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Considering the outcome from the research project “Education for Democratic Citizenship” (the Council of Europe) and my own experience from the Danish research project “Adult Education and Democracy” where I have been working with the issue of “Identity, Learning and Democracy”, I venture to maintain that:

Learning for active citizenship should at one time enable individuals to be co-creators of their future and ensure societal coherence.

The historical role of non-formal education is changing as we approach a knowledge society and a multicultural society. The primary role of non-formal education for citizenship is no longer to create a nation by transforming the villagers into a people of participating citizens. Today, active citizenship is not constricted to the nation. Active citizenship can be displayed in a local, regional, national, European or global context.

Citizenship has both a statutory and an identitary side. Citizenship as status is linked to a particular territory, based on a social contract, an agreement of rights. Citizenship as a role concerns affiliations to social communities both smaller and larger than a nation, local or global and not even linked to a particular territory. The cultural identity-forming side of citizenship refers to values, responsibilities and loyalties. Identitary citizenship can be multiple. 
 You may consider yourself a regional citizen as well as a national, a European or a global citizen, or you may not. Without a sense of belonging you may feel alien and unwanted in different communities. You may cooperate with or oppose a social community and accordingly assume or reject the cultural identity constructed by the community.

I fully accede to the description in the paper by the European Commission, “A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning”, stating the aim of learning for active citizenship: “to encourage and equip people to participate more actively ... Our shared aim is to build a Europe in which everyone has the opportunity to develop their potentials to the full, to feel that they can contribute and belong”.

Research on situated and contextual learning and research on life-stories proves the significance of non-formal as well as informal learning, not least considering learning for active citizenship.

We acquire skills, competences and values in the social communities of practice in which we participate throughout life, and simultaneously, be become culturally and identitary rooted in those contexts through cultural narratives and practice.

The European frame of the Grundtvig project is a unique opportunity of widening the perspectives by comparing analyses of life-story narratives, narrative interviews with active citizens from non-formal learning sites in different European contexts. This can produce knowledge about: What does active citizenship mean and what does it imply? Which competences are involved? Where and how do you learn to be an active citizen? Which attitudes and values do the narrators identify with? What are the cultural narratives transmitting those attitudes? Which social communities do the narrators feel they belong to and identify with?
Knowledge of such issues is in itself most valuable in the different European contexts. We need a broader insight into the conditions of learning for active citizenship. Knowledge about the significance of specific local, national contexts and of other social communities for learning for active citizenship. Secondly, a comparative analysis of the life-stories from the four participating countries makes it possible to consider citizenship in a European context, to notice similarities and differences, to consider the different perspectives and thus challenge the local pre-understandings.

Furthermore, this knowledge may contribute to the development of the pedagogical and didactic aspects of learning for active citizenship in non-formal contexts and influence a discussion of content. The analyses of life-stories increase our knowledge of the experience of learning, the significance of the specific situations of the participants in the different contexts, not only from the point of view of the actual situated learning, but the narratives convey information of the impact of the experiences further on in the course of life and knowledge of competences and attitudes. The trial courses based on the research and the description of competencies have to be adjusted to the specific contexts and situations of the different participating countries, on the other hand, the comparative analysis creates a chance to transcend the local perspectives. This is important because we have to go beyond the traditional national framing in relation to citizenship, and accordingly, go beyond the cultural narratives articulated in the previous traditional framings. A comparative analysis based on life-story interviews can give a broader and more detailed picture of active citizenship today.

My previous research both in the Danish project on learning and democracy and in a FOVU (Nordic Council of Ministers)  project about non-formal educational arenas and democratic learning points toward the decisive importance of developing narrative competences as a part of learning for active citizenship.

Narrative competences are necessary if people are to take active part in creating their own life-projects. You do not know where to go without knowing where you are and how you got there. Crises and unpredicted changes challenge our pre-understandings and routines and demand reflection and the ability to imagine alternatives. The making of identity is a continuous dynamic process. We must be able to narrate ourselves in order to make sense and create meaning and coherence between the past, the present, and the future, and in order to understand the impact of our actions on ourselves and on others. The ability to interpret and understand different cultural, discursive codes in different contexts is decisive in a complex society. The ability to listen, to understand different perspectives and to negotiate meaning is of utmost importance in order to fight the different strategies of impotence and anxiety such as the tendency to cut off the world and others, When traditional cultural narratives are losing authority while stereotypes and prejudices flourish, non-formal education is having a essential task of creating wide dialogical spaces and helping people to develop narrative competences.

But, in any European context we have to gain more insight into the personal and cultural narratives of the participants and into the framings of the non-formal learning sites before trial courses and activities can be designed and planned accordingly.

Active citizenship also has a European dimension. Knowledge of the experience of active citizenship in the different European contexts is implied in order to consider this dimension in learning for active citizenship.

We’ll continue our contact with the ETGACE project for mutual inspiration.

The Narrative Interview
To listen to somebody’s life-story is to receive a gift. And such personal gifts should be given freely and handled with respect and ethical care. The following description of the methodological approach to the narrative interview intends to take this obligation seriously.

The Framing
When we are trying to grasp the meaning of an utterance or a piece of text, the context and the framing of the discourse is very important for our interpretation and understanding. Misunderstandings appear when we misjudge the context or framing. (“I’ll get at you”, has a different meaning in a game of chess, say as in a business conversation). 

Discourse is always contextualized. Stable meanings are carried inherently by linguistic expressions. And it is an illusion deriving from the hypothesis of objective knowledge to think you can do away with the contexts and framings of a specific research material and research situation, like a scientists who carry out experiments in laboratories cut off from the surrounding world.

The way we tell about ourselves and our lives vary a great deal according to the contextual situation and the purpose of the telling.

Let us look at a few examples:

Most of us recall a situation when as children we came home after a small accident with our trousers torn or bleeding from a wound, and the parents would ask: “What happened!” At this early age we already knew the rhetoric and family codes well enough in order to tell about the incident in such a way that we would get the least amount of trouble. This kind of narrative is a rhetorical justification of something deviant from the canonical norms. We produce this kind of narratives every time we are put in a situation where we are to give an account of, and narrative explanation of, why something went wrong: when we are stopped by the police, at the doctor, the psychiatrist, the social worker, at court, or confronting other authorities. I name this type of narrative the ‘treatment-narrative’ because I meet it in the life-stories of people who have received treatment psychologically or socially. The attempt of sense-making in this type of narrative is carried out in accordance with the pre-understanding and interpretation of the authority, what corresponds to the canonical codes of the authority whether or not this point of view of ‘good or bad’ and ‘right or wrong’ can grasp the actual personal experiences.

A very different kind of narrative is displayed when you enter a new friendship or another relationship and start telling the person you’ve come to appreciate about the past you didn’t have in common in order to share past experiences and get to know each other better. In this context mutual acceptance and confidence characterize the framing of the telling, the purpose of the narratives is to share your worlds with each other.

If the purpose of the research with a narrative methodological approach is to investigate the self-interpretations and world visions of people, to find out how they make sense of their lives and value their experiences, the life-story interviews should aim at the second narrative prototype. While the first type - the rhetorical justification - reveal how others, not themselves, make sense of their lives.

However, we have been told by others before we even learn how to narrate ourselves. Consequently, all life-story narratives indirectly show the cultural narratives our own interpretations are part of. Although, our path through life is more individual than ever before, we do not invent ourselves, neither do we understand the world around us nor ourselves from scratch. Sense-making is a continuous process of negotiation of meaning.

We use narratives, told to ourselves and to others, to make sense of everyday experiences and of more crucial and puzzling situations. Narratives give us access to the past and the present, and to our intentions, dreams and plans for the future. Our stories, also those of the past, always reflect both the dialogical space and our contemporary situation. A life-story narrative retold by the same person some time later could vary considerably from the first telling if the situation had changed.

Therefore, narrative interviews reflect the attitudes, priorities and values of the time of the telling.

Charles Taylor maintains that it is impossible for us to do without moral frameworks within which we determine what is good, or valuable, or what we oppose (1989:27). The self-interpretations of life-story narratives articulate the framing of our values, directly or indirectly, but also, how they perhaps change over time.

Identity is primarily a narrative construction. A narrative about who you are, in relation to the life you lived and the life you want to live in the future. Identity is about in retrospect to identify/recognize and thus to create coherence and meaning in the temporarily separated parts of experience. The individual narrative discourse is value-oriented and grounded in language and in the cultural narratives stating both community and diversity. The individual narrative identity is at once individual in the sense that it is the narrative of a specific person (who tells, acts, wants this or that), and at the same time, the individual perspective is transcended because the plot of the individual life-story is interwoven with cultural narratives.

There is not one single true story. Stories are, as Norman K. Denzin says, fictional facts, and they are as life itself and as all other forms of symbolic expression ambiguous:

Stories then, like the lives they tell about, are always open-ended, inclusive and ambiguous, subject to multiple interpretations. Some are big; others are little. Some take on heroic, folktale proportions in the cultural lives of group members; others are tragic; and all to few are comic. Some break fast and run to rapid conclusions. Most slowly unwind and twist back on themselves as persons seek to find meaning for themselves in the experiences they call their own. (1989:81)

However, this does not mean, that all life-stories are equally good or interesting - or equally bad. It is the important task of the interviewer to deliver the best possible life-story narrative both as far as the interests of the researcher and the teller herself are concerned. “The best possible story” is a story that makes sense to the teller, a story that makes her exclaim when confronted with the interview: this is how I really felt, this is my story, and I fell good about having told it. Also this last point is important. A researcher should not put his scientific straw down the throat of informants just to get information of the personal. We must have the ideal before our eyes to make the life-story interview a mutually rich experience.

Of course, the story we’ll hear is influenced by our research context, where we come from, which institution we represent, what our research interests are, and what kind of persons we are, how much confidence we inspire etc. This is inevitable.

The point is to reveal through the narrative interview what seems significant and important for the narrator -contrary to traditional qualitative interviews, which give information about what the researcher found interesting in advance. This is why the narrative approach generates new kinds of knowledge, knowledge about how individuals create meaning and coherence in their lives, or how they eventually fail to do this. Life-stories do not necessarily reveal historical truth in the empirical sense, but personal truth, meaning. It is our visions of the world that guides our intentions and actions.

How to do it
A life-story interview is a narrative that covers the distance from the earliest memories or even earlier events communicated through other narratives (e.g. family stories) up to the time of telling. During the time of telling, the interviewer should hold back questions and leave the selection, the sequence, the rhythm and duration of the narration entirely to the narrator if possible in order to let the narrator create the plot of her story herself. One should avoid interruption up to the point where the narrator indicates an ending, for instance, by saying: “And here we are today!”.

There are several reasons for this:

First of all, questions during the time of telling interrupt the narrator’s line of thought and lead the configuration of meaning astray. It is very important, that the narrator creates the plot, the configuration of meaning as freely as possible. Both, to secure the narrator’s own priorities and selections, but also to prevent embarrassment. If a narrator suddenly jumps across say a period of ten years, leaving the listener to wonder what happened, this might be because she doesn’t want to communicate what happened. And this should always be respected. Otherwise, the interview risks to get mixed up with therapy. However, the line of telling is often not chronological, and the narrator may return to the omitted period at a later stage of the narrative.

The narrator should be well prepared in advance that this is what you want from her. Quite often, uncertainty and disability to display a narrative is caused by lack of sufficient information and preparation in the preliminary stage. Explain to the narrator in advance that you want her to tell  her life-story from the beginning - which may be the family story or the first thing she remembers (this is a very good tricker!) - and up to the point where we are today. That you’ll not ask questions until the end of story, that there is no time limit, and that the point is to hear her story, from her point of view, what she experienced and found significant.

The lack of a preset time limit for the interview separates the life-story interview from the interrogation. You indicate that you are there for the narrator. The duration varies quite a lot, from 1 ½ hour to 6 hours - which is the maximum for both partners to keep concentration, and for the interviewer to write by hand. A few times, I had to return a second time to finish the interview because the narrator was tired. An average life-story interview takes 2-3 hours.

Some people want “ to do the job” too conscientiously, they try to please the interviewer by telling about what they presume he wants to hear about, or they find that some of what they could tell would be too trivial and uninteresting for someone to listen to, if they haven’t grasped the meaning and intention of the narrative interview.

