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New challenges for biographical work


After years of conducting research and dealing with the methodology of life history, the time has come to explore some new theoretical challenges by confronting our practices of life history with our domain of reference in the world of education, namely adult education. Adult education, through the development and diversity of continuing education, has become a market. In order to find or keep a job, curriculum vitae have to be improved. Credit or perish could be considered as new european slogan. Life experiences, as sources of learning, have also been lately taken more seriously. Different practices of life history have helpt facilitating access to study at the level of higher education for learners who already have had professional commitments.


The books, chapters and other contributions members of ESREA have published have helpt us identify some of the key questions related with the theory and practice of life history in the field of adult education and biographical approaches.  Through the work we have done as researchers, we have a better understanding of the biographical personal needs and social challenges in today’s world. The practice of life history has given us a better perspective on the dynamics of adult life, on gender issues, on the expectations and identity crisis of different marginal groups. We have grasped new faces of vocational choices and professional life. On the basis of our theoretical point of view, we are facing in our days such question as : how to collect the fragments of a life course in order to save the perspective of constucting a life history. As the american sociologist Richard Sennett has written it : « how can a human being develop a narrative of identity and life history in a society composed of episodes and fragments ? ». I could add several other questions. But my trouble today comes from the fact that if we are more or less equiped to identify the changes affecting adult’s biographies, we have more problem opening perspectives for meaningful adult’s life. There is a growing gap, it seems to me, between the propensity to analyze the present society and the questions challenging the daily life of the people around us.


Having had several opportunities to cooperate with medical doctors and nurses, I have similar concerns in regard to the medical practice. Scentific knowledge has founded the modern practice of medicine and we can not deny the benefit of recent researches for the renewal of diagnosis, and in severe and urgent cases, the efficiency of medical acts. However, a large majority of clients are complaining about the deficiency of medical practice to cure their illness and health suffering. According to recent surveys, about fifty percent of the population are consulting specialists involved in natural medicine or alternative medical pratices. If we consult books, brochures and pamphlets, ‘self help’ plays a key role in the way people take care of themselves. It could be very interesting to work on narratives describing the different approaches people have followed, with and without the support of formal treatments, to deal with their sickness and remain healthy. The gap between scientific research and daily life is very similar, if we compare the world of health and the world of education. Researches done at the laboratories of University Hospitals authorize diagnosis and prescriptions but remain very far from patient’s behaviours. The process of dealing with desease belong to the patients and even if doctors and nurses are showing human concern, their attitudes toward patients is not based on an identified and recognized knowledge. Suffering is a word which is not used in an Hospital even if there is sometimes, for specific treatments, a Suffering Unit. Some colleagues, in our academic field, are talking about clinical knowledge. This type of knowledge is, unfortunately, not taken very seriously by researcher following the standards of scientific knowledge. In the area of sciences of education, many researchers are today placing emphasis on theoretical basis for didactics. Teaching has to be based on scientific references according to which learning processes will work. The number of narratives I have heard and analyzed could however be considered as data giving evidence to the complexity of adult learning. Whatever we know about teaching, adult learning processes remain a matter of surprise and wonder. Most practicians know about this and show, therefore, scepticism toward any kind of scientific position. 


I would like to address myself to some of the problems raised by this gap between the standards and presupposition of academic research and the biographical experiences and concerns which characterize a majority of people. Life history as a research practice may be at a crossroad. The wish to access to academic knowledge has probably influenced our way of conducting research. In order to finance the researches I have conducted with different teams, I had in many occasions to follow instructions given by experts who did not share our theoretical and methodogical views. The object of research has been somehow deviated in order to convince the representatives of the scientific orthodoxy. Being professor in the Academy, I must admit that I had to defend my status. Being recognized by my peers was as important as having the means to conduct a research. I am certainly not an exception. Many of us have followed the same path or otherwise have not been taken seriously within the Academy. This difficulty seems to become more damaging in a time of harder competition among colleagues and reinforcment of European scientific standards. Our difficulty of shaping an European Society for Research has probably to do with such problem. How could we defend life history as a specific field of research, combined with the project to help adults build meaningful biographies ?   


Three theoretical areas could help us reflect on this question : epistemology, culture and ethics.


