
basic forces behind the actual interaction are,
actually expressing – in philosophical terms
– a clearly realist (or essentialist) approach
devoted to “find out about the hidden work-
ings of social existence.” (Smith, 1998, p
319) An ethnomethodologist would say (and
I would agree) that this means to construct
theories “behind the back of the partici-
pants.” One problem with this conceptualiza-
tion of “contradiction” is that it seems to
come close to what Merton (1957) called
“post factum interpretations” which are fre-
quently so flexible, vague, or open that they
can “account” for almost any data. More im-
portantly, instead of mediating between “dis-
course” and “social structure” and contribute
to a better understanding of situated prac-
tices, (for example in a classroom) this kind
of abstract conceptualization may actually be
a hindrance in the research process and lead
to an unfortunate focus on “objective”, hypo-
thetical, unobservable, but law-like mecha-
nisms, operating “behind the back” of the ac-

tors. Recent evaluations of activity theory in-
dicate that activity theory may seem attrac-
tive to many because it provides a general
framework for the understanding of socio-
cultural activities, but that it fails to offer sig-
nificant insights into “the fine-grained as-
pects of interaction between individuals
within this setting.” (Issroff and Scanlon,
2001) A possible explanation for this may be
the very focus in recent activity theory on es-
tablishing general, “multi-level” models and
historicist explanations15 at the expense of
the more local, emerging, detailed moment-
to-moment analysis recommended by eth-
nomethodology and different kinds of dis-
course analysts.

Conclusion and some metho-
dological consequences
The conclusion must be that in the study of
situated educational activities we must avoid
not only the empiricist pitfalls of what I have
called “canonical CA”, but also the histori-
cist abstractions of more traditional social
theory in its invoking of different kinds of
“grand theorizing” categorizations. There is
no such thing as a “pure reality” which may
be objectively observed and depicted by the
analyst. Of course, the CA analyst is not only
doing “technical analysis”. As Wetherell and
others have argued, the analyst cannot escape
from the fact that he will always apply some
kind of categories or theoretical presupposi-
tions in the analysis. The crucial question
then becomes what kind of theories and cate-

15 Activity theory often recommends this kind of reason-
ing invoking “socio-historical dimensions”, for example in
the application of the abstract notion of “division of
labour” as a central explanatory idea even in analysis of ed-
ucational discourse in classrooms (see e.g. Wertsch, 1985;
Engestrom, 1995). I think this is a blind alley. Appeals to
institutional structures like division of labour simply can-
not explain the mechanisms of meaning making and appro-
priation of meaning, or the important processes of decon-
textualization of concepts.
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gories, and on what level of abstraction, may
be appropriate in the study of educational
talk and meaning making processes, which is
our case here. I shall discuss this very briefly
by underscoring a couple of points. First, in
the discussion of some texts by activity theo-
rists I have already argued against the ideas
of invoking general philosophical or histori-
cist categories like “the law of contradiction”
or “division of labor” in the study of educa-
tional meaning making. I have argued that
you simply cannot understand, for example,
the processes of educational decontextualiza-
tion and conceptualization on the basis of an
analysis of how labor is socially distributed.
(Williams, 1998)

Secondly, in line with the ethnomethod-
ologically inspired critique of CA, I would
argue that it is important for further research
to address what Harold Garfinkel has called
the problem of the “the missing whatness” in
the traditional social sciences. It seems to be
a fundamental problem with the “turn taking
machinery” of CA that it also often, in its
own peculiar way, tends to study social inter-
action as formalizable patterns of the sequen-
tial organization of talk instead of displaying
the participants’ own categories and orienta-
tions. Paying attention to the “missing what-
ness” requires a methodological strategy that
is much closer to how, for example, educa-
tional work is produced and made recogniz-
able as the work that it is for participants.
This is illustrated by the empirical examples
in this article which underscore the need for
detailed analysis not only or primarily of
conversational turn taking but of the actual,
pedagogical business performed. I think
Garfinkel’s “unique adequacy requirement
principle” is particularly relevant here:

“In its weak use the unique adequacy require-
ment of methods is identical with the requirement
of methods for the analyst to recognize, or identi-
fy, or follow the development of, or describe phe-

nomenon of order in local production of coherent
detail. The analyst must be vulgarly competent in
the local production and reflexively natural ac-
countability of the phenomenon of order he is
‘studying’”. (Garfinkel and Wieder, 1992, p. 197)

This means that the analyst should focus on
displaying the participants‘ competence and
actions in their everyday activities as well as
their lack of knowledge or how knowledge-
ability may be repressed. The analyst must
also understand the activities he/she is study-
ing. In the study of project work in schools, it
should be required that the analyst under-
stands the fundamental ideas, practices,
methods and implementations of this kind of
pedagogical activities. Of course, this means
studying the actual interaction very closely,
but it also means that the analyst knows what
may be relevant about the tasks and the
broader social and educational context of the
activity. It follows from this that no special
methodological apparatus is required or de-
fined a priori: the actual methods must be de-
veloped and adjusted in accordance with the
unique adequacy requirement principle.
Analysts should also elucidate their own the-
oretical, analytical points of departure. The
categories and theories should be developed
inductively, grounded in the social interac-
tion of the participants and their activities;
not only their defined goals, tasks and knowl-
edge, but also their silences, absences and
how their knowledgeability may be re-
pressed. 
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Summary
The paper encircles the subjectivity of drug taking as
one form of contemporary practice in which funda-
mental theoretical issues are dealt with. In particular,
following Mariana Valverde’s genealogy of alcohol
regulation (Valverde, 1998), the question of the free
will, and the paradox of the simultaneous being and
non-being of the autonomous subject, are viewed as
present in various approaches to drugs. The current
neo-pragmatist wave substitutes low-key practical
notions of habits for a dichotomy of free will or deter-
minism. The concept of objectification promises to
overcome that dichotomy by externalizing it; in terms
of this concept, we can distinguish the abstract-imag-
ined ‘fix’ from a genuinely transforming realization,
and suggest that ours is the age of the fix, of instru-
mental commodities that change us in ways we do not
intend. But, it is claimed, an inescapable issue of the
self-dissolution of the subject remains; perhaps in the
definitive shape of a suicide, or in the minor shapes of
fixes such as a tactics of feigned surrender, New Age
Higher Powers, or imagined communities.
Determined to realize the idea of a benevolent surren-
der of the subject, the paper ends in an attempt to con-
tribute to the coming to an understanding of herself
and with herself of a person who finds herself at the
troublesome intersection of Narcotics Anonymous
and a social work development network of
Copenhagen City called Wild Learning. 

En-trance

To be, or not to be: that is the question: 
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to, ‘tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep;
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come?

Shakespeare: Hamlet

In that most famous line in drama history
Shakespeare definitely misunderstands him-
self: the question is, in fact, to be and not to
be. What Hamlet really speculates, is that it’s
our paradoxical fear of the dreams we might
dream when we are no more that prevents us
from wishing to die. “Thus conscience does
make cowards of us all”, he claims. For con-
science seems to be that by which we can be
when we are not: that religious phenomenon
which we can project into that “undiscover’d
country from whose bourn no traveller re-
turns”.

The ease with which religion stretches
ethics beyond death has certainly diminished
since Shakespeare, at least in the quarters of
the modern world into which the networks of
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Outlines reach. But the fundamental paradox
inherent in Hamlet’s speculations on the pos-
itive qualities of non-being, the activity of
rest, and the cowardice of conscience, must
not rely on religion to express itself. This pa-
per sets out to explore the subjectivity of drug
taking starting from the idea that the same
paradox permeates the ways we deal with
ourselves when we deal with drugs; that drug
taking, for better and for worse, holds or sets
in motion the contradiction of the subject’s
self-cancellation (and possible reemer-
gence).

If religion plays a subordinate part in my
argument, it is not because ethnographic re-
ports of interactions between drug-taking and
religious experience (interactions more in-
tense than the case of the Christian consum-
mation of Jesus’ blood as wine) have cap-
tured my theoretical imagination. Rather, it is
because if we assume that drugs are being
substituted for religion as a collective tech-
nology of ourselves with which we tackle the
paradoxes of being and non-being – and per-
haps even with comparably gloomy implica-
tions –, then a veritable mountain of refer-
ences can help us transform and understand
ourselves in this respect, as producers, users,
objects, regulators, victims, abstainers – in
short, as subjects, of drugs. 

I picture myself at the foot of that moun-
tain of references drawing only a hazy out-
line of just a few of its ridges and summits
before entering the murky caverns of drugs
discourses and practices. With the shape of
one obvious peak reversed on my retina, I
bow my head and strike the first match with
the exclamation: Opium is the religion of the
people!1

A Timely Prescription

But what am I doing? Running away into
misty obscurity with a half-baked fragment
of thought turned upside-down? Of course, it
may be sighed, such a reversal is what one
should expect from a psychologist ambition-
ing to grapple with big-time philosophical
terms like being and non-being. OK, then,
here is my excuse: it is precisely in the hope
that such reversals may turn out productive
that the Health, Humanity and Culture group
over the years have arranged cross-discipli-
nary discussions such as the seminar on
Drugs, Health and Subjectivity which occa-
sioned this paper. The assumption – argued
by Jensen (1999) under the call for a ‘philos-
ophy just-in-time’ – is that philosophical is-
sues and categories are worked and reworked
in the ‘smaller texts’ of scientific as well as
lay practice, so that, whether we like it or not,
we are stuck with each other in activities
which are philosophy, science, and everyday
life at one and the same time; and whether we
recognize it or not, we are assuming stand-
points in practical affairs while transforming
philosophical categories and vice versa.
Insofar, it may be as justified for me to con-
tinue the psychological tradition of amateur
philosophizing as it was for Marx to spend
the second half of his philosophical career
doing political economy2.

And further justification is close at hand.
Mariana Valverde’s excellent contribution to
that same seminar, and to our journal
(Valverde, 2002), in what I consider to be
very much the same vein as Jensen3, takes up
the age-old philosophical issue of truth-
telling as ethics and lets us realize how it is

1 “Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the
expression of real suffering and a protest against real suf-
fering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the
heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless condi-
tions. It is the opium of the people.” (Marx, 1970, 1)

2 Another route to understanding this phenomenon of
‘philosophizing’ is through a reception of Gramsci and
Brecht, see (Haug, 1980).
3 That is, not in the hope of guiding or being guided to a
land of freedom, but in “the desire to understand just what
we, in our specific historical moment, are doing.” (Val-
verde, 1998, 21) 
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performed and transformed in the myriad of
small texts devoted to the small-scale authen-
ticity of today’s more or less ‘intoxicated au-
tobiographies’. Similarly, what made us keen
on inviting Valverde in the first place was her
illuminating work on how the question of the
free will – no less! – was reworked, not only
in pragmatist and Foucauldian philosophies
on habits and governance, but in the legal and
scientific discourses, practices and regula-
tions on alcohol throughout the 20th century
(Valverde, 1998).

So: I won’t yield in the face of the big is-
sues, and we will encounter death, religion,
and other monsters below, including even
Marx’ “sigh of the oppressed creature”, don’t
worry!

Still, it appears safer to take off from a
point closer to home. Valverde’s theme of the
free will may serve as a bridge between the
paradox of being and non-being and the psy-
chological issues connected with drugs. Even
if the concept of ‘will’, and thus, the intrigu-
ing contradiction in a notion of ‘diseases of
the will’, seems quite remote from psycho-
logical discourse, much the same problemat-
ic pops up in various (medical and) psycho-
logical guises, not only in theoretical con-
cepts such as ‘motivation’, ‘self-efficacy’,
‘ego-strength’, or ‘conation’, but also in
practical clinical questions of ‘compliance’,
‘relapse’, ‘readiness for change’, etc. – and,
of course, above all, in the scientific or semi-
scientific conceptualizations of drug misuse
as ‘dependence’/’dependency’, as well as in
related diagnostic concepts such as ‘psy-
chopathy’, etc. There is ample material to be-
gin with in psychology and in the discourse
of drug misuse.

The Pragmatics of Human
Indulgence
But the obvious classic when it comes to
paradoxes of subjectivity, willpower and
drugs in psychological practice is an anthro-

pologist: Gregory Bateson’s famous analysis
of alcoholism and the ‘cybernetics of self’
(Bateson, 1972).  Bateson restates the ideolo-
gy of the Alcoholics Anonymous as the de-
ployment of an absolute dualism of will and
determination. The paradox of choosing to
surrender to fate, to “a power greater than
ourselves” (and the idea of that power itself
containing another paradox, the notion of
“God as we – each! – understand him”) is of-
fered to counter the epistemological flaw of
western man’s belief in himself as the cause
of events that leads him to a futile battle
against forces which he does not realize to be
also himself.

Bateson’s rendering tended to oscillate be-
tween, on the one hand, alcoholism as a great
curse of humankind, and AA as striking a
fundamental epistemological chord and, on
the other hand, alcoholism as a psychiatric
disease, the etiology of which may now be
explained in terms of communications theo-
ry, and AA as providing the suitable cure. A
generation later, the ethnographic debate has
shifted its focus to a slightly different pair of
opposites – less foundation-seeking and far-
reaching, and much more resistant to any
trembling effected by deep contradictions.
The choice now appears to be one of identity
or habit.

Valverde’s interpretation (Valverde, 1998)
is written as an alternative to the by now con-
ventional wisdom that AA and other self-help
organizations primarily provide identity
through collective narratives (Rappaport,
1994; 2000) or rites de passage (Steffen,
1993). Instead, Valverde stresses the prag-
matic and small-time technologies of the self
provided in the organization by mundane
routines, proverbs, rules, etc. Valverde does
not, however, as might be expected, only
construe what goes on in the AA in the con-
temporary Foucauldian vein as ethical work.
She also appears to leap out of today’s dis-
courses by referring to the classic philosophi-
cal theme of determinism/voluntarism and
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introducing early American pragmatism in
the shape of the notion of ‘habit’ suggested
by William James (James, 1950) and John
Dewey as something that may mediate or at
least soften that dichotomy by being in-be-
tween and both one and the other. All the
same, Valverde’s intervention remains a ‘phi-
losophy just-in-time’. The difficult question,
then, is just how it intervenes in our practical
affairs; does it reproduce or does it transform
our understandings, or both? 