At the preliminary stage, the narrator is told that her anonymity naturally will be ensured. That she’ll receive a fair copy of the interview in a few days and consequently can make corrections if there are misunderstandings; and that she is welcome to add or delete something in order to ensure that she can approve the interview. Apart from corrections of small misunderstandings this actually rarely happens. But the handing back of the interview shows a respect for the narrator. What she gets in return for her story is the time someone took to listen, interested and with an open mind, and her own delivered narration in print, hopefully producing both reflection and a sense of significance.

If possible, it is up to the narrator to decide where the interview is going to take place, whether the interview is carried out one-to-one, or the company of a relative or a friend of the narrator is desirable.

When the interviewer arrives at the appointed time and place for the interview there should be enough time to sit down and talk together a little while both before and after the interview if the narrator seems to want this, and time to drink coffee or tea if the narrator offers this. The interviewer should be open and try to create a dialogical space of confidence. It can be quite a hard and emotional experience to tell your story when you confront tough or painful experiences. A mundane conversation after the interview makes it easier to regain the emotional balance.

However, when you are working with life-stories in a research context you must realize that you should meet your narrators professionally. You are not a new friend, ready to take the responsibility for the existence and situation of the narrator outside the context of the interview. And you are not a therapist or a priest who may help the narrator to start another narrative understanding of her life.

I always write down the interview by hand, and I don’t use a tape-recorder. Some of my students worried about if they could write fast enough - of course, this is a matter of training - so I asked them to use a tape-recorder, but simultaneously, to write the interview by hand and thus primarily use the recording as a support for the fair copy. This may be a help for the unpractised. The handwriting has several advantages. The interviewer is fully absorbed in writing and listening, an so less likely to interfere with questions, remarks, and exclamations. But of course, small utterances indicating the open-minded and interested listening are quite fine. The point is not to judge or comment the narrator. (Avoid all why questions and do never exclaim: “Gosh! How on earth could you do that”, “How Awful!” or the like. The friendly “mm.” will do.) 

Small pauses due to reflections and search of memory of the narrator are very welcomed as they give the writer the opportunity to keep up, and the narrator doesn’t get stressed by the presumed expectations of the interviewer who otherwise might seem too anxious to hear what comes next. If the writer misses something, you can make a mark in your notes and return to the point after the interview, saying: “You mentioned something about...which I didn’t fully get?”. Of course, once in a while, you must ask the narrator to slow down a little if the flow of talk is very fast.

Also, the less equipment you bring with you, the easier it is for the narrator to relax. A lot of machinery often makes people nervous or uneasy, and the entire situation becomes unnatural and awkward. Furthermore, there is a bodily aspect of this, the feeling of letting the narration run through the fingers is a good way of concentrated listening, and it is much easier and faster to make the fair copy of the interview afterwards. If the only equipment you need is a good writing pad and some good pens, you are free to sit down and do the interview wherever the narrator wants you to be.

I have seen many transcripts of narrative interviews directly from tape-recordings accurately to the smallest detail including breaks, pauses etc. So incoherent and disconnected - especially interviews with poorly educated people - that I find, personally, I couldn’t bring myself to hand back such a piece of inconsistency - sometimes close to nonsense - to the narrator. So, I admit sometimes to do a delicate little bit of editing in order to return a narrative that doesn’t knock the narrator off his feet from embarrassment. But of course, I wouldn’t dream of changing inconsistencies, contradictions, repetitions or anything like it which could change the meaning of the narration. It is of outmost importance that the sense-making of the narrative is kept. What I mean by editing, is excluding pauses and some exclamations of hesitation, so that the narrative chiefly consists of words and sentences.

The accurate transcript of a tape-recording isn’t ‘complete’ anyway. It has no print of the symbolic gestures, bodily and facial expressions of the narrator. I once had an interview video-taped, and there is a lot going on in gestures and facial expressions alone.

It is impossible to get a full picture of anything. Even cognitively we select what we perceive.

Who to ask for an interview
It is a very good idea to make a trial interview with a friend or relative for a start. Thus, you get some practice, and you realise how interesting it is to make such a life-story interview. And this is good to know in advance.

You do not have to sympathise with the people you interview or to agree with them, but as Peter Alheit says, you should only interview people who really interest you, individually or due to some specific issues. (Alheit 1993). He also rightly stresses the fact that as far as their lives are concerned, they are the experts, not you. 

In the project Active Citizenship and the Non-formal Education we decided to carry out ten narrative interview in each country in the native languages with active citizens, students or participants of the non-formal learning sites within the last five years.

“Active” is broadly defines as “involved or engaged in social activities which include more than themselves. We aim at an equal representation of the two genders.
There are several ways to get in touch with possible narrators. One is the ‘snow-ball’ method; where you find one contact and ask this person to find another. I frequently use intermediate contact-persons (teachers, school leaders, social workers etc.) to ask the people they knew if any of them wanted to participate. Then, I received some phone-numbers and made the appointments personally. I also on a few occasions advertised for participants who subsequently contacted me.

Having already executed some (say half) of the interviews you often realize that you have to go for more specific participants to get a broader survey and a more comprehensive material in your sample of narrative interviews. If the number is rather limited - as here by ten interviews - too much redundancy in the life-stories due to a too narrow selection of participants might be misleading.

Exactly, because the narrative approach generates new kinds of knowledge and insight, you can never know in advance what will come out  in the narratives, so you cannot plan in full detail beforehand what kind of individuals you should interview in order to get a good survey. 

Therefore, our definition of “active citizen” is rather wide, and the further limitations very few (students or participants of non-formal learning sites within the last five years and equal representation of gender). 

The aim of this research should be the clue to the selection of narrators: To produce knowledge about:

What does active citizenship mean and what does it imply?

Which competences are involved?

Where and how do you learn to be an active citizen?

Which attitudes and values do the narrators identify with?

What are the cultural narratives transmitting those attitudes?

Which social communities do the narrators feel they belong to and identify with?

The qualitative interview after the narration.
In some research projects a benefit may be derived from carrying out a qualitative interview after the narrative life-story interview if there are specific issues you want the narrator to consider. The life-story narrative then functions as the basis of interpretation of the answers to the asked questions. This is no trivial matter. When asked about the hopes and wishes for the future, a narrator may be mentioning a desire for a more open-minded and tolerant attitude in society, yet, at the same time, telling in her life-story about the problems with her parents in law whose traditions for celebrating Christmas differs from her own. This example shows how difficult an interpretation of a purely qualitative - not to mention quantitative - interview can be. Adversely, the narrative interview is a great platform for further questions and subsequent answers. Quite often, the elaborated narration continues in responding to the questions.

In this project I suggest we always ask the following questions after the end of the life-story interview:

1) Which social communities ( communities of practice ) is part of your identity?

2) Where do you feel at home?

3) What are your hopes for the future? Both individually, and our mutual future?

4) Which are the most crucial issues on the agenda today?

5) Can you describe your view of human nature?

6) How would you define ‘active citizenship’?

7) What are the major obstacles for active citizenship?
The first two questions are about affiliations, and collective and personal identity. Family, region, nation, Europe or the entire human race may play a part in your identity as well as gender, work, subcultures, religious or political associations. The last four questions concern ‘attitudes’ while the third is in between. Your personal plans and projects are part of your self-interpretation and concerns the identity (what you want to become), but the question is equally about stand, attitudes and values.

You may find, after the narrative interview, that further questions make themselves felt. If so, ask them, but write the posed questions in the fair copy of the full interview.

An attentive, sensitive attitude and respect of the human dignity of every single individual is together with the paper and pens the most significant ‘tools’. Stories are vicarious experience, and the opportunity to listen to other people’s stories widens the horizon and makes our world spacious.

Desirable skills and qualifications of the interviewers
In a European project it is not sufficient, that the interviewers are open-minded people who can create a friendly, confidential atmosphere, and meet their narrators with dignity and respect, all though, this is very important. The interviewer must be bilingual, able to translate on of the interviews into English, to translate part of the interviews used as quotations in the analyses, and to write the analyses in English.

The task includes the execution of the narrative life-story interviews as well as the subsequent analysis of the interviews, therefore, the interviewer should also be a skilled and sensitive reader and text-interpreter.

The Interpretation and Analysis of the Life-Story Narratives
The fair-copy of a life-story narrative - orally told, written down and accepted by the teller - is a text and as such open to various readings and interpretations. Life-stories do not open a window to ‘life in itself’ or to ‘reality’ as an access to objective knowledge, They are not a source of sociological data providing information but a source of textual meaning. Textual analysis is a large field containing many very different methodological approaches. The application of different readings to the same text can, indeed, shed new light on the text. Texts are ambiguous and subjects to multiple interpretations, but they cannot, and do not, mean just anything. We know from everyday experience the possibility of mutual understanding, due to the fact that we can be on common ground. Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914) refers to six conditions that has to be fulfilled in order for us to be on common ground from where we are able to understand the discourses of one another. The interlocutors must:1) Have knowledge of the languages used, 2) knowledge of universal features of languages and of use of languages, 3) be in position of the main characteristics of the human species, 4) share common elementary experiences, 5) have fundamental control of body and language, and 6 ) possess the knowledge that both interlocutors take it for granted that the other person satisfy the five criteria, and mutually take this assumption for granted with each other. (Quoted from Dines Johansen in Møller 1995:2 )

Though there is not one true or exhaustive interpretation of a text, all readings are not equally good. Some rather typical readings may distort the purpose of life-story narratives in research. In our culture the psychological characterization of the individual is a very common and obvious framing, why an interpretation that produces an individualized, psychological portrait seems to be a natural inclination for many readers of biographical narratives. However, this is not what we should do in the case of life-story narratives in our situation. The focus for our analysis is not the person - how he or she ‘really’ is, but the story the teller has told about him/herself. We are not psycho-therapists, but researchers in the pedagogical field. If we come out with such a reading, we should try to be very conscious and explicit about that this is what we are doing. 

Very often, when listening to a story whether told in real life, or narrated on tv, in a film, or in a book, we confront the narrative like a mirror reflecting a psychological image more or less life-like in correspondence to our previous image of our own psychological state and situation. Consequently, we project our personal occupation on to the text, in other words, we identify ourselves with the text. We spontaneously interpret a life-story narrative according to our own experiences. This projection and identification is so obvious and happens mostly unconsciously that we might not be aware of it.

The exercise here is not to avoid this identification - it isn’t possible - but to be conscious about it and try to make explicit how and to what extend you identify with the text according to your own situation and continuous attempts of personal sense-making. It is significant as an interpreter to reflect on the act of interpretation.

In most cases the act of interpretation is neither conscious nor explicit. And how do you train your reading to be so? One answer to this is to be aware of the tools you use to understand and interpret a text. My intentions in the following is to produce a ‘tool-box’ for the interpretation and analysis of the narrative life-story interview.

Time and temporality

One of the most decisive features of  narrative is its temporality. Therefore, structural text-analysis that ignores the temporality by reducing the sequence to a binary logic falls short of grasping the central features of narrative. A narrative is a temporal sequence with a beginning and an end and something in between. It covers a time-span from beginning to end. A narrative inhabits a bounded space in time. The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1980) has said that narratives make the world habitable, and this is in my opinion exactly because they create a bounded space in time that is a precondition for meaning. Quoting Frank Kermode (1966), the story transforms chronos into chairos, turns the flux of time into a bounded time-space unit in order to create meaning. We all know the frustration when the point of a story is missing, if the last pages of the book are torn out, or we are interrupted and prevented from seeing the end of the film shown on TV. We tell and read “in anticipation of retrospection” (Brooks: 1984) and as the Danish philosopher Kierkegaard said: “ We live our lives forwardly but understand life backwardly”. Not until the end are we able to get the survey of the whole and grasp the meaning. An axiom within hermeneutics is that you understand the parts according to the whole, and the whole according to its parts. 

Real life imitates the story to be continued. The ending is relative, and so is sense-making, a dynamic process. In a life-story the narrative displays an attempt of sense-making of the time-span up to the time of telling. The narrative is a path through the past up to now, a wider context of the here and now in which the teller is situated in order to provide a sense of where he/she is and how he/she got there. Accordingly, this makes the biographical narrative a retrospection, a going over the path again.

You may tell of your life in chronological order or you may not. A narrative sequence is not necessarily chronological although the task: tell about your life contains an implicit chronology. The life-story may cover a time-span larger or smaller than the life of the narrator.

Some narrators begin their story telling about their ancestors, others begin by their conception, birth, or initial memories or even later in life (e.g. in their youth). Some narrators do not begin their story in chronological time but initiates the narrative “in medias res”, telling about a fatal event in their lives.