Epistemological specificity :


Biographical work claims for a priority given to subjectivity. Our colleague Peter Alheit keeps  insisting on the interaction between subjectivity and structure. There are many ways to understand subjectivity, but we have to recognize primarily that we have had to repatriate this notion. Becoming subject of one’s life was not evident for social scientists who put the emphasis on the ways human lives are determinated by external factors. Before being commited to an analysis of poverty and later on writing about his own life journey, Bourdieu has even written about biographical delusion. To take another example, it is in his last stage of life only that Bruner mention autobiography and wrote some chapters about it. Psychology of development, as a field of academic research, has been primarily concerned with the structural stages of cognitive development. If we consider adult development as a field of academic knowledge, the personal dynamics of singular lives can not be taken seriously as such. The singularity of a life history does not have, theoretically speaking, any specific meaning. The narrative presenting a life history, for academic research, has to be included in a larger group of subjects. Subjectivity keeps its suspicious side and, epistemologically speaking, remains a challenge, even more because inviduality is recongized today as a main trend produced by the invading model of liberal economy. Subjectivity, as biographical horizon, remains associated with personal development and often with ego development. In the world of education, however, whenever adult educators talk about their practice, they use specific cases to discuss adult learning. The categories describing adult learning do not mean anything if it does not refer to concrete processes which are observed with adult learners and understood in the context of specific attitudes and behaviours. Broader statement only comes out of a set of specific examples. The singular appears therefore for praticians to be the lever for reflecting on their practice. The distrust of most of them toward academic research has certainly to do with this contradictory epistemological view between researcher and practician. We reach here again the close relation of similar epistemological challenges between the fields of education and the field of medicine. The frustration of most patients comes out of the anonymity of the diagnosis given to them. Without refering to the specificity of the signs and pains they have experienced as illness, what medical doctors tell will not speak to the them. 


I would also argue that our committment to life history has been primarily connected with an interest for the life of others. In other words, the way we have tried to promote narratives in all kinds of ways tell about our social concern. We have heard, analyzed, discussed other people’s lives lived in different contexts and at different times of history. Our understanding of otherness has been influenced by what we have heard and discussed with others. We are not promoting the well being of others as polticians are used to do in their programs. We are not analyzing personal and social crisis in order to publish and survive in the academic world. We are trying to be in dialogue with others hoping they will find ways to express themselves, to discover parts of themselves they ignore, to help them find access to knowledge and references which could have a meaning for piloting their lives. Briefly speaking we are, as adult educators, committed to the biographical work of others.


Subjectivity, as the french philosopher Michel Foucault has taught us, belongs to the Greek tradition of taking care of oneself : « epimeleai heautou ». It could be considered as cultural heritage. As he has clearly said, this concern about oneself (« tecné tou biou ») was considered as a preparation for life, for the battles that were to be fought later in life. Adult Education is too much oriented in our days toward the needs of a cognitive society. Insecurity, loneliness, the « mental demand of modern world », to borrow the expression of Robert Kegan, have made life more complex and often destroyed the basic values which made possible the reference to the quality of life. Taking care of one’s biography has become therefore a way to oppose the standards of our society, in term of work and consumptions, for example. What we have learnt in our practice of life history show how much personal tactics about daily life has helpt people to build their own path, namely their own biography. Personal ways to invent modest alternatives to the dominant models of socialization can not be considered as individualistic escapes. It might lead, to the contrary, to new form of citizenship. ‘Mondialization’, as we call it, refers to a model characterized by economical growth. We belong to this structure of worldliness as a context providing means and tools. As researcher in the field of education, we know that in order to be creative we have to master and help mastering these means and tools. The task of education again has to do with helping learners to find ways of using these means and tools and remain at the same time themselves. Biographical work goes beyond adapting with success to the standards adults are able to reach. For us, adult educators, helping learners discover the personal forms of their adult’s life is closely related with the idea of the constant emerging subjectivity of a journey.