Both identity politics and pragmatics are
sides of today’s drugs discourse, and they
may even be combined. Consider the curious
example of a Danish academic who in the
80’s and the early 90’s wrote two brilliant so-
cial constructionist histories of drug misuse
as a social problem and of surveys about the
problem (Winsløw, 1984; 1991). Recently,
he announced that he had been on drugs
when he wrote the books, until he joined a
Minnesota treatment facility. But, at least on
the face of it, the essentialist belief in the ob-
jectivity of disease is absolutely pivotal to
that treatment method. So, we asked him at a
seminar at our Department, had he made a U-
turn? No, he replied, he had merely found
that the disease model worked for him….

Such a fashionably ironic and ‘postmod-
ern’, pragmatic-to-the-point-of-shamelessly-
self-contradictory approach to knowledge
and to one-self is perhaps not quite at a par
with all contemporary ethnographic interpre-
tations of AA; but it may provide an image of
the way subjectivity is conceptualized at both
ends of that specter. When the self and its
ethics is reduced to its various, even local, so-
cial or cultural categories, as in the notions of
identity, identity work, technologies of the
self, etc., a pragmatics of identity is near at
hand. These are the categories of what we
can sensibly persuade ourselves to take our-
selves to be.

And why not? Is there any reason to be-
lieve that the grand identity narratives of Mo-

dernity, with its silent norms and its well-de-
scribed deviant Others, should be of any
more a help to our dealing with drugs and ad-
dictions? Or that the strive for ‘authenticity’
so classic in ‘intoxicated autobiographies’
(Valverde, 2002) should be trusted to tran-
scend the level of what may usefully be de-
ployed as technique? In fact, if the conserva-
tive ‘war on drugs’ policy has been contrary
to welfare or social approaches to addiction,
it can also be considered their mirror image
companion in the passionate fights over
world-views and identities, just as, in practi-
cal terms, the penal and social institutions
have supplemented at least as much as con-
trasted each other. The problem, then, is not
in terms of which image of Humanity we
should chase, cure, and correct the addicts,
but whether that is a humane use of such im-
ages in the first place.

This line of argument would support the
current move towards ‘harm reduction’ poli-
cies as the only way to really transcend the
deadlocks into which drugs interventions
have been enticed.

The pragmatics of harm reduction fits well
with an equally modest view of the past and a
minimalist approach to causality. Surely, if
the addict can be taught to approach himself
pragmatically, as the learner, user and object
of tricks, tips, proverbs and mottos, and as
the both detached and indulged self trying
identity categories on for size, it makes sense
to assume that this is only because that is
what he was like all the time. And that, thus,
the taking of drugs itself can be recounted in
a pragmatic tone. Rather than construing a
deep pathogenic biography in terms of orga-
nized crime, social exclusion, family struc-
ture or emotional strains – for a psychothera-
pist or police detective to dig out and chal-
lenge – we may then see the road to drugs ini-
tiation more profanely as contingent instru-
mental hedonism.

This is the explicit anti-war-on-drugs mes-
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sage in a recent well-founded publication,
even as it reports an almost epidemic spread
in juvenile drug use in Britain:

“As we have shown drugs initiation can occur at
any stage of adolescence depending on a variety
of factors, from availability to the impact of
friendship networks, to the contingencies of a
particular social scene most notably, at around
age 17, being part of serious nights out in town,
going out with friends in party mode. This com-
plexity and dynamism, plus the rational, con-
sumerist, hedonistic approach to decision making
by young people are still processes which are
rarely grasped in public debates about ‘prevent-
ing’ people taking drugs”, (Parker, Aldridge, &
Eggington, 2001, 78).

In texts such as this, we are persuaded into a
kind of no-nonsense approach that will,
hopefully, replace the ideological meta-
physics of prevention, let alone of the ‘war
on drugs’. 

The mentioning of consumerism strikes a
generalizing chord. The consumer is you and
me and everybody, and is easily identifiable
as such. The familiarity of that concept im-
plies that the drug taker is not after all a dia-
bolic deviant, and that the ways in which his
hedonistic indulgence both praises and de-
nies his subjective will are as common as any
commodity. The idea of the consumer, like
that of habit, hits somewhere between subject
and object, and stages a relation between
them; the consumer adjusts his preferences to
situational contingencies in order to obtain
an effect, affecting himself as an object –
emerging as a subject insofar as he makes of
himself an object.

This is the approach of Gomart & Hennion
(1999), writing from an ‘actor-network-theo-
ry’ perspective which in a different way lies
close to pragmatism. Gomart & Hennion
share the intention of getting beyond the di-
chotomy of subject and object, and they point
a perhaps slightly more radical way out of
that trap, attacking the very idea of the sub-
ject in action theories. They describe how a

drug user, just as well as a music amateur,
may be in fact be emerging as a contingent
subject in the process of actively submitting
himself to a set of constraints and passions.

“Drugs, like music (or love, or wine tasting…)
throw the user neither into social construction
and ‘pure’ ritual nor into chemistry or aesthetics
(the mechanical effects of drugs or musical pieces
themselves). Skilled gestures and techniques of
the body, appropriate dispositions of the mind,
obsessive tidiness in installation, organizational
control of time and space, quasi-scientific exper-
tise of the objects involved and adeptness in man-
aging their passion as a collective construction of
a ‘connoisseur’s’ practice …these practical and
social modalities are necessary but do not work
by themselves. Our descriptions, observations,
and interviews constantly reveal a subtle inter-
weaving between being abandoned to an external
power and the virtuosity of practices, of manual,
and of social skills. The user passes between ac-
tive and passive. That is, between ‘I am manipu-
lated’ (because I agree to it) and ‘I manipulate’
(an object which is stronger than myself).”
(Gomart & Hennion, 1999, 243)

Gomart & Hennion take the ethnographers’
typically a-normative stance towards drug
use, achieving Verfremdung by rendering that
chocking deviance mundane and everyday,
implying that even if subjectivity is tem-
porarily cancelled, we should not be alarmed
since this is what any music amateur is doing
on a daily basis. In that sense, they too take
the low-key pragmatic route. But they devi-
ate: with the epistemological radicalism of
the actor-network theory, they take us away
from smooth middle terms right back into the
paradoxes of subjectivity and objectivity.
And instead of resorting, as do others, to the
kind of neo-positivism which shoves the
problem (and the subject) out of sight by de-
claring all things to be simply semiotic fac-
tors (‘actants’) in the production of ‘events’ –
the so-called generalized principle of sym-
metry – they refer to the dialectics of objecti-
fication and subjectification. Semiotics, as it
were, is their scaffold, not their cage:
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“Semiotics makes it possible to describe the emer-
gence of an effect by referring not to agents but to
‘that which lets/makes happen’ (ce qui fait faire
(…)). For semioticians, this that which is the pred-
icate of the sentence; for us, it is the mediating ob-
ject, the dispositif.”(Gomart & Hennion, 1999,
226)

Thus, here, the subject relates to herself and
transforms herself, not only mediated by con-
cepts or habits, but by objects made and used
as tools. And, with an explicit reference to
Gibson’s concept of affordances, Gomart &
Hennion expand on the idea of a reciprocal
transformative relation between the subject
and the object:

“Indeed, there is slow interpenetration and recip-
rocal enabling between procedures, skills and
properties of the object on the one hand, and the
ever finer capacity of the amateur to perceive
them on the other. (…) Only to an expert user is
there ‘pure’ heroin or ‘pure’ Bach. In competent
use, the propensity of drugs and music unfolds.
Expertise is not achieved, then, in spite of, or
alongside, the materiality of the object”. (Gomart
& Hennion, 1999, 238) 

The Fix
So, a second way to escape the dilemma of
voluntarism and determinism in the field of
drug taking may be to add the notion of ob-
jectification, or simply production. It makes
a difference if we take that opposition outside
of the body and the self, and we can do that if
activity is more than just a movement of the
body. The subject escapes the dilemma and
transforms herself by producing.

Above all, perhaps, it may be that intro-
ducing a third term to mediate the subject’s
struggle with herself reduces the risk of han-
dling the dilemma by inventing what we
might call a ‘fix’. 

A fix is a ‘thing’defined simply and exclu-
sively as ‘that which solves the problem’. I
have borrowed the concept from political cri-
tiques directed at simple instrumental solu-

tions to complex social problems such as the
drug problem – and these critics, of course,
borrowed from the poetic slang of addicts
who used it to express the most instrumental
moment of their selves. In between those
spheres, the professional history of dealing
with drugs and substances misuse is full of
fixes too. Such as the cocaine which was be-
lieved to fix the problem identified, in the
second half of the 19th century, as morphin-
ism, or methadone a hundred years later, or
Antabuse in between 4.

A fix is different from a real tool in that it
is nothing more than the negative image of
the problem. It remains purely abstract,
imagined; or, to be more precise, it is only a
fix so long as it does. When it is realized –
when it becomes a real tool, an instrument, a
technology – it does a lot more, and much
else, than solve the problem. It creates new
perspectives and new problems. In the drugs
field, of course, that lesson has been taught
many times, by the unintended social conse-
quences of policies, as well as by the misery
in which so many addicts have found them-
selves when they had believed to be merely
having a fix or perhaps just developing a
habit5. 

4 The world of theory is no less familiar with fixes.
Regarding the theoretical problem of freedom of the will,
such a fix could be James’ concept of ‘habit’ (1950), or
Bourdieu’s of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1977). These are con-
cepts with barely any content apart from being designed to
solve the problem. What is extra is the displacement of the
problem into the body, that is, into a substance which is
nondescript with regard to the subject-object distinction,
and which is, above all, never unfolded or articulated any
further, except in terms of its empty cyclic reproduction
over time. Thus, if we interpret Valverde’s neo-pragmatism
too narrowly and literally as a modest introduction of a
middle term of a kind everybody believes to know – since
she does not, as did James, envision a development of the
idea of habit in neuro-psychological science – her philo-
sophical intervention should be criticized as a fix.
5 The desperate-euphoric connotations of the word, far
beyond its instrumentalist etymology, convey this point
nicely .
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What has also been taught, though, is how
far teaching is from learning. Ignoring, and
thus confirming, for now, this last lesson, al-
low me to lecture on about how objectifica-
tion might do more than fix things. 

Here I suggest we learn from Elaine
Scarry’s (1985) account of objectification. To
Scarry, the social world we experience is
made in a process of objectification, a build-
ing of culture. Historically, this is a progres-
sive process that is constantly opposed by a
regressive counterpart: the ‘unmaking of the
world’ toward a purely negative existence of
the body in pain which characterizes torture
and war; the meaning of the latter being to
substantiate the corporeal reality of a power-
ful ideology. 

In what she calls the arc of creation –
which consists in the projection of human
needs into the creation of imagined objects
and the reciprocal working of the artifact to
recreate its maker – reciprocation exceeds
projection:

“An existing object, by recreating the maker, it-
self necessitates a new act of objectified projec-
tion: the human being, troubled by weight, cre-
ates a chair; the chair recreates him to be weight-
less; and now he projects this new weightless self
into new objects, the image of an angel, the de-
sign for a flying machine”. (Scarry, 1985, 321)

In that sense, drugs are real tools that trans-
form us and the problems we take ourselves
to have. Drugs lead us on from a ‘negative
power’ onto a ‘positive power’ over our-
selves; drugs mediate and thus recreate the
relation of the self to the self. Drugs, as ‘im-
mutable mobiles’(Latour, 1987), seem to be
the ultimately material tools for a technology
of the self, and they seem to be always pro-
jected as fixes but always realized unexpect-
edly as reciprocating objects. 

And no doubt, if we are, in general, to un-
derstand how we currently perform and
transform ourselves through both ethical
practices and objectifications, through creat-

ing and being recreated by material and so-
cio-cultural ‘dispositifs’, the industrial pro-
duction and mass consumption of various
drugs is an inescapable factor. Drug use is a
pervasive cultural fact, not merely, as sug-
gested by O’Malley & Mugford (1991), be-
cause its hedonism provides the flip side of a
protestant work ethics run amok, or because
its dependencies protest the vanity of our be-
lief in autonomy, as its sedations and depres-
sions mock our ravings about an active soci-
ety, but also, more simply, because the chem-
ically regulated body has become the norm.
The vast increase in the prescription of medi-
cine, psychotropic and otherwise, is accom-
panied by a gradual transformation of foods
and drinks into ‘functional’ instruments of
health, and of sports into the engineered
building of bodies. The process of medical-
ization is quite tangible; we have become
medicated medicators.

This is why it may make some sense to
turn Marx’ phrase on religion on its back.
Marx used the metaphor of the very simple
mechanism of sedation to point to the materi-
al workings of that very complicated phe-
nomenon of religion. As his early writings
and his critique of Feuerbach’s materialist
analysis of religion testify, this was not the
result of a simple reductionism; but it was
probably out of a wish to ‘cut the crap’ and
return to the brutal basics as an approach to
‘spiritual’ matters. If we can now say that
opium is the religion of the people, it is be-
cause those same brutal basics, in the shape
of simple commodities providing instrumen-
tal fixes for the needs they engender, have
come to rule the secularized world of the
New World Order. 

Scarry interprets (following the dialectical
tradition) religion as the ultimate artifact,
alienated, we might say, as the hidden oppo-
site of the fix: in religion, God is no longer
created by humans, God only creates. The fix
and the deity, the profane and the sacred, are
the two sides of the cycle (or rather: the spi-

Outlines-2002-2.qxd  30-01-2003  11:38  Side 45



Morten Nissen: To Be and not to Be
46

ral) of reciprocating objectification, broken
apart into a dichotomy in the process of alien-
ation. Perhaps we have taken a turn in that
cycle since Marx, so that the created Fix has
replaced God the creator on the throne of ide-
ology (an idea not far from what Marx actual-
ly predicted in the Communist Manifesto
(Marx, 1848)).

Outsiders or Insiders?
But – one could ask, of course – is the use of
drugs really something external? Drugs are
not only put back into the body, but also
thereby reconstitute the psychic functional
basis of the subject itself. 

Again, medicalization is tangible, perhaps
as tangible as one can get. We can reply, with
the cannabis smokers who were once asked
to comment on Howard Becker’s famous
thesis in his “How to become a marihuana
user” (Becker, 1963) that the high was not an
effect of the drug itself, but of learning cul-
tural cues and symbols – that maybe he
should consider finding himself another
pusher (Hall et al., 1977). It may be that those
effects have to be felt, and that their percep-
tion is culturally formed and learnt, but that
does not mean that they are necessarily mas-
tered, nor that they would be absent in other
cultural contexts. The drugs enter the blood
stream, affect the brain, and directly change
experience.