In order to find out how the sequence of the narrative is you can compare the order of the telling with a reconstruction of chronological time, lived time. (The tool-box concerning this part of the analysis is mainly adopted from Gerard Genettes great book, Narrative Discourse (1980) where he applies his analytical tools on Proust work, A la Recherche du Temps Perdue.)

The reconstructed chronology stretches from the earliest occurrence in time up to the latest - which may be beyond the time of telling, accounting plans for the future. Some life-stories end a good part before the time of telling, leaving an empty span in the latest period of the narrator’s life.

The comparison of the reconstructed chronology to the time-sequence of the narration enables you to notice other significant features of the telling. Genette’s concepts duration, frequency, and order are very useful.

The different periods, episodes, and chapters of a life may not be equally comprehensive in the narration. Some events may be told in great detail while others may be briefly stated or even excluded from the narration. A fortnight may take an hour of telling, and cover several pages, while a period of ten years may be totally omitted and only appear in the text as an ellipsis in the telling. Or, a single event or moment is retold several times in the story. The narrator keeps returning to a certain issue occurring at a certain time in the course of life.

The composition of the life-story tells a lot about significance of the sequence for the sense-making of the narrative.

In order to perform this reconstruction a good hint is to observe time adverbs such as then, when, before, after, while, in the meantime, always, often etc. as well as actual dates. Ellipsis may be recognized when sudden occurrences that normally implies previous events are told - such as the birth of a baby where no partner was mentioned.

Genette suggests a division of the text in episodes that can be compared to the reconstructed chronology in order to get a survey of the sequence of the telling. Thus, you may recognize analepsis (flash-back) or prolepsis (the mentioning of an event or understanding to occur later). But this separation of the sequence of telling into event can be difficult in some life-stories and is a matter of interpretation. The difficult question is how to define an episode (event). Often, in literary analysis, an event is defined as an action or happening. But as we shall se in a little while, I’ll prefer to define the small parts of a life-story narrative as contextual situations.

One method is to notice and mark ‘shifts’, and there are several kinds apart from the time adverbs mentioned above.

A frequent shift is the change of place. The narration is moving along from place to place, context to context. I shall return to this in more detail later. Or, the change may be thematic. The narrator change the theme, tells about a different aspect of the life he/she lived at the same time and place as in the previous passage.

Looking closely at the temporal aspects of the narration you can also reveal the narrator’s conception of time: it may be cyclic, linear or fragmented.

Time and place is - as we shall se - close connected. The point of departure is always ‘the here and now’ the actual context in which we are situated and embodied. Whether we tell about our past or the imagined future we do so from the point of view of the enunciation. Albeit, certain stories told by others - such as stories of the narrators birth, the life of the parents and grandparents may very well be adapted in the life-story of the narrator. But the narrator may or may not choose to include retellings  - her own or other’s - at the time of enunciation, just as the selection of memories to a great extend is determined by the attempt of sense-making in the time of telling.

As it is by means of narrative we can connect the here and now of our actual situation with other contexts: ‘there and then’, a life-story narrative can be regarded as a configuration of the different contexts in which the narrator has been situated throughout her life up to the time of telling. We are physical embodied beings with feet that moves, and we are literally and metaphorically walking through life in time and space. To make sense of this, we experience - and tell about - the different places we have been in at different times.

Places are not just physical surroundings we experience through our senses but always also relations, contexts with which we are interacting. Our experience of here and now and there and then is very much affected by the relations and interactions in the different situations. In what way and how is what we are to reveal by our analysis.

At first, we try to get a general view of when the narrator was where in the story. The narrative may start in the family, then move to the street as a playground with other children, move on to the school, to the grand-parent’s place for holidays, etc. We look carefully at each contextual situation in order to see what the narrator includes in the telling and how it is told.

You may examine how detailed and comprehensive the different places and contexts are described and whether the description is mainly positive or negative.

Some places are just a framing for significant activities or being together or the spacial context is elaborated and given symbolic meaning. If a certain place is important, then why is this? Are special memories attached to the place, are the affiliations, relations, the nature or the sensational experiences dominating the discourse?

Does the narrative include affiliations to imagined communities?

Some places and contexts are freely chosen, other places are not. Very often, the narrator closes the narration of her time at a certain place (a job, an intimate relation or an educational period ) with an emotional evaluative statement, such as “This was a fine place”, “This was an awful period”. You can notice if the narrator in the different contexts feels at home and confident or alien and strange.

Obviously, the number of shifts in themselves are significant concerning the identity issue. It is of course important to notice why and how a movement to a new context is initiated.

Voices, persons and relations
We have to distinguish between the interviewed person in flesh and blood and the authority of enunciation, here named the narrator. First of all, in the specific context of the interview, it will always be a matter of choice what is told and what is kept silent. The actual person in flesh and blood is represented in the text both as narrator and protagonist. The narrator tells about herself, but with smaller or greater distance between the I of enunciation and the protagonist I.

The protagonist of the childhood-episodes may be, say 6 years of age, but the voice of the narrator may be as if she was six or the episodes may be told with the voice of the actual grown up narrator. Very often, there are shifts between different positions of identification, distance and retrospection. We should try to determine whose voice we are hearing - speaking from which point - in the different fragment of the narration. The auto-biographical narrative may even be blended with other voices: direct or reported speech and fragments of cultural narratives.

Any type of shift in the narrators voice (shift in tense e.g. from past to present and back, shift in use of the personal pronoun, shift in distance and mood) should be observed as well as shifts between different voices in the narration.

The narrator may use I, you, we, one or a third person indicator talking about the protagonist I, and sometimes include other people’s narratives of the ‘I’.

We often talk as if we were two persons instead of one: the real ‘me’ and someone trying to be ‘me’, as when we are saying: ‘I wasn’t my real self’. In my view, the division is due to our reflexive and dynamic sense-making in trajectories from one contextual situation to another. The distinction in the ordinary reflexive verbs between the ‘I’ and ‘myself’ runs parallel to the distinction between the I of the enunciation and the protagonist I. However, you may often observe a polyphony of the narrator or the protagonist, when alternative interpretations are tried out in the narrative discourse. The narrator discusses with herself, negotiates meaning and act rhetorically as an interlocutor in a dialogue.

The narrator may try to establish smaller or greater distance to different periods of the narrated life. If so, try to observe how, and why. And pay attention to the rhetoric of self in the narration.

The narrator may tell about herself as the active subject of action or as the passive receiver of occurrences and happenings. It is very important to examine what is told as given circumstances the narrator had to endure or cope with or what is told as a matter of free will and free choice. The text will produce the narrator’s understandings, interpretations and explanations of happenings and actions. A life-story narrative is told in a certain genre like all other narratives: A fairy-tale, a heroic epic, a tragic drama, the story of a victim, a Bildungsroman etc. What kind of identity is constructed through the voice of the narrative? In a Finnish research on educational life-stories Katri Komulainen suggests the main genre categories: transformation narratives, narratives of permanence and narratives of conflict.

Use of the personal pronoun we often indicate affiliations. It is very important to see what kind of affiliations the life-story expresses. However, affiliations may be implicated by other means.

For a start, you can find out how many other persons play a part in the story. Who are they? How much do we learn about them? How are they described ( mentioned by name, profession, role? etc. ) And how is the relation described? What role do they play in the biographical narration? Are there persons ( or information about persons) we ‘miss’ because the narrative is silent on this matter. Some narrators do not mention their children! Very often ‘a significant other’ is mentioned. Which persons are positively, negatively, or neutrally described? A life-story may include other people known face to face by the narrator, but also people not directly known may still play a part in the story, ancestors, God, persons from fictions, historical persons, members of imagined communities (according to national, gender, political etc. identification).

Just as a we may indicate affiliation, the mentioning of them may designate the negative definition of the identity. How are the rhetoric of the Other? But notice the use of irony! An ironic discourse can turn this upside down.

The ‘stuff’ of the narrative

We should try to discern what kind of statements and discourses the text displays. Bruner (1986 and 1990) talks about the ‘double landscape’ of narrative, the fact that a narrative combines intentions and actions, the inner and outer reality. The life-story is rarely confined to actions, but we also hear about the intentions before the actions and the practical and/emotional outcome. Also, you may notice what is considered resources or constraints, good or evil.

So, what do the different fragments of the text state? Intentions, plans, actions, occurrences, dreams, feelings, evaluations, causations, rhetorical justifications, arguments etc.? And again, are the statements (e.g. the evaluations) a retrospective judgement or a reconstruction or memory of the narrator’s state at the time of the incident. There are often disruptions in the narrative that must be noticed, other types of discourse that interrupt the narration. Sometimes we can find retellings of small narratives within the life-story narrative, e.g. when a certain - often traumatic event has been retold so many times before that it has found it’s ‘final’ narrative form.

What kinds of statements are comprehensive or scarce? What is positive or negative in the telling?

Narratives explicitly or implicitly contain attitudes and values. Notice what is overtly rejected or implicitly accepted. I often find collisions of interests, attitudes and values in the narratives, also in the temporal and developmental aspect. What is carried along - and from what origin? And what is rejected?

Another important issue is the thematic analysis. Normally we find a thematic ordering of the different aspects of life: professional, family, leisure etc., but also other themes may play an important part of the story. Which themes are prevalent? Which are just briefly touched, which  ‘obvious’ themes are totally omitted. And how is the evaluation and emotional colouring of the different themes?

Life-stories articulate personal experience and is thus an interpretation of experience. The interpretation is carried out according to the cultural plots (configurations) available as  framework for the understanding of the narrator. However, a life-story may contain several conflicting plots. Life-story narrative can in parts be completely contradictory. Certain episodes may be part of the usual narrative repertoire of the narrator, not necessarily fitting into the configuration of the entire narrative. Singular episodes may seem oddly isolated not being integrated in a ‘before’ or ‘after’. Different points of view of the world - religious, political, historical - may pop up in the biographical narrative.

The experiences retold are personal or social, and they are all articulated in a common language in a cultural setting. The narrators catch on to the expressions they know beforehand - from hymns, songs, fictions, proverbs - describing an experience or emotion in order to find the right expression that in their opinion exceed their own ability to express oneself.

Life-story narratives offer possibilities for identification and for difference. They demonstrate directly and indirectly our cultural framing. They inform us of the individual importance of rituals, traditions and common cultural activities. The quest for meaning of a given culture is embodied in the cultural narratives, sometimes in conflicting ways. The cultural narratives pervade the individual life-story narratives when we are trying to create sense in our lives. Taylor (1989), stating that our frameworks today has become problematic, not given by a cultural authority but individually negotiated, nevertheless points to the fact, that in our individual life-stories we must have a vision of ‘ the good life’ as a framing of our process of sense-making.

In our analysis we can try to find out both traces of cultural narratives as well as the individual articulation of ‘the good life’.

Development and sequence
Bruner (1987) once noticed that the auto-biographical descriptions of one’s childhood often had the character of  prophesies. The ‘lively’ child in the narrative grew up to be a ‘lively and active’ grown up person.

Exactly, because we try to make sense of our lives from the point of view of the time of enunciation through the configuration of meaning constructed by the life-story narrative we select and recall memories that ‘fit’ the configuration we are constructing. Thus, it isn’t so much about prophesies as the other way round, a retrospective selection and judgement. Nevertheless, even a rather coherent narrative normally describe an evolution, a development, or even turning points within the narrative sequence. Actually, very few auto-biographical narratives show no trace of development or change, as change is a fundamental aspect of narrative itself. 

Fictive narratives, novels and short-stories normally have turning-points. We initially expect this or that to happen, but a crisis or turning-point  - that often solves or mediates a conflict - reverses our expectations or fears before we reach the end of the story. Very often, life imitates narrative fiction, not the other way round.

Think about the situations when something so extraordinary and unusual occurs that your immediate reaction is to exclaim: “I don’t get it! It doesn’t make sense! It’s totally impossible! How on earth can this happen?” Your normal canonical preunderstanding of how things usually are is seriously challenged and you cannot figure out how to make sense of the occurrence (or somebody’s action). In this situation we try out different narrative configurations of meaning, different plot models in order to find one that fits, often, by retelling the incident several times until some new tentative understanding - explanation - configuration is established. Then you have produced a new narrative, and consequently, you are ready to go on with your life. As Bruner says (1990), we use narratives to mitigate or at least make comprehensible any deviations from the canonical patterns. And we negotiate meaning with ourselves and others through narratives.