Cultural ressources


Culture has been, for decades, the main goal of adult education. Disseminating and democratizing culture were the slogans used to argue in favor of popular culture. Since continuing education has become the primary concern for adult education, including cultural ressources in the programs offered have been often forgotten. Adult’s narratives reveal, however, how much life histories are built through cultural ressources. In today’s society, migration due to economical reasons, exile for political refugees, illness and personal crisis for an important part of the population, bring daily difficulties which obviously call not only for social help but also for the support of cultural ressources. Speaking another language requires a long process of learning. Adapting to other kind of food, health services, school for children oblige to enter into another long process of learning. It also causes identity problems, biographical work including often a cultural double-bind hard to face. As a women, who happen to be teaching in a school for nurses says :  « Outside it was France, inside it was Spain. I have lived a terrible conflict : in between my two parents and in between two cultures, I had to fit to irreconciliable expectations. The more I wanted to become french, the more I felt myself being spanish ». Counseling and therapy, as helpful as it might be, give help often to this battle for identity. But the tension between different cultures is at the center of a biographical work a growing number of people have to do.


Our education, especially french education, is based on rational thinking. We are supposed to learn at school how to think and master formal knowledge. Emotion, body or food are not part of school instruction. Family is expected to provide educational ressources. However, a majority of parents are facing difficulties in this domain. Having to adapt themselves to a modern or postmodern world, they feel deprived considering their own cultural ressources. Narratives are full of examples showing the gap between the outdated culture of the past and the lack of meaningful cultural references for the present. What another women says about gender issue is typical of this gap. For her family, as she has written in her narrative : « school learning is for other people. Being not culturally educated is very much valorized. For the women it is a condition for being happy ». Her grandmother has a different feeling, but she also recognized : « it is great to be culturally educated, but it is important not to show it, especially if you are a women ». For a generation like mine, youth and political groups have helpt  many of us to discover values outside the family circle. Traveling, music and art, ecological concern might sometimes bring cultural ressources. But, generally speaking, young people have to find their biographical way with the help of peer culture, experiencing limits on their own. The content of the school and academic curriculum are taught by people who are often not even aware of the gap between generations. I was impressed, at the University, how much my colleagues were incline to teach on the basis of their own social and political experiences. If my generation had to fight against the normative values and coded behaviors of their education, the present generation of students are desperately searching roots and references which could make sense for the building of their own biographies.


Spirituality is a good example of set of values we have rejected. The stupidity of sectarian attitudes and values lead to the ‘bushian’ crusade. Simple beliefs are adapted by large group of people with new manichean convictions. We have left aside our spiritual heritage even if it had helpt many of us to become who we are. Science has invaded our ways of thinking. Many of us are proud of the process of secularization we have contribute to nourish. Concerned about the present challenge of building a biography, may be the time has come to reconsider some of our way of thinking. Most situations of war in the world are dominated by religious antagonisms. Religion has to be again a matter of debate in order to avoid religious civil war. How could we bring back this type of concern to the field of adult education without being rejected by our academic colleagues committed to the advancement of science. I have myself heard how much culture remains at the center of most narratives and I refuse to ignore this biographical dimension of learning.


We, as Europeans, share a common history. This history is made out of invasions, wars as well as agreements. How could we learn the philosophical lesson of this past instead of maintaining nationalistic view about historical learning. European education is what we have to invent and we are far from it. Instead of complaining about Brussel’s bureaucracy what kind of perspective could we open to European Adult Education ? In our days, scientific research produced at the University level is fighting for excellence. How could we visit our past and give instead new inputs to the democratization of knowledge and culture ? High technology offers large accesses to the treasures of our common culture ? 


Ethics as a matter of learning


At the University of Geneva, ethics has been for years a theme of teaching in the only Department of Theology. The different programs we have had on ethics were organized recently under the auspice of University Continuing Education. I have realized, being involved in the confection of that program, that most of the participants never had before one hour of ethics in their curriculum. Scientific research did not require ethical reflection even though we know that famous researchers have often lied or tell stories in order to defend the results of their academic researches. It was, for example, the case of Louis Pasteur and many others. Knowledge goes on with power structures. We all know about that. Obtaining research funds is often a matter of subtle tactics. We know about that too. Our role, as adult educator, is perhaps to promote ways to learn about ethics and refuse to reduce the ethical debate to chart, quality control or deontology. Compliance management in the banking area is typical of this deviation. The ethical debate correspond to a series of norms and legal measures. But it also explains the difficulty to submit local forms of ethics or ethics applied to banking or management, to some basic philosophical principles which will give actors the ressources they need to think about the problems they are facing instead of only following or applying rules. 