What could be more internal than that?
This is where it becomes necessary to dis-

tinguish conceptually between body, psyche,
and subject. As Butler argues, along a curious
mixture of psychoanalytic and Foucauldian
lines of thought, if the subject is seen to be
formed in a process of subjection, then the in-
dividual must be more than the subject, there
must be an original entity and a residual. The
psyche is the totality of the subject and its
dark side together (Butler, 1997). If we, on
the other hand, as I prefer myself, follow the
tradition of cultural historical activity theory,

according to which subjectivity is developed
in ontogeny through participation, we reach
the same conclusion: the subject is a contin-
gent quality of the human individual who
was born with a body that carries a natural
history of a billion years of psychic life. The
concepts of body and psyche extend beyond
that of the subject as features of individuality.
I even believe (as will be developed further
below) that we can qualify these approaches
further by understanding subjectivity to also
extend beyond the individual, and by thus ex-
ploring the consequences of the fact that the
constitution of the human individual as par-
ticipant-subject in a collective subjectivity
presupposes its bodily existence and death,
its limited scope and time, the urgency of its
needs.

Drug taking explores the relations between
the subject and the body. Intoxication is a kind
of experience that draws attention to the
fragility of human bodily existence as a mode
of realization of subjectivity. On the other
hand, drugs facilitate and shape our ways of
transforming or even avoiding that human
condition of pain, exhaustion and gradual
clouding of the senses which we have for so
long thought that we must be ready to face, in
the end if not before. With drugs, the individ-
ual subject regulates its bodily ability and
propensity for participation or separation.
With drugs, communities regulate the shape
of their participants, enhancing, inhibiting or
forming their participation.

And with drugs, the human individual
subject sometimes willfully surrenders, to
the effect of the drug in her bodily processes,
and perhaps thereby to other processes,
agents or collectives. 

Feigned surrender
Surrender tactics is another classical sys-
temic idea expressed in another specimen of
that combination of systemic and religious
texts, Jay Haley’s essay The Power Tactics of
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Jesus Christ (Haley, 1986).  Let us see where
such a bold juxtaposition of profane tactics
and the Almighty will take us.

Haley uses the Bible to speak for a notion
of a surrender tactics, a ‘negative’ form of
power. He argues that Jesus’ tactics of turn-
ing the other cheek is similar to a client per-
forming illness to control the behavior of her
family and others. And facing an overwhelm-
ing super-power like the Romans, surrender
tactics was probably the only feasible way.

According to Haley, though Jesus was the
most successful political leader in history, he
miscalculated the events of his last days. He
did not really believe that he would actually
be crucified. Hence his final bitter remark
about God having left him. But with religious
terrorists’ Kamikaze tactics freshly in mind
after September 11th 2001, it becomes
strange that Haley wouldn’t even let Jesus
Christ die of his own will. The contrast is ob-
vious and also makes one think of the fact
that in modern warfare even a handful of
dead Westerners is politically disastrous even
to the point of ending war: it may be that the
secularization of western cultures has finally
led us to give up the idea of the ultimate sac-
rifice. Regrettably, the political predicament
resulting from this state of affairs seems to be
handled with the fix of a technological shield
to make sure that all the victims remain non-
Westerners; it would seem that even after
September 11th 2001, the purging of death
from western self-consciousness continues.

The way Haley’s Jesus, like some of his
clients, (ideally) escapes death in the last
minute and thereby achieves power, makes
surrender strangely calculated and paradoxi-
cal, if not feigned. The really intriguing idea
in the systemic theory of the individual sub-
ject’s constitution, as a contingent element in
the social system of a family, seems to lead
Haley on the track to understanding self-sac-
rifice; but just before he turns around the cor-
ner to the most revealing implications, he
halts and leaves it open as a paradox which

then (contrary to Bateson’s paradox) collaps-
es as he retreats to the traditional autonomous
individual subjectivity of calculated “power
tactics”. To Haley, the temporary self-cancel-
lation of agency is really only the intentional
self-creation of the powerful subject.

Maybe Haley could have learnt something
if he had not, like so many prominent thera-
pists, decided that his therapeutic ideas do
not fit cases of drug addiction. If we enter
that area of the field where hard-core heroin
users are treated, we soon encounter the drug
scene’s proximity to death, and it seems quite
reasonable to ask, with Hamlet: why not take
the full step towards a notion of the subject
that allows it, not only to exercise freedom
working on habits, or to emerge while sub-
mitting to constraints, to be actively passive,
or to recreate itself in an arc of creation, or to
gain power by surrendering, – but actually to
dissolve, to die?

Allow me a small anecdotal diversion. As
a young psychologist working with drug ad-
dicts in the 1980’s, I was attracted to sys-
temic psychotherapy as an approach to sub-
jectivity that did not rely solely on the sub-
ject’s own dilemmas of habit and self-con-
trol. One client’s death, in particular, im-
pressed me as understandable in a systemic
mode. She was a bright 23-years-old who
since the age of 15 had indulged completely
in alcohol and later heroin. She appeared
very masculine and spoke a distinct working-
class dialect. But it turned out, not only that
she was from a high bourgeois family, but
also that she basically thought of her life as
part of that family from which she had practi-
cally been absent for the last third of her life.
The more she, reluctantly, engaged in the
business of her own life, the more did her
parents seem to emerge as the important peo-
ple to her, and the more did her blue-collar
masculinity appear to be an accurately per-
formed counter-image to the family’s self-
conception. Just before she left our institu-
tion for a deliberately staged lethal accident –
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taking an over-dose in a public toilet that
would usually be overseen by a guard who
would usually interrupt whenever cubicles
were occupied for too long – we had man-
aged, with some difficulty, to persuade her
and her parents to have a painful conversa-
tion. It became perhaps evident to her, once
again but more definitely this time, that the
only way to influence that family (i.e. her real
life) was from far away. And it dawned on me
too late that she had in fact been serious when
she had explained to me that giving up her
own life was an option.

This paradoxical phenomenon of a delib-
erately planned accident appears to suggest
another way in which Haley is rather ad-
vanced and trendy: he allows for the subject’s
skillful mastery, not only of influences and
passions, but also of risk. As in the cases of
the young woman and Jesus, it may end in
disaster. The image of a risk-calculating,
rather than simply intentional, subject makes
a genealogical difference on account of the
actuarial technologies that can be deployed
in prevention campaigns, counseling, securi-
ty measures etc., and the way these match so-
cial and life sciences increasingly based epis-
temologically on population averages, and
increasingly tuned to managing specific con-
tingencies of ever finer-grained sub-popula-
tions (Rose, 1999; 2001). It may also make
an ideological difference by providing a way
of masking the ultimately existential fact of
death with the radically anonymous play of
numbers.

But there is a ‘rub’, as Hamlet says: when
risks and stakes become as high as with this
young woman, or with Jesus, the image of
the competent risk calculator breaks down.
That is perhaps why the scenes in the film
Deer Hunter where the Vietnam veteran hero
prefers to make a living by playing Russian
roulette for bets, rather than going back to his
safe but meaningless USA, make such an im-
pression. It is ‘risk society’ taken to such an
absurd extreme that it reveals our struggle to

avoid facing our mortality just behind the
screen of controlled eventualities. 

At this point, there is a need to probe just a
level deeper. 

Resurrection
The dialectics in the systemic notion of para-
doxes is a weak or incomplete version of the
dialectics of the subject coming from Hegel
(1968; 1988). In the Hegelian account of sub-
jectivity, according to Taylor (1975), the
myth of Jesus is the story of subjectivity, but
it is quite the opposite story of Haley’s. The
necessary incarnation of infinite Spirit in fi-
nite subjects places the equally unavoidable
death at the core of what it means to be a sub-
ject, and resurrection is the imaginary form
of this re-realization of the unity and resolu-
tion of the contradiction of mortal spiritual
life. Thus, the idea of resurrection, of reunit-
ing through dissolution, is a fix, in the sense
that it is directly identical with the empty
negative abstractness of death; it is not the
transformation of death, but death seen from
another angle. The true transformation of
death lies in the self-unfolding of Spirit for
which it is the vehicle, not in the image of
some eternal ecstasy in Paradise for the indi-
vidual.

According to Zizek (1993), this is closely
connected to Hegel’s and his dialectical fol-
lowers’ understanding that freedom is not, af-
ter all, opposed to determination, but already
implied in it, and vice versa. This, to Zizek
(and to Butler, 1997, both based on Lacan), is
not only a ‘logical’, but a profoundly ‘existen-
tial’point: it is the double bind that constitutes
the subject. The subject must set herself
against the dependency that founded her,
thereby denying her constitution, desperately
resisting – while at the same time uncon-
sciously pursuing – her own dissolution.
From this angle, some kinds of drug use may
be seen as yielding to that drive towards a dis-
solution that promises the fix of resurrection.
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But if the addict’s fix is another, curiously
commodified, form of the fix of resurrection
– an imaginary reunification with Spirit
through the dissolution of subjectivity – what
exactly is Spirit, in this context, in the age of
the Fix, of the brutal basics that Marx substi-
tuted for Hegel’s idealism? Even if Spirit is in
a sense as imaginary as resurrection, that
does not mean that it is simply non-existent
and should be banned from our texts, but,
rather, that it is, at least potentially, as real as
the Realabstraktion of money value (as in
Marx’ anticipation of the so-called ‘Thomas
Theorem’6 with his emphasis on the social
reality of imagined values and imagined
Gods alike (cf. Ilyenkov, 1977, ch. 7). And,
further, it leads to the idea that, after all, there
may be a fourth kind of escape from the
dilemma of freedom and determination – be-
side habits, objectifications, and death: that
of the subject’s dissolving, not in the negative
sense of giving up, but in the positive sense
of merging into something larger which must
not necessarily remain imaginary, something
which may emerge from and transform the
fix of resurrection, returning to reconstitute
the subject in an arc of creation in Scarry’s
sense.

The High and the Power
As I already mentioned above, that idea is not
far from the drugs discourse. Bateson’s
(1972) analysis explicitly refers to a process
of surrendering to a Higher Power. While
fighting the bottle means a false autonomy,
the subject is reborn, so to speak, through dis-
solution into the Higher Power of the AA
community – a surrender that may be at first
feigned, but is subsequently realized: “fake it
till you make it”. Probing into this notion of a
Higher Power may lead us further in our
search for a better understanding of the sub-
jectivity of drug taking. 

The AA was the first great self-help move-
ment of the 20th century, clearly based on the
confessional ethics of the Oxford movement,
but equally clearly distancing itself from reli-
gious temperance movements. It can be
placed at an intersection as both very modern
and rather antiquated, in fact even ancient. 

In Bateson’s version, it strikes us as mod-
ern. At about the time when Bateson’s work
was published, the idea of a surrender that
was neither feigned nor lethal was curiously
fashionable. This was when the late George
Harrison sang: “Turn off your mind, relax
and float downstream – it is not dying”. This
was at the time when Paul Willis reported
young cannabis and psychedelic drug users’
philosophy to be that real independence lies
in realizing that one is absolutely un-free
(Willis, 1976). There is a distinct New Age
tone to this indistinct Higher Power, and we
may thus suggest that it is something to do
with the (late, radical, post-) modern condi-
tion.

On the other hand, we can trace these fig-
ures of thought a long way back into religious
philosophy. A suitable reference here could
be Søren Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard, 1980).
He will help us locate our discussion both in
the continuity of theological thought, and, as
a student of Hegel, in contrast to the dialecti-
cal philosophy of the subject that was to be
taken in other directions by Marx and others. 

Kierkegaard’s idea of the self is of a rela-
tionship that relates to itself and, in relating
to itself, relates to Another. That idea is ex-
plicitly normative, as Kierkegaard discusses
the forms of sinful deviance, the so-called
‘despair’, against the ideal as a clear formula: 

“The formula that describes the state of the self
when despair is completely rooted out is this: in
relating itself to itself and in willing to be itself,
the self rests transparently in the power that es-
tablished it.” (Ibid, 14)

So, to Kierkegaard, one can – and should –
rest, or base oneself, visibly and clearly in the6 “What men perceive as real is real in its consequences”
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positing, or foundational, power in order to
be realized as oneself. And if one form of de-
spair, or sin, lies in wanting to be oneself in a
false way, another form of despair is not
wanting to be oneself. On this latter form, the
so-called feminine form (ibid., 49), which,
when self-conscious, is the form of weakness
that comes closest to suicide, Kierkegaard
gives us what almost amounts to a psycho-
logical description of drug dependence, and
ex negativo we even get the prescription of a
kind of surrender:

“In despair it cannot forget this weakness; it hates
itself in a way, will not in faith humble itself un-
der its weakness in order thereby to recover itself
– no, in despair it does not wish, so to speak, to
hear anything about itself, does not itself know
anything to say. Nor is there any question of be-
ing helped by forgetting, or of slipping, by means
of forgetting, into the category of the spiritless.”
(Ibid, 62)

It seems that Kierkegaard, a century before
the AA and Bateson, struck the idea of recov-
ery through self-humiliation to weakness and
thereby to a Higher Power. 

But this is not all. We can trace similar
ideas much further back in religious history:
Foucault found the idea that false autonomy
engenders loss of self-control already in
Augustine’s (354-430) writing on the prob-
lem of lust:

“He (Adam) rose up against God with his first
sin; he tried to escape God’s will and to acquire a
will of his own, ignoring the fact that the exis-
tence of his own will depended entirely on the
will of God. As a punishment for this revolt, and
as a consequence of this will to will independent-
ly from God, Adam lost control of himself. He
wanted to acquire an autonomous will and lost
the ontological support for that will.”(Foucault,
1997, 181)

Drug dependence, seen from that angle, is
one form of Nemesis, one logical conse-
quence of the sin of autonomy that has wor-
ried spiritual thinkers for two millennia. And

it makes sense that dependencies abound
when the cultural ideal is autonomy, as in the
late Roman Empire and in Modernity. 

Should we conclude that all this time reli-
gion is still religion, even if in this New Age
it is mixed with a certain alcoholics’ sobriety
or a certain hippie high? 

I suggest there is a huge difference.
Phrasing it as a sin is very different from talk-
ing of paradoxes, epistemological flaws or
square western values. And it would be a
grave mistake – in fact, Kierkegaard would
probably consider it a sin – to read Kierke-
gaard as just an early form of the psychology
we know today, with its free-standing indi-
viduals, interpersonal problems and inter-
ventions. 