I have a few times made narrative interviews with people who were in the middle of such a personal crisis and thus not yet able to produce a coherent life-story that made sense - or life meaningful or at least comprehensible.

At a later stage - when the crisis has been overcome - it is expressed in the narrative as a turning-point. In our analysis we should be aware of those turning-points and their impact on the construction of the narrative identity. What explanations and interpretations of self and others do they produce?

Frequently, a miserable period or a crisis is retold with the comment, that it was an instructive experience. The narrator ‘learnt something’ and therefore it was worth while in the longer run though unpleasant at the time being. This interpretation - which mitigates the circumstances - is part of the larger metaphor of Life Is a School, a rather common understanding in our culture of life as a constant learning process where we through actions and happenings get more knowledge of the vicissitudes of human plights and intentions. If you meet this in a life-story then try to get hold of what the narrator claimed to learn. 

But change may occur in different shapes. What has changed? The narrator herself or the surrounding world? Changes of the world (technological, moral, material) is a frequent theme in the auto-biographies of older people. Also the relationship between self and others, the individual and the social may be a subject to change in the narrative discourse. When looking at change in the narrative, what then is the accounted cause? How does change come about, is initiated? And is the change a transition to the better or the worse?

When we try to explain emotional states, affects and actions we make use of narrative strategies. The explanation is not causal in the usual logical-scientific sense, but an expression of probability, rhetorically demonstrating a psychological, moral or social necessity. In the narrative configuration the story establishes probability and necessity - narrative causality, that, of course, is context-dependent, pragmatic, and a matter of interpretation. The path we took to the present where we became what we seem to be is experienced differently according to the narrator/interpreter. A life full of troubles and problems may be told as rich, while an apparently ordinary life may be regarded as empty of meaning and devastating.

Any movement may be narrated as empowering, enriching or as en impoverishment. If we  look at personal development in the narrative, it is interesting to se what has changed and what remains the same (e.g. attitudes). 

The Bildungsroman, developmental novel, is a model for many life-stories in our culture.. Here, a central issue is the opposition between stagnation, repression and expulsion on one side, and on the other, the opportunity to get on with life. Can new experiences be integrated without throwing the old ones away? How spacious is the narrator’s conception of life. It must be mentioned that a very tight and coherent composition of a life-story narrative may be defensive against a more complex and colourful vision of the world.

If we return to the different situational contexts in the life-story narrative, those contexts can also be regarded as social communities, and as communities of practice and learning contexts (Lave and Wenger 1991).

In Situated Learning. On Legitimate, Peripheral Participation, Lave and Wenger look at different communities of practice as learning contexts using the model of apprenticeship. Starting as an apprentice you legitimately enter a community of practice, and during your stay you - hopefully - move towards a more central position managing more and more functions. In the end the apprentice himself becomes the master. From this model they developed a relational theory of situated learning. An important point is that all engaged in a community of practice move, learning is interactional. You can use this model for all types of communities, the family, where you learn to be a child and eventually take over the function of the parents when you start your own family, at school where you learn to be a pupil, etc. 

From the point of view of relational learning theory, learning is an activity that takes place in a cultural interactional environment. Transmission of narratives play an important part in the learning environment.

It is very rewarding to regard the different situative contexts in a life-story narrative as learning arenas. Life-story narratives vividly reveal the shortcomings of traditional learning theory. There is much more to it than transmission of knowledge. Analysing the narratives we can see how and what the narrator claimed to have learned in the different communities she participated in. Was the codes and learning processes transparent to the learner? Was she a legitimate participant? How was the interaction? Was the movement centripetal? How was the interaction and the relations? The emotional and psychological well-being in different communities is extremely important, and very much so is the feeling of choice, of having a word to say in opposition to the feeling of being forced. How is the participant recognised? 

The impact of experiences from one learning context to another is evident. Success in a learning context produces empowerment and self-confidence of great significance for later and further participation, while the experience of stigmatization may very well make people withdraw from further engagement in learning. On the other hand, just as former contexts effect the future, it is possible to ‘redeem the past’. In a new site of learning where the participant experiences personal acceptance, possibilities for learning and proof of personal or vocational value, this experience may alter the past and give the individual the courage and self-confidence to engage in new contexts.

The trajectories from one learning context to another are very significant in the analysis of life-story narratives from a learning-perspective. The model of communities of practice is very apt considering the learning experiences in the auto-biographical narrative. In the life-wide perspective the traditional distinction between formal, informal, and non-formal learning is less important. What matters here is the experience of learning.

Life-stories show examples of social inheritance as well as the opposite, when social patterns have been broken. Occasionally, I come across a variant of ‘redeeming the past’ if an individual finds satisfaction in the ability to give to others what she herself was missing, (care, for instance) often in a professional way.

In the development of a life-story the world and horizon may gradually open and widen to the narrator, the ‘playground’ for interaction may increase and she communicates a feeling of being ‘at home’ in a bigger world’, or the opposite, the decreasing, the narrowing down of the sphere of action may be expressed. Fear of complexity, risk and insecurity towards the contingent make some people confine themselves to a very small world where they cut off everything and everybody that seems out of control and that may disturb the routines. The need of symbolic control can be detected in many fields.

Metaphors
Metaphors give an extremely fruitful access to insight in life-story narratives. I do not restrict the term to figurative, ornamentory tropes in the usual sense, but metaphors in a very broad sense as demonstrated in the works of Lakoff and Johnsom (1980, 1986, 1987, 1999). They claim that our minds are embodied and a great part of our cognition is unconscious, and that abstract concepts are largely metaphorical. Consequently, “Much of conceptual inference is, therefore, sensorimotor inference” (1999,20). In perception and experience we make use of conceptual schemas and a large number of primary metaphors we can combine into mere complex metaphors, both poetic and ordinary which we use for reasoning and expression of emotions and experiences. We say for instance in high spirits or feeling down (High Is Up, a metaphor based on bodily orientation), or time flies (Time Is Motion) I cannot grasp what you mean (Understanding Is grasping - based on object manipulation).

Life Is a Journey is one of those very frequent metaphors, and we find the complex varieties in the life-stories. Getting at a position, reaching a destination, to be held back, making progress, standing on your own two feet, feeling balance, jumping from one thing to another. There are numerous examples. We conceive the future to be in front of us, and the past to lay behind. We use container schemas, talking of something being in, out of, on the edge of etc.

As many of those everyday metaphors have a basis is our embodied interaction with the world they are wide-spread across different languages, but of course, there is also a cultural basis for our different concepts and expressions. We should carefully observe the life-story interviews in our respective native languages for their use of metaphors in this broad sense. If the quotations you want to translate into English and finding that the English language hasn’t got exactly this metaphorical expression then present a literal translation of the metaphor in brackets afterwards. E.g. in Danish, a coherent narrative is ‘a hanging together’ narrative.

I find it very rewarding to use this analytical ‘tool’. Unconsciously our use of language and metaphors tell a lot about the way we perceive and conceive ourselves, our world, our interaction, our emotional relations, our life. It reveals the way we consider our life-project, the constraints and possibilities.

When a narrator tells (about her new job) this was again a completely different world (...) I must have felt like a chicken breaking out of the egg-shell (...) I felt like coming home, then she is actually telling of a new community of practice that makes her feel at home in a bigger world. (A genuine learning-process!)

Competencies Related to Active Citizenship
Introduction
I fully support the vision of the Commission staff working paper A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning to be found at the end of the introduction: “Our shared aim is to build a Europe in which everyone has the opportunity to develop their potential to the full, to feel that they can contribute and that they belong.” (p.5)

It comes close to the vision I expressed concluding a Danish research project on Identity, Learning and Democracy based on the analyses of 120 life-story narratives: A vision of “a society in which there is a need for everybody in their individual diversity, where everyone has a responsibility, and can feel it is possible to belong and to have a voice.” (Horsdal 1999 p.198)

Visions - however beautiful - turn into wishful thinking and rhetoric unless we find a way and some realistic means of getting there.

I think learning for active democratic citizenship is a pathway towards this destination, and through this part of the Grundtvig-Socrates Project Active Citizenship and Non-Formal Education we hope to explore some of the means.

Before I go into the analyses of the interviews carried out in Hungary, Finland, France and Denmark a few remarks and reflections on the Memorandum will be expressed.

Comments to A Memorandum
Marchall ( 1950) has been a central reference in most debates on citizenship due to his division  in civil, political and social rights.  Social rights, e.g. health, employment and education benefits, were added to the civil and political rights in order to secure societal coherence after The Second War linked to the development of the welfare states. The aim of this was to achieve social inclusion in favour of democratic values and prevent oppositional participation in extremist, anti-democratic ideological movements.

The transition we are witnessing today to a knowledge-based economy and society on the one hand, and increasing globalization and multiculturalism on the other hand has brought the educational part of the social rights so much into focus that you might be tempted to add “Lifelong learning/ lifewide learning for all” as a necessary new fourth dimension of citizenship rights necessary in order to achieve the double aim of the Memorandum: employability and societal coherence.

However, the increasing educational gap we are witnessing may indicate the sensibility of letting rights to lifelong learning remain within the framework of social rights. Those who are not able to match the learning standards of a knowledge society as far as employability is concerned should not be socially excluded. The educational gap will never be fully bridged but it may be possible to achieve equality in the sense of providing equal access to learning opportunities to all, recognizing individual educational aims, (including learning for personal development), and to improve societal coherence by massive learning initiatives. In this context learning for active democratic citizenship plays a vital part.

A most crucial issue of the Memorandum is the interrelation between the double aim of lifelong learning: to ensure employability an adaptability of the workforce and at the same time to build an inclusive society in which education and training provision is based first and foremost on the needs and demands of individuals.

To put it bluntly, a knowledge society in which  those who do not possess adequate knowledge, skills and competencies are socially excluded and consequently experience social uselessness,  is likely not to remain a democratic society.

Probably, as the Memorandum claims, education is the best way to combat social exclusion (p. 6) as “for much of most people’s lives, having paid work underpins independence, self-respect and well-being, and is therefore a key to people’s overall quality of life”(p.5).

Also the Memorandum acknowledges the need of individual planning: “More than ever before, individuals want to plan their own lives, “ (p. 5) and “People themselves are the leading actors of knowledge societies ” (p. 7). But at the same time you find statements in the Memorandum about the need to “match the changing demands of jobs and occupations” (p.5) and “effective ways to monitor and meet new emerging skills needs - and prevent skills mismatches and recruitment difficulties” (p.12). These aims can easily contradict personal educational goals and “the needs and demands of individuals” (p.4). The opposition between the actual needs of the labour market and individual planning is not always that easy to overcome. Furthermore, “employability is obviously a key outcome of successful learning, but social inclusion rests on more than having paid work”.

As a minimum, provision for and access to learning opportunities necessary for employability for all citizens should be guaranteed in a knowledge society. However, this does not in itself complete the vision of the Memorandum: “a Europe in which everyone has the opportunity to develop their potential to the full, to feel that they can contribute and that they belong.” Though of utmost importance, this is not a guarantee of inclusion, social coherence and active democratic citizenship.

Education is so to speak both a right and a duty - not least in a knowledge society. But lifelong - not to speak of lifewide - learning is not identical to vocational training.

Learning is a social activity. Former experiences of participation in learning contexts - formal and non-formal - determine to a great extend our attitudes towards leaning. We want to repeat positive and successful experiences, and hesitate or abstain from a possible repetition of social failure. Therefore, people with negative early experiences of formal education, very often, need a ‘redeeming’ experience of participation in a very different learning context where they do not feel stupid, stigmatized, socially isolated, but experience some kind of success - both socially and regarding the ability to achieve skills, knowledge or some kind of positive development - before they dare reenter arenas for qualification or updating of skills, not to speak of the necessity to un-learn and re-learn in a knowledge society, as parts of previous knowledge and skills become out-dated.

A wide variety of educational offers and available learning contexts can improve the inclination to continuous learning, and thus act up to the intentions of self-directed learning. A too narrow definition of desirable skills collides with the idea of self-determination. The general attitude to learning is to a very great extend dependent on voluntary participation. Today, people want to take they future into their own hands, to be able to act on purpose, and they do not like to have a plan of action enforced on them by others. The individual acceptance of lifelong learning depends on the possibility to conceive involvement in new learning activities as meaningful.