Number of narratives are telling about key stages of life. Sometimes difficult decisions have to be made either alone or by small groups. In the context of an organization, decisions are sometimes hard to take but a decision is taken according to adopted rules. For most situations of a working life, this is how it works. In our days, however, employers are often forced by these rules to follow a position they disagree with. They also have to learn to compromise or even hide the truth. The decision they make works in such cases against what I would call biographical principles or personal references and values built along their lives. For more personal matters, narratives describe the conflicts the author went through about a partner or concerning the children in case of divorce. These type of difficulties which are causes of deep pain might become source of deep learning. With the exception of the support given by trade union for an employee or counseling for personal problems, most people are quite alone when they are facing difficult decisions. Where could they learn to feel they have made the right decision or how could they learn to be aware of the consequences of the decision taken ? Values are changing over the time of a life. Learning to know what to do in an environment which defends other set of values has become a real challenge in different domains such as work, money or urban violence.


 As researchers, specialized in the field of life history, how could we avoid providing opportunities for adults to be more educated ? For what reasons would we refuse to help them to work on their biography in order to face these challenges ? A popular literature is obviously offering in the educational market different types of books and documents helping adults take care of the decisions they happen to make. Variety of groups are also offering space and time to deal with professional and personal conflicts, helping people to express themselves or to analyze conflictual communication or absence of dialogue. Such programs are, however, often costly and only open to an elite. Why is it so difficult to include such themes in  academic teaching and research ? Why will adult education, in such matters, be understood as moralizing about adult’s life. The gap between knolewdge produced by scientific research and search and often fights for meaningful choices and decision remains abyssal.


Politics which has been very important for the life history of my generation has become a matter of rejection. Politicians are considered as tacticians, if not corrupted people. Media have transformed the political scene to a circus full of clowns and enraged animals. We often had to modify our regard to politics and consider political challenges at a more civic level centered on sharing life with others. What some of us call the « big narratives » or the ideological standpoints have lost their impact on issues such as race, migration or pollution. Daily solutions shared with others seems to work better than broader political horizon. How to work on biographical issues and to include the global or the worldwide dimension of these issues ? These are some of the challenges we have to think about if life history continues to be a priority for research and teaching.


Some basic learnings of adult life as conclusive words  


After twenty years of hearing and analyzing life’s narratives of students and adult educators, I came to the conclusion, based on empirical data, that most adult’s life were built around three key issues, present as such or together in the journey of these students : completedness (complétude), cultural double-bind (double appartenance), cross-road decisions (bifurcation). Completing life means, for example, studying after the traditional age of being student in order to accomplish missing stages of life or entering fields of learning missing in previous stages of a curriculum vitae. Completness means going beyond, where we feel change has become a necessity. It implies the need of an achievement. Completedness does not suppose result and take its distance toward a linear view of life. It might means going on and coming back in wandering time before one reaches something more stable. It is not the journey of en elite but the horizon of change of a majority of people open to improve their adult life. This view has for me an epistemological specificity. It questions the categorizations used by researchers to describe the dynamics of adult’s life. It suggest hypotheses which might be confirmed or to the contrary lead to counters point of view.


Narratives tell about tensions resulting from being connected with two or three appartenances or cultural options. Being from a village and being taken away by books and academic language, being from a family and being socialized by different other groups, coming as refugee form abroad with the difficulty to construct new references. The reasons of being in the midst of conflictual forces are multiples. Biographical work has to do with conflicting cultures. Schooling is often part of the problem more than a possible solution. This is true for higher education as well as continuing education. Cultural ressources are vital ressources. It opens life history to an horizon of project and hope.


Life histories are full of cross-roads. Narratives are often telling about the process of change. Feeling good or sorry about a life journey keeps the biographical challenges within the personal side of life. The challenges of today’s society are more complex to solve. The perspectives are often missing and ethical decisions hard to take. It might be our responsibility as adult educator and researcher to work on modest ethical issues which could open the narrowed perspective af today’s adult life in most of our European countries.


Let’s remain, in our biographical network, committed to the education of adults. This might be a new priority for the work we have introduced in the domain of life history.
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