When we travel from Bateson to Kierke-
gaard, we disembark into the times of Marx,
approaching, in his words, “the heart of the
heartless world”, while it was still beating. 

Now, in the New Age of the Fix, this hard-
ly seems appropriate. The Higher Power
Bateson encountered in the AA, the “God as
we understand Him”, was far from Hegel’s
all-embracing Spirit or Kierkegaard’s Power
that posits selves. As Valverde (1998) notes,
this is a very individualistic notion of some
guardian angel, often referred to as “my
Higher Power”. The inconsistency of surren-
dering to something one has simply invented
to suit one’s purposes can be seen as prag-
matically suitable to avoid the struggles that
would immediately ensue and split the orga-
nization if God were still something much
more binding and encompassing, something
over which participants could therefore dis-
agree (in the extreme, something they might
die for).

But if the AA epitomizes the “power of
powerlessness”, as Valverde claims, this
paradox is precisely the point where it goes
beyond the pragmatic spirit in which one
might be able to live with such contradic-
tions. The powerful surrender to a Higher
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Power cannot be merely the ‘small’ ethical
practices, the ‘tips and the tricks’ that oppose
monolithic notions of power with atomized
applications of serially generalized technolo-
gies of the self. If the Higher Power is disal-
lowed any unifying communal subjectivity,
both the surrender and its powerfulness are
reduced to instrumental acts and their effects
in readily commodified technological fixes.
And this is definitely not the whole story.

Even if the pulse of truly foundational reli-
gious powers has faded long ago, it seems we
still have a hard time escaping from the older
religious forms of understanding when we
dig into the dilemmas of freedom and subjec-
tivity deep enough to lay bare the question of
being and not being and its possible relation
to some kind of Spiritual Power. 

Imagined Communities
If there is, indeed, a need to follow through,
not just downstream with George Harrison
and the other New Age prophets, but on into
the much deeper tunnels of our foundations,
how do we deal with it? Faced with those tra-
ditional religious accounts of subjectivity, we
might, as we have seen, simply leave the is-
sue be and reject such idealist and fundamen-
talist notions of Spirit and God, like Haley re-
jects the resurrection of Jesus, or like Bateson
and associates neglect to mention their di-
alectical and religious forerunners. That
would be the sensible, pragmatic, modern
thing to do in a new age. That “pie in the sky
when you die” was a fix and may it rest in
peace. 

If only it didn’t keep resurrecting and
haunting us.

But there is also the option of following a
different path from Hegel – that of a material-
ist dialectics that does not, as is common,
read Marxism as an early sociology of
agency, taking subjectivity for granted as
given with the individual’s body, but rather as

an attempt to approach the enigma of subjec-
tivity in an epistemology of collective prac-
tice. In that approach, the religious monster
can be seen as an alienated form of society or
community. Thus, rather than merely remov-
ing the third term in Kierkegaard’s relations
of the self, we could suppose that some com-
munity of human beings is really the Higher
Power which posited the self. Or we could, in
Althusser’s (1983) terms, understand the
‘Ideological State Apparatus’ as the Subject
with a capital S who interpellates the small
subject in ideology. 

The problem, of course, is that it is not al-
together obvious that some abstract idea of a
community, or an Ideological State Appa-
ratus, for that matter, is any less of a fix than
that of a “God as we understand him”, or any
less a child of its time. Reviewing my argu-
ments so far, I am aware that I can be read as
building an argument for the kind of moder-
nity theory that laments the loss of founda-
tions and value-based communities and criti-
cizes the rise of a system world of instrumen-
tal reason. The feeble call for a ‘community’
just-like-the-ones-we-used-to-know may be
construed as just the abstract negation of in-
strumental individualism, to the point of hor-
ror where it converges with the addict’s ap-
peal, with religious suffering and charity, and
with Bateson’s and AA’s “God as we under-
stand him” to reveal themselves as manifes-
tations of the evil Fix they were meant to ex-
orcise (see Bauman, 2001; Rose, 1999).  

This seems the inevitable consequence of
pressing beyond pragmatics, in particular,
perhaps, in a time when ‘communitarianism’
and its operationalization as ‘community
psychology’, ‘community work’ etc. have re-
placed labor movements, world revolution,
and even welfare states as the discursive
counter-image to individualism. Community
programs may not quite be what we had in
mind to carry the real Higher Power, but it
seems to be all we have got.
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Radical Reality

Instead of accepting that we are stuck in that
dichotomy, condemned to alternate between
individualism and abstract communitarian-
ism, and arrange what Gergen calls ‘inhabit-
able intelligibilities’ for ourselves in it – per-
haps retaining memory traces of the greater
communities that we once wanted to wither
away – why not try, to break the vicious cir-
cle, the way of the ‘radical evil’ suggested by
Slavoj Zizek (1993)? The radical evil is what
most disturbs the ideologically ordered com-
munity; it is the never-ever that lies hidden
behind the always-already. Zizek’s method
(if we can call it that) is to set out from the
‘shadow’ side of each of the poles of an ideo-
logical dichotomy and proceed to reconcep-
tualize their interrelations in a transformation
of their presupposed common framework. 

Pointing to the radical evil, Zizek appears
utopian. He starts off from the counterfactu-
ality of the Lacanian barred subject, and even
refers to early Christian utopianism and men-
tions its contemporary radical realizations in
sects such as the ‘Sendero Luminoso’ as
starting points for reflection. Nevertheless, it
is my suggestion that this method can in fact
be understood as compatible with Valverde’s
and Jensen’s anti-utopian philosophies just-
in-time. The ‘radical evil’ function of the
Sendero Luminoso, for instance, is not the
utopian image of a universalization of its sec-
tarian principles, but what might be learnt
from its reality in the middle of a New World
Order. According to Zizek, it embodies a
combination of modern and pre-modern that
reverses the western combination of family
and market, making visible the disturbing
fact that the ‘modern’ logic of the market pre-
supposes the ‘pre-modern’ family and thus
cannot be universalized. 

The really provocative hypothesis is not
that a certain utopia can be realized if we turn
the world on its head, but that this is just what
we are already doing if we turn our image of

ourselves and our world, in certain respects,
on its feet again.

Theoretically, this would imply to follow
through the whole arc of creation to see in the
concrete how objectified communities of re-
alized power and instrumental pragmatism
might already be returning to remake us as
subjects, and how we may already be in the
process of recreating them. If this is viable,
we might identify a way of being and non-be-
ing, a form of self-transcendence which can
be seen to match, and deployed to replace, or
construed to interact with that involved in the
subjectivity of drug taking. 

A Bracketed Experience:
The Case of Anna, NA,
and Wild Learning
In order to make that point, or, perhaps more
realistically, to provisionally outline its fea-
tures, I need to interrupt my philosophical
speculations and return to my own business.
Among other things, it has been my business
to interview “Anna” in the course of my in-
vestigations on the interventions in young
people’s drug misuse in Copenhagen in May
2002. And I believe Anna can help us on the
way here (at least she helped me), since a
practical-empirical reference, even if it can
only be sketched in the framework of this ar-
gument, seems the only way to substantiate
the idea of a community as the reality of the
Higher Power. 

Anna and I both take part in the Wild
Learning network in Copenhagen which is
organized to enhance and reform the city’s
provision of services to young socially ex-
cluded, criminals, drug misusers, etc.7 Anna
works as a photographer and has done jobs

7 For more extensive descriptions and discussions of
Wild Learning and some of its predecessors, see (Mørck,
2000; Nissen, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000,  2002 a, 2002 b, in
press a, in press b).
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for the Wild Learning, among other things,
the photos at the website www.vildelaere-
processer.dk. She has also done odd un-
skilled jobs in educational and social work,
and increasingly she has been involved in
project activities with the social workers and
young people of the Wild Learning network,
often taking advantage of her skills, work-
shop facilities, and network as a photograph-
er. She considers herself an absolute amateur
in the field of social work and was surprised
and flattered to be invited to the monthly
meetings of one central network body in
Wild Learning called the ‘Lodge’ where
around 30-40 participants meet to discuss
various general or specific issues relevant to
this social work. But there is a part of Anna’s
background which both makes her more
qualified and, nonetheless, in a certain way
makes it more necessary for her to stop and
reflect before she thinks of herself as partici-
pant in the Wild Learning community of so-
cial workers: she is also an addict and a long-
time and very enthusiastic member of the
Narcotics Anonymous (NA), and she has
been doing a lot of ‘Service’, i.e. organiza-
tional work there. When at one of those
Lodge meetings Anna announced that her en-
counter with the Wild Learning network and
the young hash smoking people in and
around it had made her rethink the NA dog-
ma that there is no way to beat dependence if
you haven’t ‘hit the bottom’ yet (and young
people often haven’t), I leaped to arrange an
interview. 

Anna approaches me as an interlocutor
with just the kind of theoretical interest that I
have documented above; following the nec-
essary reservations that she does not repre-
sent the NA (since nobody does), she en-
gages readily in considerations on general
ethics, politics, methods – and art. 

Art is relevant here because what she tries
to do in her art photography is to provide a
provoking alternative to the prevailing artifi-
ciality of people’s self-presentation. Nude

pictures that are neither aesthetic nor porno-
graphic but aim to reveal a human being be-
hind the veil of self-presentation; a ‘scrap-
book’ of close-up images of her own skin
documenting her history with scars, burns
and marks; and everyday life pictures from
just before and during the first months of her
clean time. This is one kind of ‘truth-telling’
technology, then, which she brings with her
to the Wild Learning. Not that she thinks that
precisely the trope of ‘facing one-self’
through documentary photography is some-
thing a 16-years old confused hash-misusing
girl should be persuaded to do, any more than
engage in a 12-steps program. In Anna’s
mind, her art photography is special in that it
has no purpose outside of itself, and it is
strictly separated from her engagement in
Wild Learning. But we can identify a general
‘philosophy’ in it which also serves as an in-
terpretation of the NA experience and a
bridge to the Wild Learning.

“Interpretation” it is, for she is certainly
not simply constituting herself in the ‘NA
discourse’. She is that, but she is more, and
what is more is being produced in the inter-
view (among other places). I would say that
with this interview, she is coming to an un-
derstand of herself and with herself – this is a
process of Verständigung (see Dreier, 1999;
Holzkamp, 1983). Not because this interview
is very important in itself, but it takes part at
an important junction in her practices. I shall
return to that below.

First, I should let Anna speak for herself.
Explaining her more general ethical and po-
litical stance, she introduces a moral dilem-
ma of community care vs. self-responsibility
and concludes that she is perhaps a bit utopi-
an; when I then suggest there is a fundamen-
tal paradox in the AA/NA philosophy be-
tween surrender and choice, she protests that
conscience is not about substituting some ab-
stractly deduced principles for knowing by
yourself what is right: 
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So in a way it’s quite natural. That is, in the way
that – maybe I’m a bit Kharma-like, but it’s like, if
I do well, it must go well, it’s very simplified, but
there it is. Or Kharma-like: like doing things in the
right spirit, maybe there is not always a quick ben-
efit, but then on the other hand it’s done the good
way, and one can’t always see the result, you have
to have confidence that it’s all right. So, this way
one can make it, I can boil it all down to such quite
ordinary basic principles, because in fact I also
think that in our society one of the problems is that
people have to get quick results. Instead of think-
ing what are the principles in what I do, or what is
the idea behind it, they must have results kind of in
a hurry. I tried it often in Service, every time
someone would come in and say NOW we must
do a lot and ta-ta-ta. They come, and then they
stay for 6 months at the most, and then some of us
are left to sweep up all the broken glass after them,
because that’s not what it’s about. It’s about mak-
ing good- to build a good foundation, make some
good decisions and be persistent. And it’s often
like that, when people make a one-off project,
OK, cool, and then they just skate away, but if it’s
about building a society or building things in one’s
life, or building this organization to work well
etc., it is then that we must have confidence. We
need to do things the good way, and it will end up
all right. And in... that way you can transfer it,
that’s how I see the thing with the Higher Power,
to hand it over; – it’s that confidence which I hand
over. But the action I still have to do myself. So I
don’t see any paradox! (Laughs)
But that aspect about the free choice, that one has
to make a choice etc., is often the easiest to under-
stand, or that which matches the contemporary
spirit, or something, while the other side about
some basic values and a Higher Power etc., runs
against the tide, so to say? 
Well, not the thing with the Higher Power, be-
cause there is so much New Age
Oh, yes, that’s right. There is. Yes
But the problem is that, – listen: I have my own
views on this, OK?
Yes, yes, OK (laughs), I get it!
It is not – perhaps sometimes I’ve been – some-
times I’m angry about things that I think are
wrong or something. But it’s still only my opin-
ions, mind you, because it’s about what other peo-
ple do, and it’s not always very cool to be wise
about that. But it’s like – now that you’re asking,
and I do think this is extremely interesting to talk

about, because I’m never allowed, in particular,
unless I complain to some of my friends. But the
things that are easy to grasp, it’s the thing about
the choice, and that with some kind of – the self-
realization and the Higher Power and so on. And
that’s because you can buy a Life in the Light, you
can buy 10.000 tons of self-enhancement, or
“let’s-”, “new-age-let’s-realize-ourselves”-books,
and in – I think in most of them there’s a – again,
going back to what’s behind – there’s an egoistic
or ego-centered relation to the world, and that is
what the NA is not. Actually, if you read those
principles, it’s a humility towards the world, and
that is what I really love about this program, that
it’s a community, and it may be that it is more like-
ly a spiritual community than one of those old so-
cialist communities or something. But that humil-
ity is important. We can only do it if we do it to-
gether.

But what is a spiritual community, here?
Certainly not any kind of New Age fix. Not
even a community that is limited to dealing
with spiritual matters. Rather, it is to do with
NA’s form of engagement with real life is-
sues. It is about life or death, but it is de-
signed to remain precisely ‘about’ – strictly
and purely representational. In the NA itself,
it is an important principle that collective de-
cisions exceeding the founding principles
should not develop and cumulate, and that
even the sponsor’s advice remain just that.
Beside the organizational pragmatics, this is
also out of a pedagogical idea that people
only change of their own choice. But Anna
insists that all that does not or should not re-
duce collectivity, as it does not make truly
political considerations irrelevant. And that
leaves her with a problem. 