This is important to have in mind if the statement of the Memorandum is to be fulfilled:

“Everyone should be able to follow open learning pathways of their own choice, rather than being obliged to follow predetermined routes to specific destinations. This means, quite simply, that education and training systems should adapt to individual needs and demands rather than the other way round.” (p.8)

The applied metaphor in the quotation: to follow a pathway of one’s own choice, rather than being obliged to follow predetermined routes to specific destinations” describes an important conceptualisation in contemporary society not only concerning “learning pathways” but the pathways of life in general, individually and socially.

The Memorandum in the discussion of new basic skills briefly mentions some of the important competences we need as individuals in order to navigate in a highly complex society: The ability to participate “as a person with a coherent sense of identity and direction in life” is mentioned, and “[s]ocial skills such as confidence, self-direction and risk-taking are increasingly important, because people are expected to be able to behave much more autonomously than in the past.” (p.11)

I shall return to a further discussion of the social, communicative and personal competences in connection with the analyses of the lifestories. Here, I just want to call attention to the fact that according to my previous research people today, to a great extend, are considering life as a personal project preferably to be succeeded, an interpretation that stresses both personal responsibility - in spite of all constraints - and the process of sense-making.

Self-determination and autonomous behaviour are, of course, social acts. The solitary individual is a contradiction in terms, and our individual future is inseparable from our mutual future.

Active citizenship concerns this double perspective where you can stress the collective or the individual position as complementary, a figure-ground shift, but not eliminate one of the two.

To have a voice and some kind of influence on our personal and common pathways is absolutely essential in a democratic society and presupposes active citizenship. Active citizenship isn’t just about how and in what ways you can become and function as an active citizen but also how you assign this possibility to others.

Competencies for active citizenship for the ability to negotiate meaning, to combat prejudices, and still to accept diversity are very significant in contemporary society.

Basic skills as well as New basic skills (such as ITC) are cultural tools, necessary, but not sufficient. Active citizenship also concerns attitudes and competencies for participation.

The interviews
Narrative and qualitative interviews have been collected in France, Finland, Hungary and Denmark with active citizens, students or participants of non-formal learning sites within the last five years, as described in the section, The Narrative Interview. The sample of interviews consists of the following:


Denmark

Man born 1972

Man born 1972

Man born 1979

Woman born 1972

Woman born 1978

Woman born 1978

France

Man born 1967

Man born 1979 (Morocco)

Woman born 1956 (Madagascar)


Woman born 1964 (Lebanon)

Woman born 1965

Woman born 1966

Hungary

Man born 1957
Man born 1960

Man born 1969

Man born 1971

Man born 1976

Woman born 1967

Finland
Man born 1977 (Rumania)

Man born 1977 (This is not a narrative but a semi-structured qualitative interview)

Woman born 1964

Woman born 1971

Woman born 1980 (Latvia)

One interview from each country was translated into English, but I have been able to read all the interviews except for five of the Hungarian interviews.

The interviewers from the different countries have carried out analyses of their interviews in English following the guidelines from the paper (section) Analyses of the Narrative Interview and the instructions and discussions given at the partner meeting in Paris 6-7th of June this year.

I received the last part of the material for final analysis in the beginning of July 2001. There are rather great differences concerning the length and amplitude of the material. The interviews range from 3 to 22 pages. Though, this is a quantitative distinction, the longer interviews, quite obviously contain more information.

The material proves the advantage of the methodological approach. The life-story narratives illustrate lifelong and lifewide learning in formal, non-formal and informal contexts, the trajectories between different communities of practice, learning contexts and affiliations and the continuous process of sense-making, reflexive identity-work that is one of the challenges of contemporary life (Giddens 1996).

Furthermore, the narrative interview enlightens the understanding of the qualitative interviews. In the qualitative interview opinions and attitudes are expressed, and in the narrative interview we can get an idea about how those attitudes and opinions have developed. The tendency to try to live up to the expectations of the interviewer and expose the ‘nice’ sides may also be balanced by the narrative interview.

As the central aim of this project is to collect knowledge of competencies for citizenship, the double approach is very apt.

First, the interviews from each country will be discussed separately.

The comparability and differences within the sample of interviews from the different participating countries will be considered later in connection with the conclusions that can be drawn from the entire material.

The Interviews from Denmark
The interviewees and their situation:

Man, 22 years, training to be a physiotherapist.

Voluntary work in association to a folk high school

Woman, 23 years, at a teachers college.

Voluntary work in association to a folk high school. Has been politically active.

Woman, 23 years, training to be a nurse.

Voluntary work in association to a folk high school. And a voluntary visitor.

Man, 29 years, m.a. in history and b.a. in drama.

Engaged in voluntary associations

Woman 29 years, supplementing her education as a teacher by qualifications as drama teacher and teacher of immigrants, on parental leave.

Active in schools, has been politically active, active in NGO’s, wants to be active locally. 

Man, 29 years, theologian.

Active in parochial church council and in social work 

I start the analysis with the six Danish interviews. I did not collect the interviews myself, but I have made the analyses. Having analysed 150 narrative interviews from Denmark earlier covering a very broad spectrum of the Danish population this is an extremely fortunate background. The Danish interviews in this sample are quite homogeneous in several respects: The narrators are all young people between 22 and 29 years old. They have told about their lives in great detail, they are all very long interviews. Obviously, an open atmosphere of trust has been established between interviewers and interviewees. The narrators have a common stock of experiences: they have been to kindergarten, spent 12 years in school (‘folkeskole’ and ‘gymnasium’), been rather clever and bright pupils. They have been travelling, had different jobs to earn money, have continued education, formal and non-formal, and they are all active citizens, involved in voluntary work of some kind. Some of them are still studying.

All of them have been to a Danish folk high school. The Danish folk high schools have existed for 150 years. They are residential schools that run 4-8 months’ courses during winter and shorter courses during summer-time. Grundtvig’s ideas have been a mayor inspiration. Concepts like ‘the living word’, ‘freedom and humanity’, ‘being oneself but not self-sustained’, ‘learning for life’, and a con amore principle of learning are central. The schools provide a general broadening education, and one of the underlying thoughts is that the essential factor is not the subjects taught but the people themselves.

The Danish narrators have different backgrounds concerning where they grew up, and which social class their parents belong to, but this is of minor importance in their biographical self-interpretation. Only 50% have experienced a stable nuclear family life.  

“We have been so lucky that our parents did not divorce with the advantages this entails. Our generation is very split-up, when I look around they are either very split-up families or very close-knit, but that’s the way it is.” (M. 1972)
The parents’ problems effect the children quite a lot and take up a rather large part of the narratives.

Two of interviewees are married - to each other - and have a child. The rest are singles.

They all belong to a generation (cf. Horsdal 2000) characterized by the fact that the identity issue is very much on the agenda. Free from old traditional bonds and obligations and constraints they have to find ‘themselves’, that is find a place for themselves to be where they can contribute as the individual persons they are.

Telling their stories they explicitly go over the path of life again, marking out significant events and relations.  “I like to classify my life into bases that have marked out something for me.” The metaphor of a pathway through life is used several times: “I followed some other routes.” (M. 1979)

A contemporary slang expression used among Danish youngsters as a reply when someone feels stuck, moody and bored is: “Get yourself a life!” The remarkable thing is that life is not simply given but understood as something that demands a personal effort, action and responsibility. Among the wide variety of choices the crucial matter is how to make the right choices, and not the wrong ones (take the wrong tracks). This implies the problem of investigating, what is right for you.

To choose and decide between different options has always been part of human existence, but two factors make this quest more urgent today; one is the variety of possibilities (connected to the exemption from cultural traditions) another factor is the demand of continuous development throughout life. Old people preferably stayed close to where they came from and moved only in order to get a position (a steady place in life, a place where you stand). Education and learning was transitory, a means to an end, not and end in itself. Today you have to be on the move all the time, the danger is a halt, a stagnation, to be left behind. The decisions and choices are not all taken once and for all, but maybe just for a period of life.

Life as a personal project, lifelong learning and the reflexive biography are concepts and expressions stemming from a grand narrative of development and (personal) growth. A grand narrative that permeates contemporary society. 

The lifestory narratives may therefore be seen as expressions of continuous learning, acquisition of qualifications, competencies, skills, knowledge and attitudes developed by trajectories of participation in different contexts and communities.

Another aspect is the quest of authenticity, not in the sense of looking for an inner nuclear of the self, but searching for interactions in which you can whole-heartedly employ yourself.

The interaction within the different contexts is not equally promising in this respect. The question of how you fit in to different communities of practice is of utmost importance.

25 years ago, a lot of research on socialisation was carried out. Today this issue is more complex because of our participation in different contexts with different discourses, codes and values and our individual trajectories between them.

It is quite evident from this material that the social aspect of formal education is severely underestimated. The social experience determines the outcome of participation. In this connection it is significant to remember that learning is a social activity. From former research it is quite clear that bad social learning experiences very often make people abstain from continuous education. Even in this sample of very well-functioning young, bright active citizens there are several accounts of unpleasant experiences from formal education, primary and secondary school (folkeskolen), mainly between the age of 12 and 16. Mobbing, teasing, social exclusion, loneliness or just rather poor relations among the class-mates. The narrators here have not been victimized like more disadvantaged pupils whose stories tell of poverty, handicaps, social problems, learning disabilities and racial discrimination. In this sample mobbing may be due to being cleverer, interested in the school work or simply being different.

One of the narrators who spent two periods of her childhood in Kenya and in Zanzibar due to the work of her parents tells about the feeling of being different as a white person in those contexts. But her real social problems start when she returns to a Danish school at the age of 12:

“Then we returned, and then I think I had a crisis. It was not funny to come home, because I was white, but I didn’t fit in anyway (...) But school itself.. I don’t think I could make it out, because I did not really know who I was, and the teachers couldn’t really tackle this, and the social tone they used among themselves in the classroom..it was not just the best of kinds.” (F 1972)

Her solution was to join other communities, be politically active, join sport clubs and jazz ballet.

If people do not feel accepted and recognized they often try to adapt, try to change in order to be part of the community. Children are ready to do quite a lot in order to meet acceptance. But this effort may push them into a role that feels is slightly false or distorted.

“I felt, I was outside this community they had, because I was not with the other boys in the same way. I was not as smart as the others. So then, I have been very lonely, I felt. And had, as I said, got into a role which I wanted to get out of, very much, as I started high school.” (M 1979)

Although, the narrators here are clever and intelligent pupils and students the experiences from non-formal educational contexts - or formal educational institutions where creative activities are highly prioritised - are generally much more positive. In spite of their bad experiences they are all ready to undertake a period of hard school-work and intensive studying to improve their formal competencies and get the necessary qualifications. But this is done without great enthusiasm. 

Also at university level the social environment is strongly criticized in some of the interviews. At several university departments the atmosphere is described as cold, hard and disagreeable. In some cases this may get the student to quit. And even if s/he stays it effects the results of  education. Lots of evidence confirm that the outcome of a learning situation is depending on the social and emotional climate of the interaction in the specific context.

Formal educational contexts are mentioned in a positive way for different reasons: well qualified teachers, evaluation of intellectual skills, creativity and the social environment in some cases. The three years of high school (gymnasium) are named as a “time of identity”, when some lasting friendships developed.

However, “the time of identity” goes far beyond the three years of high school. All of them extend the time for choice and decision of professional life and further education or vocational training. The sabbatical year is a norm, and quite often the different tracks tried out in this moratorium before professional planning is effectuated runs over several years. Yet, this period between 12 years of formal school and the start of a professional education is most certainly a period of learning, in non-formal and informal contexts. Learning in different workplaces, during travelling, participation in various kinds of non-formal education, and learning by leisure-time activities and benevolent involvement.

Of course, some of these kinds of engagements have taken place from a much earlier start parallel to time at school.

It is interesting to see what kind of learning outcome the different kinds of engagements has brought about.

Most of the interviewees have learned to be on a stage, performing drama, music, dance, narration etc. Apart from the fun of creative engagement, this has caused empowerment, and developed the social competence necessary if you have to stand up in front of an assembly or an audience and actively do something where many people are present. This kind of personal and social courage is important concerning active citizenship.

The ability to plan, organise and carry out different activities is another skill mentioned in connection with leisure time activities and non-formal education.

