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This paper sets off in two current challenges to research in lifelong learning on the basis of a life history approach, both of a terminological and conceptual nature. I furthermore touch upon the problems of integrating life history and biographical approaches into educational and learning research.





The subjective factor and the question of terminologies 


First: The social sciences have suffered a number of “turns” during the later decades of the 20th century: the textual, the subjective, the biographical, etc. In relation to adult and lifelong learning research the “turns” and their methodological implications have strengthened the dialogue between social science and humanist approaches, and the implication has been an increased focus on the subjective factor. There is, however, little clarity about the categorical status of this factor - is it psychological - as opposed to sociological? - is it individual as opposed to collective? - is it emotional as opposed to cognitive? - is it unconscious as opposed to conscious? The “subjective factor” is thus defined according to academic discipline or paradigm in manners that tend to identify important dimensions at the cost of others. Even if this is a given handicap in developing academic precision and transparence, it should be recognized as a cost in the approach to understanding the complexity of learning and experience and give rise to interdisciplinary approaches and dialectic conceptualization.


	Second: Within national research communities and within paradigmatic discourses it is often taken for granted that “life history and biography” (educational) studies are constituted either by the German biographical tradition (Schόtze and critical developers) or by the U.S. narrative tradition (Bruner and followers). Scholars trained within these elaborate traditions have an easy task finding fault with the rest of us. Moreover the concept of narrativity is often confused or identified with biography, and the concept of life history is used randomly to describe almost anything. Professional terminology in the teaching and therapeutic professions differ from academic language. I thus perceive, in the European discourse, a peculiar conflict between a most precise and scientifically normative approach and a general consensus that “everything goes”. 


	Third, and last: The relation between educational and learning research and biography and life history research is - as I see it - often more implicit than it needs to be - or even absent. A general theoretical framework comprising an understanding of subjectivity might help expose and clarify this relation.


	


So the aim of this paper is to contribute to a space of theoretical discussion that on the one hand acknowledges the indisputable virtues of precise academic concepts while on the other hand respecting the reductive nature of traditional theory as well as the pragmatic professional perspectives of social work, teaching and therapy. The mutual challenge is to understand the complex nature of human experience and exploring potentials for change with the perspective of individual autonomy and societal democracy. And to expose life history as a general theoretical framework for understanding (lifelong) learning. 


	I shall not deal with the methodological implications of this approach in this paper. A brief comment on this obviously important issue would, however,  be that it allows for methodological plurality and methodic variety. There are direct lines from this way of “thinking about” life history and learning to methodology and method (Weber 1995, Leithδuser & Volmerg 1988), but there is also space for interpretation of empirical material produced in different traditions and for specific purposes such as professional practice. 


	It may appear precocious to offer a general theoretical understanding of lifelong learning, while at the same time pointing to the historical and societal preconditions of learning, and to the complexity of subjective experience. The “quick and dirty” answer is to refer to an interdisciplinary and problem-oriented research strategy - because such strategies will undoubtedly raise questions of context, culture and societal structures as well as questions of race, class, gender and generation. Questions which must all be answered theoretically as well as empirically.





Theorizing life history as subjective experience


I’ll begin by drawing attention to the subjective-objective nature of the concept of experience in the tradition of critical theory (Negt 1995, Salling Olesen 2000). The concept refers to the active subjective appropriation of reality by individuals thus reconstituting culture. The complexity of reality gives rise to specific recognition of social and societal contradictions immanent in every day life and life history as well as recognition of subjective ambivalence. The subjective dimension is theorized as ambivalent comprising a number of conflicts at different levels of perception - i.e. conflict between cognitive, social, emotional and physical impulses and perceptions, conflict between conscious and pre- or unconscious motives as well as competing motivations in specific situations. The classical example of the latter being needing, wanting and thriving in your job while at the same time cursing it for taking you away from your family - complemented by loving your family and at the same time needing to get away from it. 


	On this backdrop narratives and biographies can neither be seen as valid reconstructions of reality nor as genuine and authentic perception; they gain the status of situational, contextual linguistic data, which each represent subjectively selected and psychologically appropriated experience, which is furthermore reproduced or reconstructed according to theoretical presuppositions and by researchers whose subjectivity is also involved. Only as such are they valid as research data, and as such they are contributive to professional practice.