Anna’s problem lies at the intersection be-
tween the NA and everyday life as a whole.
Seeing clearly that a certain purism is the
only way to avoid the organization being in-
strumentalized or flooded by the kinds of cul-
tures that nurture drugs, how can she stretch
the ‘Kharma-like’ utopian approach to life
into the places and communities that matter
precisely because they are not as inconse-
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quential, and which constitute that life which
is dealt with representationally in the NA?
Among those are, of course, the manifold
communities of the surrounding society in
which NA members gain recognition for the
self-control they exemplify. Also, and more
directly, there is the way the NA itself func-
tions to facilitate an informal ‘lodge’ or net-
work that distributes not only advice, but also
resources such as jobs. Thus, Anna’s network
connections through the NA and through
Wild Learning significantly helped her on the
way to her current way of earning a living. A
third kind of community is even closer to the
NA, and as such problematic: a group of NA
members have organized a local drop-in cen-
ter that Anna once attended. But, as might be
expected, that place is filled with idle hang-
ing-out, careless flirtation, self-centeredness
and occasional dirty language. Anna is very
keen to establish, and works hard to main-
tain, that this place has nothing whatsoever to
do with NA. The NA, with its strict ethical
principles, is, and must remain, “just a kind
of meetings”, as Anna says.

Thus, the spirituality of the community
lies in the ways in which its foundational dis-
tinctness, its specialization, is established
and sustained with a specific kind of relation
and tension to the comprehensiveness of
everyday life. It is an example of the kind of
institutions that embody specialized princi-
ples which Agnes Heller – in my opinion
mistakenly, as we shall see below – takes as
characteristic of the state (Heller, 1981;
1985). In Heller’s terms, the specialized prin-
ciples, the so-called ‘objectivations-for-it-
self’, are distinguished from the heteroge-
neous ‘objectivations-in-itself’ of everyday
life, the productive use of tools, norms and
rules, and language of the ‘human-being-as-
a-whole’. Objectivations-for-itself are spe-
cialized ‘human wholenesses’ made accord-
ing to a definite standard, which may then
again return to ‘discipline’ everyday life as
‘objectivations-for-and-in-itself’. In this lat-

ter sense, the way the NA is ‘just some meet-
ings’ is connected to the way in which it rests
on Basic Texts and limits the identity it pro-
vides strictly to the category of addiction. 

But as we learnt from Scarry’s discussion
of objectification above, in the ‘arc of cre-
ation’ reciprocation (the reciprocal working
of the object to recreate the subject) exceeds
creation. When distinct principles are real-
ized in everyday life, a ‘cultural surplus’ is
continuously made which is troubling, and
even threatening, yet which also makes any
community that defines itself by those princi-
ples work in the first place. 

It may be that its proverbs and tips and
routine actions, which Valverde highlights,
insofar as this ethics is not confined to depen-
dency, also belong to that which reaches be-
yond and objectifies the more general spirit
of humble Kharma that Anna is so fond of.
But the ‘cultural surplus’ itself produces
much more of the powerful kind of commu-
nity that one can surrender to, – even if Anna,
follower of the Basic Texts principles, re-
frains from seeing it: the low profile of Anna
and her fellow faithful contrasts and obscures
the Higher Power. And on purpose. The
Higher Power rises in its might from the per-
sistent earthliness of its creators who fix their
gaze to the ground in order not to be blinded
by its light that lures into identification and
breeds a megalomania that destroys it. 

In other words, my suggestion is that what
Anna refers to as the humble Kharma, the
handing over of confidence, that is, the idea
of a Higher Power itself, points outside of the
NA to the concrete forms of community that
already exist to recreate and sustain the ethics
of the NA. Maybe Anna thinks of herself as
utopian, but that community which she calls
for, in a certain way, is already there. And she
is probably right – if I am right in re-/produc-
ing her thus – that the question is whether and
how that community is strong enough to con-
tain us if we face it and recreate ourselves in
its image. If we self-consciously assume the
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power it wields, where can we be trusted to
take it?

This could be a reason for Anna to resist
seeing herself as a social worker. One of the
most intriguing features of her account is the
way she pictures herself just at the barely le-
gitimate periphery of the Wild Learning
community. But when I probe into it, it turns
out that she is already deeply involved, both
as a photographer and as a social worker, and
has been so for a couple of years. She re-
counts a dozen current or recent jobs and pro-
ject activities of various sorts that contribute
substantially to the ways she earns a living.
Viewed as what one could call ‘local cul-
tures’ (Nissen, 1997), realized and materially
reproduced in varieties of groups, places, ac-
tivities and embodying a loosely circum-
scribed ethics, the NA ‘cultural surplus’ and
the Wild Learning overlap so that it makes
sense that Anna can be part of Wild Learning
without really knowing it. 

The Wild Learning is interesting here for
two reasons (besides the fact that it is my ap-
proach to Anna). 

First, Wild Learning is contrary to NA in
one important respect: it is social work of the
prototypical kind that deserves its name by
always transcending method by moving into
everyday life and by subjectifying (cf. Nis-
sen, in press b). Short of being a case of sheer
opportunism, it is as far as one can get from
basing on a Book and from the purism with
which Anna serves the survival and useful-
ness of the NA. The everyday cultural sur-
plus that NA had to always shove off is the
principle of Wild Learning. Still, Wild
Learning embodies much the same basic hu-
manistic values that purport to combine lib-
eral respect for individual autonomy and
self-responsibility with solidarity. Like the
NA, it often performs them in dialogical in-
terpersonal relationships based on experi-
ence and mutuality, and, perhaps above all,
on the idea that its pedagogical aims are em-
bodied in persons who combine the insight

from ‘having been there themselves’ with the
power of the example. 

Second, this feature of the Wild Learning
is possible because it is powerful. Unlike the
NA, it establishes a field of power and medi-
ates the ways in which social workers and so-
cially excluded youngsters are subjected to
and participate in a power that continuously
shapes the life conditions of its members and
those nearby. The ways in which it subjecti-
fies by interpellation are relatively transpar-
ent. In the final analysis, this is intimately
connected to the fact that it forms part of that
self-conscious powerful community par ex-
cellence, the state8. True, even here the medi-
ation of ‘doing good’with the way it ‘ends up
all right’ always transcends what any of its
participants can penetrate, and it always re-
jects any simple instrumentalization to serve
narrow purposes. But that does not mean it
rests on innocent confidence or blind Khar-
ma. In fact it is imbued with strategy.

The strategies in Wild Learning are of a
political kind. It is about reforming institu-
tions, services and provisions, forging al-
liances, opposing detrimental forces and
overcoming congealed structures, reaching
into both networks of social workers and of
young people at ‘street level’, working at in-
tersections where power is always precari-
ous. What emerges is a self-transforming
welfare service. The political strategies are
never simply ‘power politics’, or to be more
precise, abstract and self-sufficient power
politics is a pitfall that is repeatedly dis-
cussed and constantly worked over to avoid

8 That statement, of course, is a debatable point. The
concept of state is currently under revision under the im-
pression of recent economical, political and military
changes. Knowing that I am here, once again, on foreign
ground, I have sought to develop my analysis of the Wild
Learning community through taking part in an interdisci-
plinary research project about “Life modes and welfare
state at a cross-roads?” (see http://www.hum.ku.dk/lov/). I
have discussed a few of its arguments and implications in
(Nissen, in press a). 
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or confront. There is always an ethics that
points beyond. Political strategy makes sense
in terms of a generalizing recreation, not just
of certain distinct institutions, but, in the end,
of everyday life. This, too, is a feature not
only of Wild Learning as a kind of curiously
‘radical’ corner of the municipal administra-
tion in Copenhagen, but in fact, of the wel-
fare state itself: the welfare state being that
unstable kind of state that keeps transforming
itself to achieve social improvements, that is,
improvements in society as a whole (cf. Nis-
sen, in press b). When those social workers in
Wild Learning conceive of themselves as
critical toward the ‘system’, they can only do
so with a reference beyond the system itself;
yet this is the rule rather than the exception in
a welfare state. 

Finally, as Anna herself so graphically tes-
tifies on Wild Learning’s website, there is a
long tradition here of ‘cultural pedagogy’, an
ongoing and intended collective production
of objectified subjectivity, which, like art in
general, never quite leaves the participants or
the community be as they are. Juxtaposed to
the ways we thought we knew ourselves, cul-
tural artifacts perform and produce us anew,
just as critical and thus artificial as Anna’s art
photo that forces us to share her deviant his-
tory of misery, or with their insisting naked-
ness achieves a Verfremdung of the staging of
ourselves that we had long considered natur-
al. In this respect, the Wild Learning website
to which Anna contributes is much like the
numerous music festivals, street/theatre per-
formances, newsletters, conferences, TV-
programs, media events, etc. etc. which those
social workers over the years have success-
fully launched and made with the help or par-
ticipation of street kids/socially excluded
youngsters, bureaucrats, politicians, various
professionals, and researchers (including
myself), and which both have served to de-
fine and transform the identity of the commu-
nity and its participants.

To generalize: I have tried to convey the idea
that the self-transforming surrender to a
Higher Power may actually be done self-con-
sciously, but only in a roundabout way, as a
critical process of sustaining and developing
a powerful community. This indirectness, in
my view, is the key to a reinterpretation of the
idea that the subject itself is essentially coun-
terfactual and self-dissolving, what Zizek
calls a ‘radical void’. In the mediation
through the inter-subjectivity of the commu-
nity and through the objectivity of its recipro-
cating artifacts and of its societal embedded-
ness, the self-transforming subject passes an
impasse, a point that is logically incompre-
hensible and out of control when viewed
from below, from the participant subject who
is thereby reconstituted; and it is just that
point which makes it wise to substitute hum-
ble confidence for instrumental goal-direct-
edness9. 

Return of the drug
And drugs? Have we only achieved this un-
derstanding at the price of leaving the trou-
blesome issue of drug taking behind?
Actually, this would not necessarily be such a
bad idea. Perhaps the pair of networks or or-
ganizations that we have briefly considered
here only combine so well because they re-
main complementary in what they focus on
or avoid. It is a characteristic feature of the
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9 At this point, I dare to digress to an interpretation of an-
other contemporary artifact: the film Dancer in the Dark
by Lars von Trier (who is, by the way, himself both perma-
nently on anti-depressive drugs and a converted Catholic).
The absolutely revolting lack of any kind of welfare state
to mediate our compassion with the tragic heroine Selma
creates the stark dichotomy between the at once contingent
and preordained track of grim ‘real’ events that lead to her
self-inflicted death and the beautiful musical scenes in
which, as Selma sings “You will always be there to catch
me, when I fall”. The death sentence which is both entirely
unfair and totally asked for is here the direct opposite of
NA’s hidden substantial solidarity.
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Copenhagen social system (the ‘Family and
Labor Market Administration’) that its policy
on young people’s drug use particularly em-
phasizes not at all to focus on the drugs, but
on the whole social situation of the young-
sters. Sometimes this approach tends toward
a Kharma-like confidence that any drug
problems will evaporate of themselves if
only one ‘does good’ on the social situation.
‘Tends toward’, because as a generalizing de-
scription it would fail to do justice to the di-
alectics of City’s social policy which results
either simply from internal contradictions
and adverse political forces, or from that
combined with a truly dialectically reflected
strategy (cf. Vinum & Nissen, in press). 

But if we do, on this basis, approach
drugs, not merely as a symptom or a symbol,
but as an actual chemical technology of the
self that can be used instrumentally and has a
potential for recreating us as passionately de-
pendent, is there a way in which we can rec-
oncile Anna’s Kharma-like confidence with
the letting-go involved in drug taking itself
(like when we confidently undergo anesthet-
ics for surgery in the clinic)?

One way could be to suggest that it is pre-
cisely as socially produced technologies of
the self that the drugs and the NA’s adversary
to dependence, the repeatedly ritually con-
firmed abstinence, are comparable. The les-
son from the NA is the opposite of the tem-
perance movements in that the NA accepts
that we have lost our innocence forever.
Whether we, the dependent, are clean or
dirty, we are living with one carefully con-
trolled social technology of the self or anoth-
er, objectified in and reciprocating from one
sort of cultural objects or the other, with
chemical instruments playing one or the oth-
er leading role. The ‘radical reality’, that
‘radical evil’ which is already the pattern on

every wall-paper, is that the carefully con-
trolled bodily regime of chemistry symbol-
ized so acutely by the NA’s meticulous clean
time is even more pervasive than the simple
facts of literal medicalization, wet (alco-
holic) culture, or hedonistic youth; and that,
as a technology of selves, it is far from con-
fined to lone-standing individuals – it builds
communities and it is deployed by communi-
ties to recreate participants.

This ‘radical reality’ could be the key to
the paradox that the ethics underlying NA’s
strict but precarious restraint seems to match
well with that of Wild Learning’s perpetual
and often even intoxicated confusion on this
matter. Both ethics audaciously generalize it
as a feature of our culture normally pushed to
the shadows by the ‘drug problem’. This is
far from a colorful ethnography of some ex-
otic subculture, or a utopian image of a
‘drug-free (or drug-regulated) society’; it is
what we are already doing. If we want to not
only understand, and not even just invent,
ourselves, but to truly transform ourselves
critically as subjects of drug-taking, we need
both to be and not to be what we have long
since become: communities who produce our
participants and non-participants by regulat-
ing their chemical states over times and
places; and persons who build societies
strong enough to embrace our self-transfor-
mations, even when they are chemically me-
diated. 

The objectification of ourselves with
drugs, dependencies, abstinences, treat-
ments, institutions, and theories, are our con-
tingent instruments to do and to be just that,
and, with them or without them, we are likely
to “take arms against a sea of troubles” and
still “suffer the slings and arrows of outra-
geous fortune”.
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Summary
Addiction is a central issue in a liberal society of au-
tonomous citizens, as the nodal point of addiction is
self-control – or rather the lack of it. By looking at
different ways of problematizing and working upon
addiction, one might also get some idea of different
ways of conceptualizing and practicing freedom. The
point of departure for my paper is practices of
methadone maintenance in different regimes of drug
treatment. The article illustrates how treatment prac-
tices produce different forms of subjectification of
drug addicts, depending on the discourses and tech-
nologies these practices articulate, and by implica-
tion, how they constitute different ways of problema-
tizing freedom as something to be worked upon. My
argument is based on interviews with managers of the
drug treatment system in Copenhagen, documents
concerning drug policy and drug treatment on a local
and national level as well as addiction research. My
analyses in this paper are tentative and a first report
from a study currently under way.