The outcome of travelling is a little more complex. In some cases the contemporary trend among young people to travel abroad - very often to very far destinations - in the sabbatical year after high-school has a rather special and limited perspective: some young people do not travel in order to get to know and to learn about another world, but in order to learn about themselves, get to known themselves better, meeting other travellers rather than the part of the world they are visiting.

If the young people have personal contacts in the areas to which they are going who are able to guide or supply information the outcome is richer. This is also the case when the stay abroad includes work or other kinds of practical participation in the local environment.

Rather early travels, e.g. children who have been to different parts of the world with their parents or school for a longer period of time than just the vacation trips, have had a great impact and developed the sense of diversity and multifarious perspectives.

The young people explore different contexts, places, relations, communities, activities, jobs and educational possibilities mainly to find out who they are and where they belong. After testing out the possibilities they opt out of misleading tracks and qualify the direction of their choices and goals. The dilemma, how long should you give it a try before you quit, is obvious.

The contemporary young individual feels personal responsible. There is only yourself to blame if you waste your life in a wrong place.

A few of the interviewees have received psychological help in connection with personal crises and learned to prioritized themselves in cases of severe parental problems (e.g. a father with an alcohol problem).

The narrators in this sample cannot be blamed of being irresponsible towards others in favour of their responsibility towards themselves. They care about others. They do the jobs they have to do, and they are willing to work hard and commit themselves, but within a limited time-horizon. It is also acknowledged in retrospect that a job - or another commitment - was instructive and worth while although they at the beginning had the feeling of :”What am I doing here?” Fighting obstacles, taking up challenges and other impediments to motion towards further goals are still living metaphors in the self-interpretations of interaction, but the puritan idea of long-term renunciation for a far distant reward belong to older generations.

We must keep in mind that the trajectory between various communities of practice is not limited to linear series of participations. There are all the time contemporary commitments and affiliations to several communities We are at the same time situated in different contexts. And this is not any longer restricted to the division between working life, family life and leisure-time life. The narrators have maybe two jobs at a time, contemporary involvement in different clubs, sports activities, political commitment, voluntary commitment, participation in non-formal education, relations to the wider family, boyfriends, friends, and in half of those cases a split up family and thus relations to their parents new partners, their children etc. In case of serious problems in one or more of these contexts life is easily felt to be complicated, fragmented and difficult.

The folk high school presenting a manageable, coherent and secure world offering absorption, creativity, and at the same time, a close community and freedom to follow individual interests is an obvious opportunity in this situation.

The interviewees chose to spend a period at a folk high school either because such a stay was a family tradition, or because they needed a break away from too complicated situations and relations that are part of their everyday life. The choice is rather deliberate, and many young people work for a period to gather the money for the folk high school course. During there stay they are - almost like when they are travelling to distant destinations - far away from the domestic problems, not only situated in a different context but in one context that involves their entire life for the time being. They are in a close and coherent community 24 hours a day. The folk high school is a mini-society rather isolated from the surroundings and the complicated world outside. This endows the folk-high school with a certain freedom, a freedom that also stems from the absence of examinations and markings they experience in formal education, and this freedom from is combined with the freedom to engage in a wide variety of learning activities according to personal interests and priorities.

However, the dominant claim is that they have to be involved.

Some of the narrators who initiated they stay at a time of personal trouble find this quite difficult at the beginning.

“The first two weeks at the folk high school was like hell, and I was immensely sad. On Wednesday my father was buried, and on Saturday I started the folk high school. That was really coming from one world to another, and I found it totally difficult (...)

But slowly I mowed forward. They were great people. “(F 1978)

All of the interviewees end up being remarkably positive about their stay at the folk high school, but it takes some time to adjust to the new environment.

Four or five months of living together in a close community participating in different learning activities, social events, daily practices as meals with other students and teachers creates several skills, competences and attitudes as well as knowledge gained from the different general topics that are taught.

Tolerance and social skills are developed. And - what is essential in contemporary society - the abilities to enter a dialogue, express opinions, listen to others, consider different points of view and negotiate meaning are strongly qualified.

During the stay the students learn quite a lot about their individual resources, they experience the fun and joy of learning, they make friends, experience empowerment and achieve competences for democracy as a way of life by living together and sharing responsibility. The outcome concerning personal development is unquestionable.

In opposition to the teachers of the folk high school for whom this way of life is all compassing, so to speak, the students try out this context as one among many others for a limited time of their life. A profitable, coherent context, a school con amore in which everyone per definition is a member of the community and you do not have to fight for the right to belong. However, the interviews indicate that smaller groups within the larger group have made their own more intimate communities at expense of the large community.

Without doubt, the outcome and impact of the folk high school courses is positive within the framework of lifelong learning both regarding the aim of employability and of active citizenship.

“And also this experience of the teachers at the folk high school, they used their entire register of resources in order to get a positive result, and this is a super concept. Now, today, when I talk to some of my friends who a studying pedagogic and who want to become consultants in business organisations, they are talking about “human resource management” - and that is exactly what the folk high school has been doing. To build up the entire human being. If you do this, then things will work, then the results will improve.” (M 1972)

Keywords in a knowledge economy of desirable competences are well known in the Danish folk high school tradition: Communicative skills, co-operation, reflexivity, negotiation, initiative and commitment. The competencies acquired at the folk high schools for years and years has been recognized today in other learning arenas, both in some parts of formal education and in working life and organisations. The concept of Grundtvig, the development of the entire human being - however, not for the organisation, but for life.

The dilemma of this difference did not exist a century ago. The future of the students - young farmhands - at that time was their life in their own organisation, the farm. For employees in the industrial age, “life” was mainly outside the organisation, “lived”outside working hours. In spite of this attitude, working life has played a major role in the making of people’s identity. This attitude to work is changing.

The increasing complexity during the last century draws attention to the question of meaning.

The narrative interviews show that vocational life is regaining part of the original denotation. Many young people do not find it satisfactory for a longer period of time to be employed in a job where you must hang your personality outside on a hook with your over-coat. They want to commit themselves, use themselves and achieve something in a job in order to find the occupation meaningful, still, the job is only part of their life and commitment.

A century ago the aim of the folk high schools included the construction of “the people”. By the means of ‘the historical-poetical method’, the narratives and the common praxis the students felt themselves to be part of a larger community, the Danish people, that was the framework of citizenship in this period.

This collective identity plays a minor role today. The contemporary challenge is the personal identity within several co-existing and changing cultures. It is more than ever before of outmost significance to know how to live together in mutual respect of human dignity and diversity. Such social skills are developed at the folk high school, but in some cases the diversity is not very wide, the students are, as the young people in this sample, a rather homogeneous group. Still, the interviews demonstrate great tolerance and openness, values and capacities deriving from meetings with the other in different contexts, travels, the attitudes and values of the parents etc. as well as the stay at the folk high school.

The folk high school today is mainly seen as a free space, a time-space for reflection and personal development to qualify the ability to choose. 

The dilemma between on the one hand doing what you want and on the other hand duties and obligations is part of the self-reflection in several interviews.

“What is a bit spooky about the theological is that “love you neighbour” is an imperative, it is like a duty, and there, I think you should make a halt, because I do not think we push anything forward referring to duty, then, you are using a negative energy and this does not have a good effect. Then, I think you should rather say: I choose to do this, because I want to. The problem is that wanting may be negative, that what you want may be careless. What you want one day may be something else the next day, like you change your underwear...This is not the point, that is that you must be fully and entirely behind what you are doing,” (M 1972)

“Can you force someone to do something - because, what will be the result? In a way I feel that when I have finished this education and I am able to do various things and also want to do various things, well, when there are a lot of schools missing teachers the problem is that most of the students at the college of education say they may well study there, but they do not want to become teachers. The college works as a jumping-off point for something else. You don’t really know what you want - you have tried the university - may be two or three times. This is typical of many of the students at college. What, really, do I think myself? What do I want? We.., maybe you have an obligation towards society. My father always maintained that.” (F 1978)

The polyphonic internal dialogue, the multiple voices in the narratives reveal the reflexive biographical consciousness young people have about who am I and what am I going to be. The ideal is the engaged and committed team-work with a common frame of reference. Expressions like “to have the hearth in this”, “to feel life”, “to burn for the issue” and “to be able to make a difference” throughout the interviews tell something about what those young people are looking for.

Identity is in every one of the interviews defined by relations. Place and region plays no part at all. Each narrator defines her/himself within relationships, communities of identity: friends, family, work-places, voluntary associations etc. 
“I feel at home in the involvement, and in meeting people and being with people. I feel at home with people. I cannot say I feel at home at a certain place, but with certain people.” (M. 1979)

Of course. There are differences according to the definition of “certain people”, sometimes, “people I love”, or “people I like”.

“I insist that I feel at home all the places where I am coming and going, and if I do not, then I stop coming and going to those places.” (M 1972)

We have explicitly asked about identity in the qualitative interviews. The narrative interviews supply the direct answers by accounting more communities of identity than the explicit answers, but the way of responding is prevalent. The personal identity is a dynamic construction shaped by the different relational contexts in which the individual is situated throughout life. In the self-interpretation exposed through the answers to the question mainly positive and significant relations has “shaped” the individual person.

The need of authenticity is understandable in this context. An obstacle to a coherent sense of identity - a necessary precondition for decision-making - is to feel “stuck in unfitting roles”. Also the need for someone with whom you can share experiences from very special contexts, someone who can understand and improve sense-making in special situations is mentioned.

The need for coherence manifests itself in the reflections about the “entire human being” and his/her commitments in the different contexts. The interviewees want to be whole hearted in their commitments to work, education, family life, friendships and voluntary work.

“Before I was young, and now I am a mother - now, I am also a mother. Now I got an extra identity next to what I already am: friend, lover, mother, partner, student etc.

When I am saying that I can use drama in connection to communication that is in order to understand another person, then you need imagination...To be able to see and feel and then to put yourself in the place of someone else, that is incredibly important. At the college of education I just had an examination in democracy and in the democratic processes that the pupils must learn. I cannot help thinking vocationally, and sometimes everything is melting together, the private and personal and the vocational. “(F 1972)

The experience that in personal life “everything is somehow connected” is very important for the process of sense-making, creation of meaning. The active citizens in this sample wants to find coherence and meaning in their individual life, in their vocational life, and in the local voluntary engagements. And at the same time, they expect continuous development and change objecting to stagnation. “No matter where I stand in my life there is something I want to very much.” (F 1978)

The crucial question is: how much can you hold? How broad and spacious can you be? Without losing coherence? This is a key question both regarding the individual and society.

The coherence of society depends on active citizens. Education for active citizenship is thus very much a question of broadening the life-world of the individuals and strengthen their capability of sense-making and coherence.

The broad or narrow frame of the life-world in which one feel committed is excellently expressed in several of the interviews. Active citizenship is defined as “engaging in everything you are in touch with...being present” (M 1972), but “people easily become narrow-minded, soon it is only their own tip of the nose, their own little house, their own little apartment building, because that is enough for them, but I think it is important to get out in the surroundings.” (M 1979).

However, time is a very big problem Lack of time decreases interfaces and possibilities.

“It is a big problem in this age. I think, it is inevitable, I think it is one of the curses of our time, exactly because we have got so many options, and we’ll always feel there is something we haven’t time to do. The danger, of course, is that you go to the other extreme [fall into the other ditch] and search yourself more than necessary, and then that you turn around and say that you’ll only concern yourself with the Danish, or you’ll only concern yourself with your family, or you’ll only concern yourself with your job and that’s it. This is a danger these years, and some people are caught.” (M 1972)

Both the narrative and the qualitative interviews show the attitudes of the interviewees. The six interviews are in agreement with each other to a very large degree. Respect of diversity, anti-racism, environmental conscience are prevailing themes, when values and attitudes are expressed.

“[D]emocracy needs the fundamental ideology that we are all equal - this does not meant that we are alike, but we are equal.” (F 1972)

“People who suffer from so much xenophobia - they just want safety and something which no longer exists.” (F 1978)

“ There are strong forces in the refugee debate I don’t like... political parties that use refugees as an easy victim, somebody you can build an enemy image around, and where you can express very crude statements. I find this ugly and within a historical perspective it is unpleasant because it has repeated itself again and again in history. This way of choosing a group that has to pay for all our problems.” (M 1972)

 They criticise prejudices, populistic policy, passively and lack of interest in what is going on outside your own fence. And they acknowledge that environmental issues must be dealt with in bigger communities than the national frameworks. But bureaucracy is an obstacle in larger organisations and communities ( e.g. EU)

All of the interviewees are very open-minded and inclusive people. Obviously, attitudes developed in a lifelong perspective by different kinds of influence and personal experience. One of the narrators tells redundantly of her grandmother, who taught her so much during their conversations. It is not possible through the interviews clearly to state how the narrators achieved their way of thinking. This is far too complex a matter. However, it is significant that all of the Danish interviewees point to a specific problem concerning active citizenship; the lack of knowledge and political education.