The concept of socialization


In a life history perspective the concept of experience points to theorizing socialization. In the Anglo-Saxon discourse this concept had been primarily sociological pointing to the gradual adaptation of individuals to existing cultures and norms, most notably by Parsons and followers. In this well established understanding human beings are basically seen as anti-social creatures who learn by moving within systems of roles, expectations and attitudes. Although both Parsons himself and later theorists are open to supplementing this functionalist mode of thinking with psychological and even psycho-analytic approaches, the general problem remains: Individuals are understood in terms of society, integration and normalization are the dominant perspectives.





In the continental tradition as represented by critical theorists as Alfred Lorenzer (1972), Alfred Krovoza (1976) and Regina Becker-Schmidt (1987) the concept has been developed to grasp the conflictual character of subjectively coming to terms with social reality and the often implicit presence of societal norms in everyday life. The approach has been the foundation of numerous empirical studies of experience in every day lives in families and workplaces (Examples being: Volmerg et al 1985, Morgenroth 1990, Weber 1995, 2001) . In such psycho-societal terms - and in such empirical research - the concept of “socialization” refers to the formation of the structure of personality as a unity of individuation and societalization, or in a more refined gender perspective: socialization ans societalization (notably Becker-Schmidt). Not only the logic of society is exposed but equally the logic of subjectivity. Not only is the subject formed in socialization. Reality is seen as responding and undergoing changes as well. In accordance with general psychoanalytic thinking the structure of personality is seen as founded in primary socialization, but it is also seen as developing as well as changing in secondary socialization. This is founded in a reading of the history of psychoanalysis that focuses on contradictions in reality (at the cost of inner contradiction between drives of libido and thanatos, following e.g. Hungarian psychoanalyst Sandor Ferenczi), on cathexis (attributing or investing  personal energy in objects) as a social process and not exclusively as a biological one (as in the tradition of object relations as represented by Winnicott and others ) and not least in a historical reading of the contexts that people grow up to live in - work, labour and families. 


	Accordingly it should be noted that in this approach the traditional connotations of “primary socialization” as exclusively related to the family (and maternal interaction) is over-ruled by the demand for specific and contextual patterns of socialization: In the Nordic European countries for example primary socialization comprises institutionalized everyday life from the age of 8 months onwards, and the new formations of the “arena: Childhood” comprise media, peer groups and a number of different settings, a totality that falls way beyond the traditional concept. This is currently theorized in the new sociological disourse on the so-called “arenas” of childhood (James, Jenks & Prout). Likewise connotations of “secondary socialization” as referring to school, education and work falls behind the transformations of every day lives. Family, changing cultural patterns of reproduction, media, etc. are equally important frameworks for understanding experience in adult life - which in its own peculiarly empirical manner is well registered in U.S.-quantitative life course research (Helen Bee, and others).


	The concept of socialization thus  focuses on the interplay between the social reality of specific situations and everyday lives and the multi-dimensional experience where bodily, emotional and cognitive processes interweave in appropriation. For a subjectively acceptable appropriation to take place impulses must be recognized in interaction, symbolically named in language and confirmed by the cultural horizon. When, as is most often the case, this does not happen subjectivity forms its own logics - of rationalization or  harmonization, or by more classical defenses, which are situationally united in the reactions of the “consciousness of everyday life” (Leithδuser 1976, Leithδuser & Volmerg 1988).





Mediating concepts between subjectivity and society: 


Life history and everyday life


When dealing with learning populations in formal and informal learning situations, it is thus productive to consider the subjective interplay between the life course experience and the everyday life experience, or between the vertical and the horizontal dimensions of experience.


	It is perhaps most illuminative to begin with defining the concept of everyday life in classical sociological terms along with e.g. Henri Lefebvre, as “society as perceived from below”: The definition implies a historical and economical understanding of the various situations of everyday life as structured by societal and economical logics, production, reproduction, consumption, etc. - taking on the individual’s point of view - and theorizing this shift of perspective. It is easy to slide into the trap of primitive phenomenology or pseudo-general positivism, and demanding to accept both levels of perception in each observation, but it is rewarding in the approach to empirical analysis. My favorite example is the alarm clock waking people up in late modern societies, substituting the male hen in agrarian societies: In neither case is it the object that wakes you up - it is the societal demands of ecomomy.


	Parallel, each section of everyday life has its own logic and social rationality, and from the point of view of the individual everyday life is a series of different situations, which are each structured by their own logic, norms and expectations, which possess their own inherent culture, naturalized truisms as well as taboos. Living in everyday life thus demands changing culture, norms, attitude many times per day - a challenge that is traditionally conceptualized by the potential conflict between the (stable) identity and the (differing) role expectations.