Addiction
The concept of addiction is closely related to
conceptions of autonomy and freedom.
Levine’s (1979) analysis of ‘the discovery of
addiction’ in American society shows a close
relationship between the constitution of a lib-
eral society of autonomous citizens, willing
and able to practice their freedom in a produc-
tive and responsible manner, and the distinc-
tion between actions governed either by the

free will or by the passions of the individual.
The free will of the individual is construed
both as a reality and as something to be pro-
duced, thus, constituting the central problem
of liberal government: How to provide securi-
ty for the autonomous individual, defend his
freedom, as well as how to help the not yet
free individuals to develop and practice their
freedom (Hindess, 1996, 2000). As shown by
Valverde (1998), a particular kind of despo-
tism and hermeneutics of suspicion is thus in-
volved in liberal government in which the
control of instincts, passions and bad habits of
both oneself and particular groups are made
into objects of surveillance and government.
‘Addiction’ serves as one of these kinds of
lack of freedom in which an individual in-
stead of conducting himself in a responsible
manner is governed by his passion, instinct,
or ‘drug hunger’. 

As shown by Foucault (1986a, b), free-
dom is practiced differently under different
regimes of practice, that is, freedom is consti-
tuted differently under different discursive
and technological conditions. The same goes
for drug problems which regularly undergo
re-conceptualizations according to, among
other things, how freedom and a society of
free subjects is conceptualized. Matza and
Morgan (1995) identify three general con-
ceptualizations of individual drug problems.

Esben Houborg Pedersen

Practices of Government
in Methadone Maintenance
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First, there is the medical discourse that is a
conceptualization of addiction where exces-
sive use of drugs is explained as a conse-
quence of physical and/or psychic illness dri-
ving the person to use drugs against his will.
The discourse of ‘misuse’ explains excessive
drug use as a social and moral issue where
the breach of the injunction not to use illegal
drugs is seen as a lack of sociability, caused
by e.g. a ‘drug career’ through which an indi-
vidual learns to use illegal drugs as part of his
or her involvement with a deviant sub-cul-
ture (Becker, 1963). The discourse of ‘depen-
dence’ explains excessive drug use as a psy-
chological problem. Ege (1997) uses these
different kinds of explanations to construct a
theory of drug addiction in which the initial
use is seen as a ‘misuse’ which can or will
lead to a physical and psychological depen-
dence and in which the physical dependence
is relatively easy to cure while the psycho-
logical dependence is much more difficult to
treat. This conceptualization of addiction as a
mix of medical, psychological and sociologi-
cal discourses is common, if not uncontested,
today. However, the form and content of this
general conceptualization of drug addiction,
which is the one concerning us here, varies
with different conceptualizations of autono-
my, society, integration and addiction as they
are e.g. articulated in different regimes of
practicing drug treatment. In what follows
we will have a look at such different regimes
of practices involving the use of methadone. 

Methadone maintenance
treatment
Methadone can be given to drug addicts for
different reasons and serve different purpos-
es in treatment, thus, also involving different
kinds of subjectifications of drug addicts. 

In the model of methadone maintenance
treatment developed by Dole and Nyswander
in the 1960s, addiction was seen as a meta-
bolic disease with psychological and social
effects. Hence, the drug treatment consisted
of a medical and a social treatment that could
not be disentangled. The function of metha-
done was to ‘block the drug hunger’ of the
addict, and this would minimize the impor-
tance of drugs in his or her everyday life,
making it possible for him or her to focus
upon other things, and hence – by means of
rehabilitation – to engage in normal activities
and become a normal citizen (Dole, Nyswan-
der, Kreek 1966; Fernandez, 1998). What
made methadone useful for treatment of ad-
dictions was that in a therapeutic context it
could be contrasted to heroin, with the effect
of stabilizing its user: Taken orally it did not
have any euphoric effects, it could be taken
only once a day, when stabilized it did not in-
volve withdrawal symptoms for the addict,
and at a sufficient tolerance it could block the
effects of other opiates. As discussed by
Gomart (2002), the therapeutic effect of
methadone, that which made it a medication
and different from other opiates, was its func-
tion as one element entangled in a regime of
practices consisting of many other elements.
It was this whole regime of practices that
worked upon addiction, and it was difficult to
point to what specifically caused the effects
of treatment. Even the way in which me-
thadone would block drug hunger could not
be predetermined, but was an effect which
had to be achieved by means of a host of dif-
ferent practices having to do with observa-
tion of the addicts, dosage, the setting etc. in
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each single case (ibid.). The central govern-
able substance1 in this treatment program
was the ‘drug hunger’ of the addict since it
was the control of this hunger that was a pre-
condition for successful treatment, i.e., made
it possible for the addict to engage in normal
activities instead of the drug sub-culture.
This, however, had to be done in a particular
context in which the addict was subjectified
as a patient and where the control of the drug
hunger was not just a medical issue but also a
social and psychological issue. 

Another model for methadone mainte-
nance is known as ‘the British model’ where
methadone serves quite a different function
than in the program discussed above. In this
model methadone serves as a medicine
equivalent with other kinds of medicine
where the pharmacological effects of the sub-
stance itself are central, and not the effects of
the drug as a part of a complex regime of
treatment practices. In some versions of this
model, the drug addicts are given a drug of
their own choice by general practitioners or
at special clinics while in other versions the
choice of drugs is restricted to methadone.
Here the drug hunger is the object of govern-
ment and not its psychological and social ef-
fects, at least not in any direct way (though,
of course, a rationale for this model is to re-
duce the prevalence of drug scenes and
crime).

Methadone is not only used for mainte-
nance or for what is called an ‘adaptive treat-
ment’ (Goode, 1999) in which the goal is to
adapt the client to his or her problem, making
it possible for him or her to live a normal life
as an addict. It is also used for a ‘change’ or
‘abstinence-oriented treatment’. Here the
goal is to make the client abstinent and
change his or her personality, lifestyle or so-
cial conditions, and methadone serves as a
means of detoxification. As we shall see, the
rationality of a treatment program is not al-
ways clear to the treatment staff and/or their
clients. 

Disciplining addiction
When the Danish treatment system for drug
addiction was developed in the late 1960s
and early 1970s, drug addiction was seen as a
youth problem explained in sociological and
psychological terms as a symptom of social
change (Villadsen, 2000; Pedersen, 2001).
The dominant model for drug treatment came
to rest upon sociological theories of deviance
as something which is learned through inter-
action with deviant sub-cultures and hence
something which can be treated by means of
re-socialization. The treatment goal was nor-
malization and social integration by means of
an almost universally applied treatment pro-
gram consisting of three phases: 1) detoxifi-
cation, 2) social, psychological and possibly
psychiatric treatment, 3) social rehabilita-
tion. The rationality of drug treatment was
that drug addiction could and should be
cured. The primary governable substance
was seen to be the sociability of the drug user
with the addict’s physical dependence as a
substance to be worked upon and dealt with
in advance. The primary technologies for
working on these substances were medical
and psycho-social expertise. The drug user
was subjectified to discourses of physical
and psychological dependence and to dis-
courses of deviance. 

1 I use the four aspects of ethical practices put forward
by Foucault (1986) and developed further by Dean (e.g.
1996), as an instrument to analyse and compare different
practices of drug treatment. Foucault originally described
these aspects as: 1) ‘The ethical substance’ (that which is
isolated to be worked upon to become a moral subject). 2)
‘The mode of subjectification’ (the discourses, norms, val-
ues etc. which are made or taken to be authoritative and to
which one subjectifies oneself in attempting to become a
moral subject). 3) ‘The ethical work’ (the means by which
one works upon oneself in the form of the ethical sub-
stance in order to become a moral subject). 4) ‘The telos’
(that mode of being, way of life, form of conduct one at-
tempts to achieve by working upon oneself

Outlines-2002-2.qxd  30-01-2003  11:38  Side 63



Esben Houborg Pedersen: Practices of Government in Methadone Maintenance
64

When the population of drug addicts grew
older, both in age and in terms of the duration
of their addiction, the question of what to do
with ‘the old drug addicts’ was raised. This
meant that by the late 1970ies the treatment
system for the drug problem among the youth
was increasingly problematized as being ir-
relevant for an increasing number of drug ad-
dicts. It also meant that addiction as a more or
less chronic or at least long-term state was
put on the agenda as a problem to be dealt
with, and, in line with this, the use of me-
thadone maintenance treatment was brought
into discussion (Pedersen 2001). In 1979
‘The Alcohol and Drug Council’ issued a
white paper advocating a more flexible use of
methadone for the treatment of old drug ad-
dicts, and measures were taken to implement
this policy. However, employing a metha-
done maintenance treatment did not fit well
with the dominating epistemology and tech-
nologies of treatment, and it was widely criti-
cized from within the treatment system for
not dealing with the fundamental causes of
the problem. It was claimed merely to pro-
vide a drug solution to a drug problem and,
hence, not to be a solution at all but a way to
gloss over the fundamental social, economic
and psychological causes of drug addiction
(Bengtsen, 1981). Methadone maintenance
treatment, it was also claimed, would repro-
duce the social identity of the drug addicts as
drug addicts and not provide them with a new
identity. Finally, it would institutionalize the
drug addicts since they would become ex-
tremely dependent on the treatment system
for providing drugs (ibid.). 

In 1984 the council issued another white
paper which this time criticized the treatment
system for its lack of ability and willingness
to take care of the old drug addicts. It recom-
mended normalizing methadone as an instru-
ment alongside other instruments in the treat-
ment of drug addicts. It also recommended
that the treatment system should work with
different goals, from stabilizing the addiction

to improving the personal and social func-
tioning of the addicts while still using drugs
to achieve abstinence and normalization. The
council won the support of the social minis-
ter, and gradually the treatment system ac-
cepted methadone treatment, especially as
the HIV problem entered into the agenda a
few years later (author’s interview with Ege,
2000). Despite this, or perhaps because the
acceptance was slow, the 1970s and 1980s
saw a number of drug addicts having me-
thadone prescribed by general practitioners
(that is, a kind of slipping the British model
of medicalization in through the backdoor)
where the prescription of methadone was not
accompanied by psychological or social
treatment. This, finally, led to a centralization
of methadone treatment in 1996 when legis-
lation turned the regional authorities into the
only authority to write long-term prescrip-
tions. 

Methadone treatment was introduced into
a system based on a sociologically inspired
phase program, as described above, where
methadone was primarily seen as an instru-
ment of detoxification. This meant that de-
spite intentions to reproduce the regime of
practices for methadone treatment developed
by Dole and Nyswander, systems emerged
which involved peculiar mixes of adaptive
and abstinence oriented models. Their ratio-
nale has been described as ‘methadone until
further notice’ (Jôhncke, 1997). This, of
course, meant that quite a different regime
emerged – for some addicts at least – where
methadone treatment became, to use the
words of Bourgois (2000), a system for ‘dis-
ciplining addiction’. In this system the drugs
came to be a central issue because historical-
ly detoxification had been a precondition for
social rehabilitation (Smidt, 1999). The re-
sult was a subjectification of the clients under
an abstinence-oriented regime mixing med-
ical, psychological and social discourses and
with an ambiguous telos in which the compli-
ance of the client was the central issue.
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Whether or not this was experienced as help
or as social control, depends, of course, on
the individual clients and, among other
things, on the role played by methadone in
their own drug-management (Graapendal,
1995; Jøhncke, 1997). The ultimate sanction
(and failure) of the system was the so-called
administrative detoxification (as opposed to
a therapeutic detoxification) where clients
were detoxified because of non-compliance.
The health authority guidelines state that ad-
ministrative detoxification can be executed
in case of: 

1. Lack of benefit from treatment, meaning
the drug addict does not follow the treat-
ment plan but regularly uses other opiates,
appears irregularly (at the clinic), etc. In
these cases the treatment should be adjust-
ed and the addict moved to a treatment
without methadone.

2. Behavioral problems to such a degree that
it is unacceptable for the treatment facility.
This mainly concerns violence or threats
against other drug addicts and/or staff and
drug-use or -sale at the facility. (Sund-
hedsstyrelsen, 1995, p. 18).

Criticism has increasingly been voiced
against the attempts to discipline addiction
(when it was not possible to cure it) for being
unethical, ineffective, costly and even harm-
ful. It has been said, among other things, that
despite continued use of illegal drugs, the
methadone maintenance treatment has bene-
ficial effects with regard to minimizing harm,
reaching hard-to-reach drug addicts and nor-
malizing or integrating drug addicts as citi-
zens. 

The methadone maintenance
clinic as a treatment modality
As a consequence of the centralization of the
methadone maintenance treatment in 1996,
the city of Copenhagen set up four metha-

done maintenance clinics in order to accom-
modate the demand for treatment when drug
addicts could no longer get maintenance
treatment through general practitioners. In
the guidelines for these clinics it was stated
that they should be run in accordance with
the original concept of methadone treatment
developed by Dole and Nyswander, that is,
the adaptive model mentioned above where
methadone serves as an instrument (medi-
cine) to improve the social functioning of the
client. It should be much more ‘entangled’
with psychological and social aspects of
treatment which were to play a much more
central role (Smidt, 1999). The guidelines for
the clinics stated that the methadone treat-
ment should be considered equal to other
kinds of treatment (restating the goal of turn-
ing methadone treatment into a normal in-
strument from the 1984 white paper). In oth-
er words, the methadone treatment should
not be residual. The clinics should, therefore,
not be places to ‘dump’ drug addicts who
were considered to be without any potential
for change. Because the demand for me-
thadone treatment has been high, the clinics
have in practice partly come to serve as such
places anyhow although they do attempt to,
and do succeed in, producing changes in the
lives of their clients. 