One of the narrators suggests compulsory social studies both in secondary school and all three years of high school. Another one says:

“I think young people today find it enormously difficult to understand what is going on. What is the easiest thing to do for many young people - and it is not because they do not want or do not have an opinion, but sometimes everything gets so abstract that you leave it out and say: “I do not understand this anyway”, and you do not find the energy to study the matter, and then it is easier to occupy yourself with a smaller part. (F 1978)

“Then, this bad consciousness about not being familiar with things, I hear that from incredibly many people, that if you are saying something about politics, then, people say: “I don’t know anything about it.” And surely, there are lots of stuff we do not know about, we cannot overlook everything, but anyhow, we can have an opinion, but then we must be open to learn something different in return. But I think you should stick to this that you do not need to be graduate in political science to discuss politics... as long as you have the openness and can say: “OK, I was not the person who knew most about this matter, but now I know more.” (M 1972)

Several of the interviewees point to the folk high school as a learning site for tolerance, communicative and social skills, emphatic and respectful dispositions and an open mind. But there are in some of the interviews a critique of the school of being too closed in relation to the outside world.

The ideal outcome of education for citizenship in a non-formal context is double: the student realises that this has something to do with me, it is important to me personally, and at the same time s/he gets the previous frameworks and configurations contested towards a broader perspective.

But also the dispositions and self-interpretations of the learning communities must be open for negotiation. 

Different communities assign to their participants different roles. The role of the active citizen in different social communities implies the view of the social individual, the actually social individual human being. In itself, this perspective facilitates the empowerment and initiative that is a precondition for commitment.

“On the other hand, I have no doubts as for when we feel fine. Most people feel bad about being alone, and they feel better being part of communities, and when they feel loved and appreciated by other people. That you now and again may want to act selfish, it may be suffocating, and then you have a right to break out. But I believe we generally feel better in communities, and this is what we fundamentally are aiming at. 

But I also feel you must respect the single individual a lot because, otherwise, I think you’ll end up with suffocating communities. The thing is that what is frightening in our time  that is also the gift. That we are released from a lot of family ties, religious ties, national ties, ideological ties... the question is to accept that we haven’t got those ties you had in different times. Yet, while we are so differentiated it is important to have the basic belief that at some point we want just about the same things...I think there is exactly a quality in this that you just stand as a citizen saying: “No, I am not a member of this party, I haven’t been a boy-scout for 10 years, and I am not a member of the employer’s association, but I am a citizen in this society, and I have opinions, and I vote, and I have lots of views about this society, and I express them”. (M 1972)

The French Interviews
The interviewees and their situation:

Man, 22 years, student of electronic, Baillargues.

Engaged in a social centre/MJC school support

Man, 34 years, payed socio-cultural worker, Cavaillon.

Creator and chairman of an association, connected to a social centre and MJC

Woman, 36 years, teacher, Manosque

Member of the administration council of  MJC

Woman, 33 years, temporary employed at a college, Aigues-Mortes, 

Member of a social centre

Woman 35 years, social worker, p.t. on parential leave, St.Quentin la Poterie

Administrator at a social centre

Woman, 35 years, connected to the mayor, responsible for school affairs, Ville du Port, (DOM (Département d’Outre Mer) de la Réunion)

Responsible for a voluntary association of parents of school-children and member of an association taking care of young people in social difficulties.

The French interviews differ from the Danish in several respects. The non-formal learning context is not Folk High Schools but Centres Sociaux, social centres and centres for culture and young people (MJC). According to a publication from the national French federation of the social centres their creation depends on the voluntary initiative of organizations like the Sécurité social, municipalities, social promoters or groups of local citizens. There is no obligation for private or public services to integrate. The project is always an open negotiation with the various contributors. There are at present 1700 social centres in France, both in the cities and in rural areas. They act as beacons for people to meet and build social relationships and the emphasis can be on social-cultural activities as well as social integration, rehabilitation and health. They are partly financed through public support - especially concerning the administrative part - but the basis of the activities of the centres is voluntary work. Education for staff, workshops and seminars is taken care of by the federation.

Another difference concerns the character of the interviews. During the preparatory phase of a narrative interview as the respondent is told about the context, framing and course of the interview, it is very important that s/he understands what is expected from her/him, as people in general very much try to live up to the imagined expectations of the interviewer. Sometimes the explication of the framework and context of and intentions behind the interviews dominates the scene so that the respondent confine their narrative to what they find relevant concerning this special perspective of their lives and let out the telling of other themes and events considered irrelevant in the present context. This is prevalent in the French sample. The interviews are mostly stories about how and why the narrators became and are active citizens.

So we learn rather little about other sides of their lives such as family back-ground, childhood, private life etc. Those matters are in most cases mentioned only briefly and by incident. However, the narrative interviews situate the protagonist in different groups or in the society. Along their personal path of life they have constructed their identities in the families, and other social communities. By the way of social involvement they further develop their personal identities in confrontation with different groups. 

Also the French sample displays a much greater variety of people compared to the rather homogeneous Danish group, variety as far as age, place of origin, present residence as well as religious background is concerned.
Like the Danish sample the main part of the French narrators have made vocational choices matching their voluntary activities. Several are professionally engaged in educational or social work of some kind. In general the point of departure for social involvement is taken from a personal perspective. Solutions to personal issues and the construction of personal identity through some kind of social commitment in the present environment indicate the general need to create meaning and coherence in the entire life-situation, private as well as professional.

“Now, I’m more involved in a thing, we try to found a parent’s café in St. Quentin. That joins a bit the activity of the parent’s association of the school.(...) And I participate in a commission for little children. Here we have the project to rebuild a bigger nursery.

Here you are, it’s right that this joins my preoccupation to take care about my children. I have been involved in the commission childhood because I have little children.(...) I’ve participated in a seminar about the place of the father. I can also link to my work as well. So this improves as well my knowledge. There’s an interprenetation of things. And besides, I’m interested in it, like to participate in it. So I do it for my personal and professional interests.” (f. 1966)

All the narrators are convinced that it is through a group or a community that one can make things happen. All of them want to do something for others, and many incidents of their involvement is directed towards people who need special help. Attentive attitudes towards the needs of others and expression and defence of values in respect of others are reappearing issues.

The ability to help others may have a therapeutic function. The woman quoted above says:

“I started to get involved in the social work, it’s always the same, because I wanted to help others. Besides, there are more personal motivations that can be subconscious. Especially for social workers. Well, that I have treated a bit during my psycho-analysis. Perhaps...And then, I wanted to help others and to be useful. The feeling to be useful in the work you do. Global that’s it.”
A young man who was born in Morocco and came to France at the age of 9 by a family reunion with his father who had been working there for several years tells how his ability to help others makes himself stronger. Besides repaying the support he got in the difficult times when he as a child came to France and didn’t know French and felt very lonely, the active support given to others is an empowering learning process.

 
“First of all, I have learned how to help. This has motivated me in my studies. It’s also that. It has motivated me to succeed in other respects of life. To be more strong.” (M. 1979)
The young man who previously participated in mounting climbing projects with young people from all over Europe as citizenship training expresses a dream of taking young people on a tour to Morocco. Behind this idea we find the wish to contribute to the community by the means of personal, individual resources. Indeed, a personal aim for very many people.

In the narrative of the woman from Réunion the therapeutic aspect of active citizenship is mentioned explicitly several times. The larger perspective minimizes the personal problems, and the sense of empowerment by active commitment and the opening of the personal sphere is obvious.

“I also think that you cannot live in a town without interfering with the social, cultural and economical life, if you don’t, you live selfishly, and I don’t want to do that.

It is a bit of therapy in itself to turn towards the others, to be in front of the others, our own problems disappear confronting the difficulties of the families, violence, aggression, the children, that are the only persons in the families to raise through education as their parents who do not work finally give in as an injustice.” (F. 1956)

She got involved in a group of parents in the school of her own children, she took up responsibility and engaged in voluntary work and fought the authorities for 17 years. She has struggled to make parents take more active part in their children’s future, to make youngsters be active and take their projects into their own hands. She has worked with young drug addicts and families with social problems. She has now been asked to join the municipality as a delegate for school affairs. This position considering her personal background with no formal education from Madagascar illustrate the empowerment of active citizenship, and she is seriously reflecting the responsibility and confidence it entails.

Empowerment and self-confidence develops through participation. She says:

“I have learned everything thanks to my benevolent engagement, I could grow and develop along with my children and therefore understand them better. I think, the two most important things are that my engagement in voluntary work allowed me to gain the confidence of others and finally to get confidence in myself, and this is significant especially thinking of my childhood at Madagascar measuring the path I went.” 
Her path has taken her a long way. She has been living several places, also in France, and her metaphors invoke “feet” rather than “roots”:

“I’ll simply tell you, that very often people complain of being uprooted, but I, in every place where I have been living, I have taken everything at this place, and it was enriching, and I have no regrets, and I have always walked ahead, that is, learning from other people, from other ways of doing things, from other cultures, and I have never returned backwards.”

The mobility and ability to go on, get on and open towards a bigger world is a redundant theme in the interviews of active citizens. All of the interviewees have lived in more than one place. They have all been moving, either between different residences in France or abroad, or travelling in different countries. This has definitely contributed to a wider framing and a broader and more versatile perspective.

Accordingly, we also find a critique of narrow-minded and enclosed attitudes parallel to the Danish sample.

“I feel good with people who have a rather open and tolerant spirit (...)Well. People who have been travelling, who have been moving, seen different things, having a certain maturity, a certain open spirit, a certain tolerance facing difference. In fact, what makes problems in this world that is difference, that is ignorance of the other who is different.(...) It is necessary to reflect, analyse, criticize, take and reject. But, many people are not capable of doing this. Because they are living in a rather narrow world, they do not want to open. And then. They repeat and perpetuate what they have been shown.” (F 1968)

This quotation is part of a heartfelt defence of the multifarious, of diversity and mixing by a woman who is herself an example of this.

“ My parents have actually different nationalities. My mother is Turkish, my father is Lebanese. My mother is Christian, my father is Muslim. And I have always grown up in this spirit of a mixture of cultures, a mixture of races and of nationalities and a mixture of religions. This is for me, I think, a great gift, and an opening of mind and a tolerance that is important especially as I have been living in Lebanon, the war, the religious conflicts and we have been protected, my brothers and I against all those conflicts and all this brainwash thanks to my parents, thanks to this mixture of nationalities and religion.”

She considers herself a citizen of the world, not belonging to a fixed group and without roots. She doesn’t support the differences created between human beings due to nationality or colour as those distinctions leads to discrimination. However, she admits this to be an idealistic point of view. She has been working with integration of immigrants, teaching French and facilitating contact between school and parents, and she has not herself the status of citizenship in France in spite of her long residence. She went to school in France when she was 15, but has been living in other countries as well. Her attachment to the centre social is rather peripheral contrary to most of the narrators.

The interviewees who are closely connected to the local centre social or MJC express how their voluntary engagement in their present community and region entails a local anchorage. They experience that a sense of belonging or rootedness in the new community is established by their voluntary activity as citizens. They are determined to invest something in this place and do something to improve or maintain things in this area. 