Likewise the life course is still logically structured by social and societal demands and expectations. Not so clear-cut as earlier: The life course comprises various and different historically defined versions of the traditional biological or Ericsonian stages - so that empirical studies tend to radically challenge and theoretically change these notions. Sociological categories (of work, production, reproduction, leisure, etc) and the  respective life-worlds are equally relevant categories for analysis of experience at all stages of life. Illustrative examples being that socialization for a wage labour society begins by the primary identification figure (“mother”), its presence and absence and its lingustic representation of these situations - or that “training and education” in adult and lifelong learning can often be understood in terms of institutionalized regression.


	What remains is, however, the fact that socially defined stages of life demand individual and cultural reorientation on the subjective level: Reconsidering the past and reconstructing future perspectives. Traditional and modern “rites de passages” still exist, but their cultural meanings have been eroded, and in line with the historical trend labeled “individualization” - which is not up for discussion here - subjectivity is called upon to integrate an increasing number of impressions and more information. Dis-continuity is faced individually, by coping or defensive stretegies, gender-wise, generationally and in culturally different manners. But the changes of general structure of the life course can be theorized in a general as well as sensitively in a number of contexts comprising local/global, individual/cultural, etc dimensions.





The social organization of everyday life and the life course is however still socially structured, which means that each “parcel of place and time” of everyday life holds its own logic, some parcels most restrictedly so - e.g. in work life, some parcels most liberally so - e.g. in consumption. Each parcel implies a subjective horizon (what can be allowed to be perceived consciously now and here) and theme (which sensations are legitimate and socially acceptable). Each parcel or situation can thus be said to pre-structure its own pattern of theme and horizon - the most blatant example being the classroom in schools. But basically the social recognition, the lingustic naming and the potential directioning of impulses and perceptions is a human cindition - beginning in primary socialization. This calls for subjectivity to - lifelong - while conforming to social norms, while changing them, while living up to expectations and realizing ambitions - to also suppress some impulses, postpone others, and still to invest energy in being sufficiently flexible. Consequently a reservoir of ignored perceptions, of un-recognized sensations, and not least frustrations as well as ambitions are left behind. “Behind” in the sense of the time rhythm of everyday life, and subjectively in terms of not being socially recognized, not being named by the language of everyday life and therefor not immediately accessible to consciousness. 


	Looking at socialization in this horizontal and vertical perspective, experience comprises not only the official and socially recognized dimensions of subjectivity. It also produces a surplus of potentially important sensations and impulses, which has not found space or name in existing rhythms of the life course or within the existing structures of every day lives. This is where the concepts of societal contradiction and subjective ambivalence are of explanatory value, this is where a psycho-societal approach focusing on psychological mechanisms of reduction and defense as well as on potentials is necessary.


	It might be added that this approach meets with and explains a number of the scattered empirical observations made by the post-structuralist theorists of the Western World: The empirical surface is shattered, OUR traditions are eroded and OUR values appear reduced and made “absolutely relative”. And while it is an ambitious theoretical project to want to understand this globally, although this project demands local and contextual studies on specific populations - it is still meaningful to say with Shakespeare: “... madness, and yet there is meaning in it”.





Life History and Learning


So far the general framework of analyzing life history has opened a number of related theoreical issues, such as the interplay between body, cognition and emotion and about the role of language. Dimensions of race, class and gender are implicit questions, which will arise from any specific research conducted along these lines.


	In this context, however, the challenge is to meet with the question of how this approach contributes to the development of theories of learning and experience in order that these concepts may become more explicit. This paper wil not develop a theory of learning, but in my opinion learning cannot be theorized without a notion of subjectivity, it cannot be theorized out of context - every day life situations, life course structure and subjective life history.  Learning cannot be understood exclusively as cognitive, social or emotional processes - learning takes place when each of these subjective dimensions are sufficiently challenged (i.e. neither ignored nor threatened). When and how learning takes place cannot be decided on a general theoretical level, but the concepts of experience and socialization contribute a framework for exploring it.


	This conclusion does not exactly exempt me from the general problematization an the beginning of this paper: That biography and life history studies tend to assume that understanding people’s progress through their lives comprises “learning” without explicating this perspective, sometimes even assuming that figuring as research objects will in itself contribute to learning. Meeting with the current agenda of European lifelong learning in terms of human resources and learning economies it is important to spell out how the surplus of perception is a vast resource for individual and collective autonomy, maybe also an economic resource for the European Learning Economies - but equally a source of criticism of this economical agenda and a reservoir for advising better educational and learning strategies.
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