It is a distinguishing feature of the me-
thadone clinics that they function as drop-in
centers for their clients. In the 1990s drop-in
centers have become instruments in a strate-
gy of social politics dealing with social ex-
clusion. In this strategy drop-in centers are
seen as an instrument to get into contact with
socially excluded or ‘hidden’ populations as
well as an instrument for producing changes
in their lives. This last issue of producing
change, is related to discussions about what
constitutes care, what constitutes treatment
as well discussions about the function of pro-
fessional expertise and about the personal
qualities of the people working with the so-
cially excluded persons (Villadsen, 2000;
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Bømler, 2001). Drop-in centers are imagined
as ‘places to be’ and places to receive care
and support for persons who cannot or will
not live a normal life and take care of them-
selves in a proper way. In these places no de-
mands are to be raised at them to change their
way of life. They are to be met by people who
do not conduct themselves as experts, but as
persons who want to give care and support
without asking for any kind of compliance in
return. In developing this kind of ‘personal
relations’ and constructing ‘a symbolic order
of everyday life’ the drop-in centers are seen
as places which socially excluded people can
identify with and which can bring some kind
of normality into what is seen as their other-
wise chaotic lives (Larsen, 2001). It is crucial
in constructing such ‘homely places’ and the
‘caring relations’ associated with them that
the drop-in centers are places where no nor-
malizing or moral judgments are passed on
how the clients live their lives. Hence, in de-
scribing the centers the staff recurrently uses
expressions such as ‘neutral place’ or ‘treat-
ment free zone’ (Hansen, 1996; my interview
materials). There is no expectation that the
clients are to change their way of life, and no
pressure is brought to bear on them to do so.
Change is seen as a result of the sense of
trust, self-respect and self-esteem that the
clients are able to develop in a caring, re-
spectful, accepting and non-judgmental envi-
ronment (Villadsen, 2000). Change is seen to
arise from the ability and possibility for the
clients to express their needs and wishes that
such an environment may produce. And the
ultimate goal is not primarily normalization
but to ‘empower’ the clients, that is to devel-
op and improve their ability to improve their
quality of life as they themselves define it.
Since the possibilities of social workers to
speak for the clients (Philp, 1979) are mini-
mized, the problem of ‘the voice’ of the
clients, their ability to articulate needs and
wishes, becomes a central issue in social

work. This means that the primary govern-
able substance is the ethics of the clients: the
way in which they develop relations to them-
selves and work upon themselves and hence
construct themselves as subjects performing
their freedom in particular ways. The social
workers and the environment of the drop-in
center are to help them develop and perform
this ethics. 

The stated goal of the methadone mainte-
nance clinics is to improve the social func-
tioning of their clients. Working with addic-
tion as a part of the social functioning of the
clients to a large extent incorporates elements
of the governmental-ethical practices (Dean,
1999) of the drop-in center in attempting to
govern addiction by developing particular
ethical practices on behalf of the clients or, in
the term used above, to help them practice
their freedom in particular ways. This means
that the clients are to some extent construed
as ‘normal governmental subjects’ (O’Mal-
ley, 1999) as opposed to persons lacking self-
control and social control. 

Stabilizing addiction or achieving absti-
nence is not abandoned as goals but to be ac-
complished by developing and improving the
clients’ possibilities for handling their own
lives in a competent and responsible manner
– even if this means taking illegal drugs.
Instead of excluding clients taking illegal
drugs, attempts are made to make the clients
themselves stop using them or use them in as
safe a manner as possible. 

However, the clinics are different from the
drop-in centers because the ‘caring relation’
and ‘the symbolic order of everyday life’ are
explicitly instrumentalized as means of treat-
ment. For instance, the clinics work with a
system of contact persons. Building trustful
relations with the clients is the main task of
these contact persons because, along with the
general environment of the clinic, they are
seen as the principal instruments for produc-
ing change. Even though so-called ‘action
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plans’ are used (or intended to be used), few
work in any systematic way with producing
change by means of specific therapeutic or
pedagogical interventions. Change is to grow
from the trust and empowerment of the client
produced by the relation with the contact per-
son in particular and by the environment of
the clinic in general. Again change is not
caused by some particular intervention but
by the regime of practices in general. Im-
portant is not so much the kind of change the
client wants as the fact that the client takes
upon himself to conduct himself and his life
in a manner that improves his social func-
tioning. In this context change can mean all
sorts of things such as getting a place to live,
getting one’s apartment cleaned up, giving up
or minimizing illegal drug use and going to
school. 

These kinds of relations between care and
treatment can produce dilemmas in the me-
thadone clinics. The staff may feel that they
are service providers rather than treatment
personnel because they are being crowded
with a multitude of small day-to-day prob-
lems of the clients. 

“The immediate satisfaction of needs has domi-
nated the treatment and made the weakness of the
kind of treatment-contact of the system of con-
tact-persons obvious. There is not enough room
for reflection and prioritizing.” (Manager of a
methadone maintenance clinic # 1)

Another manager says:

“If we do not pull ourselves together, it is going to
be the users who prioritize our time with all their
small odd things. We are not to ignore all this.
They live lives so dramatic that we would be
falling apart (…) My mantra is that it is us, not the
clients, who shout most loudly and who should
prioritize our time.” (Manager of a methadone
maintenance clinic # 2)

Methadone is, of course, the cornerstone of
the activities at the clinics. Control with the

purpose of ensuring that the clients do not
sell their drugs and of ensuring that they get
the correct dosage still plays an important
part. This means that many clients have to
come to the clinic every day to take their
methadone under supervision. However, no
sanctions are ever made with regard to the
methadone, e.g., by administrative detoxifi-
cation. Use of illegal drugs is accepted as a
fact of life. Therefore, no urine or needle-
mark controls are carried out. Urine-tests are
only used as a kind of self-technologies for
the clients themselves to become better able
to control their use of drugs, or to make an
anonymous screening of the population of
clients. 

In order to change the clinical relation
constituted when giving the clients drugs, the
clinics have developed procedures for dis-
pensing the drugs in as flexible, informal and
relaxed ways as possible. With regard to the
issue of governing illegal drug use, it is inter-
esting that some of the staff describe the
drug-dispensing situation as a kind of confes-
sional situation where they can use the social
relations constructed at the clinic and their
ability to ‘see illegal drug use’ to get the
clients to talk about their use of drugs. This
provides the basis for the staff to inform the
clients of the risk involved and to try to make
them reflect on their actions in order to make
them take better care of themselves. 

The central issue is not just the use or non-
use of illegal drug, but how to regulate the
use of drugs in a manner that is as beneficial
to the client’s quality of life as possible. In
the clinics the primary way to work upon the
symptoms of addiction is indirectly through
the ethical practices of the clients, by incor-
porating aspects of the drop-in center in
terms of an environment and of relations be-
tween the staff and the clients. In this context
drug addicts are subjectified to rationalities
of social policies and social work which of-
ten constitute a peculiar mix of human re-
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source or empowerment and cultural or an-
thropological discourses with the telos that
you are to become an autonomous subject in
terms of your lifestyle or a particular kind of
community2. 

For the staff methadone is still seen as a
means to control the symptoms of addiction,
that is, as a medicine. Still, the methadone
clinics are not a medical or treatment regime
but a regime primarily concerning care. And
when one looks at the treatment of which
methadone is a part, it seems more to func-
tion as a drug than as a therapeutic instru-
ment. This concerns especially the way in
which the issue of use of illegal drugs is han-
dled where the acceptance that drug users use
these drugs and the more or less active mea-
sures to promote safe drug use situate the
methadone in a regime in which it performs
the function of just being one drug in the drug
household of the addicts (Graapendal, Leuw
& Nelen, 1995). Some clients even define
themselves positively as drug addicts or dope
fiends where methadone is not seen as part of
a therapeutic contexts but as a drug and hence
as a possible means of pleasure. In an evalua-
tion of the clinic from this year one client
says:

“We are drug addicts. We are not content with
feeling well. We also want to get high.” (Petersen,
2001, p. 148))

As a further example of this discourse, con-
sider this statement from the Union of Active
Drug Users in response to a white paper by
the governmental advisory committee on
drug issues in 1999:

“When a drug is evaluated from a medical point
of view for the medicine-cabinet of substitution-
drugs, the following criteria are often mentioned:
Slowly working, stable concentration, cheap and
easy to administer. These criteria are not very
user-friendly or user–oriented. The truth is, as

mentioned above, that many of us do not want a
‘stable concentration’. The fluctuations are a part
of using drugs and drug addiction. The me-
thadone treatment attempts to enforce stability.
Research shows that more than 89% of metha-
done users have a secondary misuse. Part of the
explanation should perhaps be found in the en-
forced stability (…) We know that taking drugs
with ‘needle and thread’ is not without risks, but
for some of us this is inextricably linked to the ad-
diction (however ‘foolish’ this fact might appear
to the medical profession and the treatment staff,
it is the reality in which many users find them-
selves…)” (Narkotikarådet, 1999, p. 84)

In accordance with this, one of the clinics is
experimenting with injectable methadone. In
that way it is incorporating the pleasurable
aspects of drug use into the treatment. 

It is interesting that, in the project men-
tioned above as well as in the discussions
about conducting a heroin trial in Denmark,
getting high has been put on the agenda and
is instrumentalized as a part of governing ad-
diction. It illustrates how the issue of addic-
tion, and hence what constitutes an au-
tonomous subject, is continously rearticulat-
ed by the way social work and treatment
practices mix different discourses and gov-
ernmental technologies. What is particularly
interesting is that issues concerning desire,
passions and pleasure are finding their way
into some of the regimes of practices which
constitute an important part of the social or-
ganization of drug addiction, namely the
treatment system. 
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Summary
The article analyses the compulsory care of drug mis-
users in Sweden. An historical analysis of this field of
work as a part of the Swedish welfare state highlights
historically changing legislations, institutions, under-
standings and practices. Following Foucault, it is ar-
gued that it is impossible to distinguish between pow-
er and care and that confusion about coercive care is a
result of not acknowledging power. Empirical studies
of current social work point to the significance of dif-
ferent institutional settings. The author’s study of the
Swedish probation service shows that social workers
and clients may adopt different positions in relation to
each other and that their experiences of the practice of
social work depend on the congruence or disparity
between these positions. The problematic role of mo-
tivation in coercive care is highlighted. While some
scholars claim that motivation is not possible in coer-
cive institutions, the author relates motivation to the
caring power arguing that social work is always
aimed at normality and that care is exercised to
achieve normality. The promise of an improved life
situation may make people in need of help adapt to
the demands of the helper, and the caring power can
be seen as a way to provide help for individuals who
do not realize that they are in need of care.

Compulsory care
Compulsory care of adult misusers has a long
history in Sweden. It is now almost 90 years
since the first legislation about compulsory
care in this area was introduced. This disci-
plinary intervention became a part of the

process of civilization and was, at the same
time, an indication of the democratization of
the state and of the social control of individu-
als. The Swedish historian Björkman (2001)
has shown that the idea of compulsory care
has not only a long, but also a homogenous
history in Sweden.

Björkman studied compulsory care in four
different areas between the years 1850 and
1970: epidemic diseases, venereal diseases,
mental illness, and addiction to alcohol and
drugs. She focused on how coercion was jus-
tified in the legislation, and she considered
the process of civilization and the process of
disciplining to be two different aspects of the
same development. All in all, this shows how
the conception of mankind evolved with the
development of the democratic nation state. 

Initially, the main argument for the use of
coercion was that the individuals in question
were a threat to others and, therefore, a threat
to society. Later, the use of coercion became
a part of the welfare-state project and was
then not only used for the benefit of society
but also for the benefit of the individual.
During the early twentieth century, the con-
cepts of state and society began to be used in-
terchangeably and were later used synony-
mously. Compulsory care was legitimized by
the idea that society and the individual were
connected with each other. Coercion was a

Kerstin Svensson

Caring Power
– Coercion as Care
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way of providing help for those in need of
care since it protected them, their families
and society. The justification for a compulso-
ry care of alcoholics and drug addicts was
that the addicts were a danger to themselves
and to their surroundings.  

Compulsory care of alcoholics and drug
addicts has been questioned and discussed
since the 1960s. The legislation and the insti-
tutions of compulsory care were criticized,
but both were maintained. The main reason
for the use of coercion is that it should be ap-
plied when somebody, as a result of regular
misuse of alcohol or drugs, is in need of care
to break away from the misuse, and when it is
not possible to provide care in any other way.
The person in question should also be expos-
ing his physical or mental health to severe
danger, or evidently damaging his social situ-
ation, or there should be a risk that he is going
to harm himself or others seriously (Care of
Abusers Act, 1988: 870, §4).

A main task for compulsory care is to mo-
tivate a person to agree to continue in volun-
tary treatment and accept the support offered.
Compulsory care is carried out in special in-
stitutions which intrude on an individual’s
personal integrity. Certain rules make it pos-
sible to prohibit a person’s possession of cer-
tain properties, to search his belongings and
body, to limit his freedom of movement, and
to control his mail and other deliveries (Care
of Abusers Act, 1988, p. 870, §31-36). In her
Ph.D. thesis, the legal expert Gustafsson stat-
ed that this law, the Care of Abusers Act, does
not live up to its legislative requirements. As
a result of insufficient clarity, it does not pro-
tect individuals against discretionary or arbi-
trary acts (Gustafsson, 2001).

This ambiguity makes it possible to
arrange compulsory care in different ways
for different persons. It makes it possible to
adjust the coercion and the control, as well as
the help and care, to cover the need in each
specific case. Is that actually happening, or is
the ambiguity just an expression of confu-

sion? In this article, I shall discuss the prob-
lems of understanding coercive care as both
support and control and how we may under-
stand what is happening between the individ-
ual and the institution. To do so, I shall use
the concept of caring power and take a closer
look at recent research on social work and
compulsory care of drug misusers in Sweden. 

Caring power
This concept was created by the Dutch re-
searcher van Drenth and developed in her
joint study with de Haan of two Quaker
women in the beginning of the nineteenth
century, Elisabeth Fry and Josephine Butler.
The study is presented in their book The Rise
of Caring Power (1999). Van Drenth and de
Haan were inspired by Foucault’s concept of
pastoral power which they renamed for two
reasons: in order to emphasize the double se-
cularization involved and in order to under-
line the importance of care as a technique of
power.

Pastoral power originates from medieval
Christianity where it aimed at individual sal-
vation in the hereafter. Later, pastoral power
became a promise of well-being in this life.
According to Foucault, pastoral power
changed around 1800 when the religious aim
was replaced by worldly goals such as health,
well-being, and security. Van Drenth and de
Haan state that in the nineteenth century
Protestants made up the forefront of philan-
thropy and social reform by means of an ac-
tive Christianity and that in this context the
well-being of individuals must, hence, be re-
garded as connected to religion. Later in the
nineteenth century, the secular goals of a car-
ing power gradually replaced the religious
goals (van Drenth & de Haan, 1999, p. 14 ff).
Care was carried out by a growing number of
social workers, psychologists, educators, and
so forth. They gathered knowledge about in-
dividuals and about the population as a
whole, and this knowledge legitimized the
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objectification resulting from the interven-
tions.

Knowledge-based interventions are a
form of the exercise of power. Power, as
Foucault (1987) describes it, is neither the
possession of a group or a person, nor a ques-
tion of dominance. Power is a productive
principle that is exercised. Van Drenth and de
Haan see the Quaker woman Elisabeth Fry’s
work as a superb example of power in
Foucault’s sense of the term. Elisabeth Fry
carried out what today we would call social
work among offenders in London prisons at
the beginning of the nineteenth century. She
sought the cooperation of the prisoners by of-
fering them a choice. They could either de-
cide to cooperate with her and her plans for
them, or they could reject them. If they coop-
erated, they would be treated well and given
opportunities for a better life in and out of
prison. Elisabeth Fry laid out her ideas on
this subject in one of her works in which she
says: “The prisoners are ruled by kindness,
chains are therefore unnecessary”. (Fry,
1816, quoted in McGowen, 1995, p. 96)

Van Drenth and de Haan also say that
while professionals exercise a pastoral pow-
er, the caring power can be exercised by pro-
fessionals as well as by laymen. The basic
idea is that the promise of an improved life
situation makes people in need of help adapt
to the demands of the helper. Obviously, the
main idea in the caring power is, “if you do as
I tell you to, you will live a better life”. This
idea of well-being for individuals also im-
plies an idea of well-being for society since
helping the needing individuals makes a bet-
ter society. 

In conclusion, I want to emphasize three
reasons for using the concept of caring power
instead of Foucault’s concept of pastoral
power although they are based on the same
idea. One reason is to avoid the religious con-
notation in the concept of pastoral power.
The second reason is to make it clear that
care in itself can be a technique of power.

And the third reason is that the concept of
caring power makes it possible to see that the
same kind of power can be exercised by pro-
fessionals as well as by laymen. 

From an ideological perspective there is a
difference between treatment and punish-
ment. When applied in practice, the ideologi-
cal concepts of treatment and punishment
will be designated support and control, and
here they make up two different views on the
same actions. The concept of caring power
allows no room for a distinction between
treatment and punishment or between sup-
port and control in practice. 

Arguing for the co-existence of support
and control means that you have to consider
them as different actions. Using the concept
of caring power, we have to consider support
and control as different ideological interpre-
tations of the same actions. Treatment can be
seen as control just as punishment can be
seen as help. In order to control the prisoners,
Elisabeth Fry offered them hope and respect
as well as psychological and material sup-
port. These aspects of help and support still
constitute the main task of social workers.
Social workers do help their clients, but they
choose the directions in which the help they
provide is leading. This issue is applicable to
all kinds of social work. Whether we speak of
counseling or coercive care, social work is al-
ways aimed at normality. Normality is the
ambition of social work regardless of
whether this normality is limited by legisla-
tion or by norms. 

Support and control – an
unbreakable unity
When you ask social workers, or their clients,
what help is and what control is, their an-
swers vary widely. What one person de-
scribes as support, another will call control.
Actions are interpreted in the eye of the be-
holder. But the interpretation is also created
in the relationship between the social worker
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and the client. In my thesis about the Swedish
probation service, I found that the stories told
by the different performers vary depending
on their intentions regarding the contact and
the task of the probation service (Svensson,
2001). The social workers and the clients
vary in their attitude towards their common
task. This variation can be seen not only be-
tween the groups but also in each of the two
groups of actors. 

In his studies of organizations, the sociol-
ogist Perrow (1967) adopted two characteris-
tics as his starting point: on the one hand, the
degree of standardization and flexibility and,
on the other hand, the degree of knowledge

of the processed material. By transferring
Perrow’s idea to social work and modifying
the concepts, it has become possible to un-
derstand the different interpretations. 

Social workers are to a varying degree in-
clined to regard individual clients as persons,
and they are to a varying degree willing to
take an active interest in the client. De-
pending on the social workers’ views of the
clients and of their duty, they can adopt dif-
ferent positions. These positions arise in their
relation with the clients and with the situa-
tion. Consequently, these positions are not
fixed. New positions are possible in every
moment, in every relation. 

Degree of individualization

High Low

High Treaters Controllers
Degree of
intervention Low Supporters Tired ones

The treaters like their work and like to work
hard. They have a methodological view on
social work looking at their client as a person
with a history, a present and a future. To-
gether with their client, they would like to ex-
amine the client’s situation and find proper
solutions. The supporters are also interested
in their client as a person, but they do not
want to do very much. The supporters talk
about conversation as the main tool in their
work. Talk is therapeutic in itself and, there-

fore, the most important thing is to be a good
listener. The controllers take the opposite
view. According to them, the rules and the
laws are crucial, and they talk about their
clients in terms of their crimes or other cate-
gorical concepts. The tired ones, finally, do
what they have to do, but they do not believe
in it. 

Similarly, the clients can take up different
positions depending on their interests in the
contact with the social workers and in acting
together with them.

Interest in probation-service contacts

High Low

Degree of High Changers Resisters
readiness
for action Low Talkers Passive ones
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The changers are happy to have come into
contact with the probation service. This con-
tact is an opportunity for change, and they
want to do something about their lives. The
talkers are also content with the probation
service, but they describe it as good because
there are people who will listen to them.
There is not meant to be a lot of action, but it
creates an opportunity to have a social work-
er interested in them for a while. The resisters
will fight hard not to have a close relationship
and to keep their distance to the social work-
ers. The passive ones, finally, do what they
are told – neither more nor less.

When the parties’ attitudes towards each
other are similar, their positions are congru-
ous, and when their attitudes differ, their po-
sitions are discrepant. Congruous positions
accumulate stories about the supportive as-
pects and discrepant stories accumulate sto-
ries about the controlling aspects. 

When the stories are based on supportive
aspects, we are presented with images of nice
people meeting each other and having quite a
nice time together, but in different ways. The
talkers meeting the supporters will describe
the pleasant conversation. The changers and
the treaters work actively for the clients to-
wards a common goal. The controllers and
the resisters become united in their fight for
regulations, both fully sympathizing with the
other’s actions. And the tired ones and the
passive ones become united in their indiffer-
ence and agree that supervision does not
amount to much, really. These congruent po-
sitions create a unit where both parties can
express themselves.

When the positions are discrepant, the par-
ties describe the action that occurred in other
ways. Their views do not result in unity, in an
understanding of the other party, and the con-
trolling aspects take over. Changers meeting
tired social workers will be disappointed and
consider the supervision far from being the
help they were hoping for – it was just con-
trol after all. Similarly, treaters meeting re-

sisters might describe their feelings of frus-
tration that they were not given an opportuni-
ty to show their engagement. The clients’ re-
sistance could make the social workers lose
control over the situation and experience a
sense of powerlessness. 

Since both power and resistance are part
of the relations, they are two sides of the
same phenomenon. They work together and
cannot function apart. Similarly, support and
control exist as part of relations. Support, as
well as control, is possible in every action, in
every conversation, in every interaction be-
tween those who perform the social work. 

Social work and compulsory
care
Compulsory care is based on the same ideol-
ogy as the probation service, and as all social
work for that matter. Social work may be de-
scribed and understood in many ways.
Malcolm Payne (1997) has pointed out that
social work, as well as the social workers and
the clients, are constructed in their context.
Payne says that social work takes place in “an
organizational context of agencies; that is,
associations of people constructed to achieve
particular purposes.” (Payne, 1997, p. 20) He
argues that this is applicable in self-help
groups and private practices as well as in au-
thority-based organizations. The purpose of
the organization creates the context in which
the social worker is created.

No matter what kind of social work we are
dealing with, we see the same kind of caring
power. In terms of caring power, we may
identify both exclusion and inclusion, both
help and control. The purpose of compulsory
care is to find a way to motivate the misusers
to cooperate voluntarily in the treatment and
to accept support to break away from their
misuse. The misusers are supposed to be
cared for and motivated for their own well-
being so that they can break away from their
misuse. The care is a mean of exercising
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power in the ambition of creating normality.
The Swedish social scientist Billinger

(2000) has presented a study of the methods
used in compulsory care for substance mis-
users. She studies what social workers are
doing when they are doing motivational
work. In her thesis, she describes four differ-
ent institutions and the work done in them,
and she concludes that no actions are taken
which could be referred to as motivational
work. She cannot find anything that differs
from other kinds of treatment strategies. She
finds actions conducted, which in other con-
texts would be called treatment, diagnosis,
education, upbringing, and so forth, but noth-
ing that can be seen as a special technique. 

Billinger’s colleague, Ekendahl (2001),
studies the clients, the objects of coercion
and care. As regards their motivation, he
states that three groups of clients can be dis-
cerned. They are the unmotivated, the doubt-
ful, and the motivated clients. The members
of the first group do not consider their drug
use a problem. They want help with practical
matters, and they do not see any reason (for
them) to be part of the activities in the institu-
tion. The doubtful clients consider their drug
use a problem, but, in their opinion, compul-
sory care is inadequate as regards their own
situation. Finally, the motivated clients re-
gard their drug use as a serious addiction
problem and emphasize that they are power-
less and in need of help. The institutions can-
not manage any of these groups. Hence,
Ekendahl states that the staff has to under-
stand the clients and to identify their motives.
In order to do so, there has to be a good rela-
tionship between the social workers and the
clients, and, according to the clients, that is
not possible in this context (Ekendahl, 2001,
p. 264). Here we should remember that a mo-
tivated client is a client willing to move in the
direction of normality. We might say that the
three groups are the ones accepting the caring
power, the ones in doubt and the ones desist-
ing the caring power. 

But we have to understand motivation and
the motivational work that is expected to be
carried out during the period of compulsory
care. If we cannot find it in the actions, the
methods or the “treatment strategies”, maybe
we can find it in the interpretations of the ac-
tions.

Motivational work as caring
power
The concept of motivation comes close to the
concept of will. To be motivated is to be in-
terested in something, interested in doing
something, to change something. But just
wanting to change something is not enough.
If a drug misuser is considered motivated by
a social worker, he wants to stop the misuse,
to leave the drugs behind. Motivation is nev-
er used as a term for wanting drugs. If you
talk about drugs and motivation, you always
talk about leaving the drugs – to be motivated
is to wish to be “normal”.

Within the framework of the language of
social work, you can only be motivated to do
normal things, to lead a normal life. In that
way, motivation is based on the same idea as
caring power. The idea that the people in
need of help adapt to the demands made by
the helper. To be motivated is to follow the
rules (Svensson, 2000). 

In compulsory care, social workers and
others are supposed to do motivational work
in order to make misusers wish to be normal.
In other words, they should persuade them to
want to be normal. One of the most used
books in the courses on methods in schools
of social work in Sweden is a book by Per
Revstedt (1995) called Motivationsarbete,
“Motivational work” (Bergmark & Lund-
ström, 1998). In this book, Revstedt de-
scribes clients as either manifestly motivated
or latently motivated. That means that either
they do want what the social worker wants
them to want or that they are not yet aware of
the fact that they want it. 
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According to Revstedt, there is no person
who is not motivated. There are only people
who do not know that they are, and the moti-
vational work is meant to make them realize
that they are motivated. Revstedt’s concept
of motivation aims at the individual’s inter-
nal goals. Motivation is seen as an ambition
to lead a life with as high a degree of meaning
and self-fulfillment as possible. This ambi-
tion summarizes human nature as construc-
tive, purposeful, social and active. The indi-
vidual’s internal goals might be hidden for
the social worker, but in order to see possibil-
ities for change, the social worker examines
the external conditions. 

Revstedt’s assumptions are not empirical-
ly tested, but they are confirmed by the social
workers’ expectations. Therefore, his idea
about latent and manifest motivation is wide-
spread among social workers. In a coercive
setting, especially, this idea supports the task
of the social workers’ since the clients cannot
avoid the social workers in this setting. When
social workers believe that rejecting clients
are not really rejecting, but rather showing
what Revstedt calls a “contact-puzzle” (kon-
takt-rebus); then the social workers are not
open to an understanding of the clients’ in-
tentions. If the social workers are supposed to
be the main interpreters of the clients’
thoughts and will – how might a close rela-
tionship then be created? 

Individualization or
confusion?
Compulsory care for alcoholics and drug
misusers is confusing. If we see the idea of
coercion as part of the project of the welfare
state, we can understand this form of caring
power as a way for the state to take care of the
individual at the same time as the individual
is being disciplined. It is a way to provide
help for individuals who do not realize that
they are in need of care. A way to exercise
caring power.

When substance misusers do not see the rea-
sons for coercion, it could be seen as a result
of repressive rules since the misusers and the
coercive system have different views on their
interaction. Researchers in Law and Social
Sciences have tried to understand the coer-
cion of substance misusers in many ways.
They have studied the legislation, the institu-
tions, the history of the legislation and the in-
stitutions, the methods used and the actions
taken, as well as the views of the staff and of
the clients. None of these studies can explain
why the coercion of substance misusers does
not work out as it is supposed to, even less
how it is working. A common conclusion is
that it does not work as expected.

Since compulsory care is part of the social
engineering in the welfare state and, thus, a
kind of social work, we must learn more
about the interaction between the social
workers and the clients as well as between
the clients and the institution, the institution
and the legislation, and the clients and the
legislation. The system is based on the
benevolence of people at all levels. In the
studies that have been done, this benevolence
often turns out to be a repression. 

Could it be that the problem in under-
standing this is the contradiction between
benevolence and oppression, between coer-
cion and care? If we use the concept of caring
power, we can get behind this contradiction
and see the actions and interpretations as
parts of the same caring power. Thus, care is
coercive. Social work with substance mis-
users is based on the idea that a better life is
possible. The idea of motivating substance
misusers to leave their drugs is a way of per-
suading them to change in the direction of
normality. 

We know that when the expectations of
the social workers and the clients differ and
when they have different views on their mu-
tual task, they describe their interaction as a
struggle. We can learn from Elisabeth Fry’s
work two hundred years ago that giving hope
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to and respecting the clients while supporting
them makes it possible for them to adjust.
Showing a person respect means that you ac-
cept his thoughts and ideas, at least parts of
them. To do that, you have to understand the
other person and his situation; you have to
get to know him. This knowledge accumu-
lates possibilities to exercise power.

The lack of clarity about coercive care is
not a confusion. It is a result of ignoring the
power involved. Since knowledge is power,
and care is power, we have to ask ourselves if
we believe that help and support is possible
without control. If we believe that to be pos-
sible, then we do not take power into consid-
eration. But if we do not believe that to be
possible and pay regard to the caring power,
then we will be able to discuss compulsory
care of drug misusers from another perspec-
tive. That perspective leaves the ideological
distinction between punishment and treat-
ment behind without ignoring it and, there-
fore, makes it possible to accumulate knowl-
edge about the relationship between the indi-
vidual and the institution. 
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