“I have been working until now at Bouches du Rhöne and it is the first year I finally became a teacher in this region (Les Alpes de Haute Provence). Living here, 8 km from Manosque in the country-side the MJC allows me to establish a tie and that is rather important for me, with this place where I am living, it is a way of keeping an anchoring as I am living in the country, and I really have a need to do something in this town to feel a bit at home.” (F 1965)


“From 18 years old I never really stayed anywhere for a long time. Now, it’s the first time that I really settle down and get involved in a village. That represents a sort of personal base/ anchorage.(...) Let’s say, for example, concerning the social centre, I said to myself, this place is beautiful. The village St. Quentin is very dynamic. Well if you want to participate. I think about all the people here. There’s a dynamic in the village, there are a lot of associations, people are very dynamic. That’s what pushes you to get into action as well. But I said to myself as well: “If we want to preserve this place, this social centre, we have to get involved as well. Because, things never stay the same just because of Holy Spirit’s protection.” I said to myself as well: “If you think that this place is good, you have to participate to make it continue.”“ (F 1966)

This narrator talks about the local activity and participation in opposition to an attitude as a mere consumer of things. And this concept is also used by the former narrator:

“It’s true that this is giving me the feeling of affiliation to a community that I don’t think I would have had just being a consumer of activities or arrangements organised by the MJC.”
The interviewees who find a connection and affiliation through their activities as local citizens thus combine an open mind, a mobility and readiness for change with a temporary settlement. An exception from this is the young man of Moroccan origin. He should like to stay where he is now for the rest of his life. He is afraid of the many problems in big cities and prefers his village even though this limits his educational options. The trajectory from Morocco to France and the consequent crisis full of frustration and loneliness until he found a social integration through his involvement in MJC constrains his mobility.

Several of the respondents who have been moving to distant and very different regions and cultures speaks of the experience of loneliness as very traumatic.

The active participation in the local community has another dimension. It implies that the ideals of a good life, “the beautiful discourses you have in your head” - as it is expressed in one of the interviews - are confronted with reality in discussions with other people, and maybe some small part of it actualized in a mutual world.

The visions are contested in dialogue, and maybe partly externalized in a common practice for instance by starting up an association or joining existing organisations. Active citizenship is thus to a large extend learned in practice. The transformation of the isolated and impotent frustration in front of the TV, the powerless feeling that things are not as they should be, to the open discussion and dialogue and consequent action to try to change things on a small and concrete level in a community, fighting for an actualizing of a small part of the former private utopia.

Externalization and actualization of visions of a better life - even on a very modest level - in a local community implies a highly attentive attitude from the administrators of the social centres and the involved municipalities. This issue, and problems in this respect, takes up quite a lot space in the interviews. Personal qualifications and attitude of leaders, bureaucratic problems and the division between paid and voluntary work create frustration. The interviews differ concerning the question of support and an attentive attitude from the social centres. In a few incidents the narrators had negative experiences of insufficient cooperation. Also the question is raised if we like the donkey need a carrot in order to move, or money to do things to help others in favour of the community.

But also lack of the necessary - often financial - resources to make an effort in areas of obvious need is a prevailing theme.

Nevertheless, in general the interviewees are remarkably willing to go through with things, struggling for their aims in spite of several defeats. Learning active citizenship in concrete action in communities of practice is empowering and sustains personal development.

The social centres are mentioned as a framework for various activities: Music, a café for parents, school assistance, assistance and support of immigrant families, integration of young people, support concerning social problems, cultural exchange, theatre, courses and workshops.

Also in the French material we find an engagement with issues such as racism, exclusion/ inclusion, social integration, environment, tolerance, respect of others similar to the Danish material. But some new issues is given weight such as social injustice, equality, the importance of the children’s future. More of the persons interviewed mentions the problems of people’s self-subjugation due to authoritarian attitudes and lack of skills and competences to take action in their own lives. 

Communicative skills, and frameworks to give room for dialogues are important.

“For me it’s important to protect a certain plurality of voices. Of voices that you can hear against a standardisation of mind as well in a cultural as in a political context. I think it’s important to express different voices.(...)People don’t think that they can do things on a local level. They behave like consumers and like fatalists or defeatists. They say: in every way it’s useless, power is far from us. They have the impression to be in a big machine that makes them powerless. That also brakes the action. I did feel like that as well. But by reading or discussing with others, by participating in the summer university last year, I found something...Well, you can say that an action or to make you conscious you can decide not to be passive. Well, you can try to get into action to defend your thoughts and then you see if it’s possible or not. At least you don’t give up.” (F 1966)

The Hungarian interviews
The interviewees and their situation:

Woman, 34 years, official lecturer for the local government. Working at a culture house.

Man, 27 years. Music teacher

Man, 44 years. Entrepreneur, vine-grower (he was a candidate for the mayor’s post).

Man, 41 years. Blacksmith. President of the local Roma Minority Government.

Man, 30 years. Bio-gardener. Member of associations.

Man, 32 years. Television editor. First a student of, later a teacher of a folk high school.

The Hungarian sample mainly include successful, active, ambitious people whose narratives of their personal carriers and initiatives have contributed in some way or another to their local communities. They are outstanding people in a climate of resignation, inertia, and passivity. The prevailing passivity and lack of initiative is not as in some of the stories from the Western European countries, a consequence of being consumers in a well-fare society, but rather a reaction to 40 years of dominance of the Soviet Union and the resigned mentality this history entailed concerning the issue of active citizenship.

During the communist period civic or political education has been taken place only within the framework of the communist party.

The Hungarian partner János Sz. Tóth makes the following statement in his “Remarks upon the characteristics of the Hungarian model of active citizenship”: “The Hungarian citizen model’s characteristics are the strong individualism and the hunting explosion of hidden “community oriented” attitude, especially during the periods of socialism, when the total personal responsibility was lost, the subjection of subject citizen and of his/her apathetic relation to the public community issue has been flourished.”

In a paper: “Lifelong Learning of All: Strategies for the Creation of a Learning Society (Summary version of the report produced in Hungarian), he brings forward this argument: “Another significant aspect is the lack of citizenship training in the past fifteen years, or the lack of the practice of what was traditionally called - evoking bad memories - as political training, except for some remarkable attempts in this field.”

The Hungarian Folk High School Society of which János Sz. Tóth is managing president, has as its aim to provide not only vocational skills but also civic education and public life orientation.

The Hungarian folk high schools are not residential schools as is the Nordic countries. They are providers of daily non-formal courses or discussion groups from ten workshop sessions, or lectures up to three weeks or three month’s long courses. Programs are carried out by part time or volunteer tutors and the form of organisation is association or public foundation, which hire classrooms in churches, libraries or in community centres or in private houses. In all Hungarian folk high schools there are activities similar to Nordic study circles in practice. There are small residential facilities and little full time staff in some folk high schools. But mostly it is kind of non-profit voluntary activities.

The Hungarian Folk High School Society was established in 1988 as a renewal and revival of historical antecedents in Hungary in the 30'es following Nordic traditions. I quote from the booklet of the Hungarian Folk High School Society (2000):

“Folk high schools were included in the Act of 1997 on Adult Education. Considering the number of membership and the range of activities, the Hungarian Folk High School Society is the larges such network-like organisation.

At the time of political changes, folk high schools considered the establishment of a democratic public life as their ultimate goal. With drastic rise in unemployment, the Hungarian Folk High School Society started to focus its activities on social integration and reintegration. Thus our aims at general education were linked with the transfer of practical skills (training of farmers, entrepreneurial and computer skills, foreign language teaching, supplementing formal education, social work, etc.).

In the past few years, the experts and member organisations of the Hungarian Folk High School Society developed a number of specialised training direction (specialised training school for young people, remedial training for functional illiterate Roma people, specialised training for long-term unemployed agricultural workers, etc.)”

Regarding the Hungarian context of active citizenship, it should also be mentioned that the study European Training Fund Employment and Labour Market in Hungary (1999) estimates participation in adult learning at a strikingly low level (around 6.2%).

Five of the six of the interviewees in the Hungarian sample have relations to the folk high schools as participants, contributors or organisers of courses or activities. The general impression is that folk high school participants are rather active at the same time. That it correlates to each other. However, it isn’t possible from this material to conclude any kind of causality - one way or the other.

The stories of personal initiative and career in local communities must be understood within this framework. The narrators are outstanding individuals, eager to learn to improve their competencies and qualifications, active entrepreneurs with an autonomous and independent attitude engaged in the economic, cultural and social flourishing of their local community.

A striking feature of the interviews is the question of identity and local anchorage. In opposition to the Danish interviews, the Hungarian respondent define themselves regionally, by affiliation and belonging to a certain place.

“By telling the story of my life, I would like to make it clear that I am a typical Zemplen county citizen living in a small settlement of Hegeyalja, since all that has ever happened to me is strongly linked to this area of the country.” (F 1967)

Concerning her involvement with the settlement as “Culture House Katika”, as she is named locally, she characterizes herself in relation to the local government ( and the mayor) using family metaphors: “ Our relationship is more of a partner-type. This has something to do with the fact I am a kind of housewife of the village, a hostess at significant events.”  The personal identification with a place and a community bear almost connotations of a feudal origin.

Another respondent says:

“Everyone has a village where they were born, where they grew up, where they spent their childhood. They are attached to this place. Just like people have fathers and mothers and know they belong to them.” (M 1957)

Expressing the local identity as just as natural as the affiliation to biological origin, the attachment to a place is heavily underlined.

All of the narrators express an explicit praise of their natural surroundings, the beauty of the mountains, woods, rivers, and wine-yards.

Consequently, there is very little mobility in this sample compared to the French and Danish interviews. One of the narrators also mentions the hope that his children shall to be able to live in the same area.

A common theme is the interest in traditional folk culture, literature, and history, crafts etc., and the attitude that the values of local culture should be preserved. The participation in associations and non-formal learning is often linked to preservation of traditional local culture. This, in combination with increased local entrepreneurship has as its aim that “the region could become a veritable paradise” ( M 1971)

Home is a place, and the local patriotism implies that the activity of the interviewees is very much focussed on the prospering of their own community.

In general, active citizenship has it’s focus on the immediate (contemporary) surroundings, but very often with a wider perspective in the horizon. Both in the French and in the Danish material there are examples in the interviews of narrators who through their local activities have found a way on a small and realistic scale “to change the world”. What is at stake in the Hungarian material is on the one hand the absence of mobility, and on the other hand the relative absence of engagement in the wider perspectives. Rather, you get the impression of a revitalization of a traditional, independent and self-sufficient world.

A striking feature is the absence of global issues in the material. The exception is a bio-gardener. To the question of the most significant and topical questions of our time, he answers:

“If we take the global level, it is over-population, pollution, modern armaments, and new types of diseases. On the individual level, it is the aimlessness and alienation of young people, this impersonal world, another problem is older people becoming lonely or the over-exploitation and manipulation of people. 

We should not try to change the world by all means, we should act and try to help within the small units of the world, locally.”
He has turned his farm into a community training centre. He wants his family-life on the farm to “be of model value to others, which, in our given situations, could assist as many people as possible in having a look at the world from outside.”  He should like people to see and act on “social problems emerging beyond their families and their own existence”, and thus, he is expressing an openness that has as an ecological equilibrium as its point of departure. Still, He is also advocating autonomy that “We should go back to self-sufficiency”. 

In the other interviews the focus is limited to the immediate local context, neither environmental issues or the questions of racism, cultural diversity or tolerance, except from the point of view of the ethnic minority that is expressed in the interview with the president of the local Roma Minority Government.

Discrimination is a redundant theme of his narrative: 
“His ‘brown complexion’ determines everything, including his relation to the world, and the relation of the world to him”. “Gypsies can’t find employment in their profession”. “They give jobs for people coming from the next village instead.” “The colour of my skin is the problem.” “There were such problems as they didn’t want to give us the keys for the community centre.” (M 1960) 

“They” designates the non-Roma world, an outside world within a local world. Beyond doubt, he has bigger obstacles to fight to make his ethnic community flourish compared to the Hungarian narrators. Non of the other interviews mention the Roma population. However, his values and attitudes are quite similar to the Hungarian respondents, prestige of work and aptitude, importance of solidarity, family in the centre, love of nature, independence. Also his critique of the indifference of other people, lack of education and skills, apathy and impotence are recurrent subjects in all of the narratives. His difficulties with authorities is another topic of his narrative, resembling the critical comments towards politicians in most of the interviews.

“Active citizens are mostly to be found in non-governmental organisations, but of course you can be an active citizen independently as an individual. I wouldn’t expect to find active citizens among politicians or on similar levels. Active citizens are open, well-informed, emotionally and mentally well-balanced people.” (M 1971)

“It would also be important to stop this dogs’ comedy in national politics among parties. Parties should not deal with each other but should start to collaborate and consider the interest of the country.” (M 1957)

“Most people are disappointed in the change of the political system. There are no forces anymore, but opportunities narrowed down. Lack of money and the uncertainty made people introverts, though solidarity and the creation of community groups are the most important thing these days. Realising political promises and encouraging common sense should also be of great importance. Unfortunately, the thing is that bringing up active citizens can only happen through having models of them. One person may be enough in a village community, at least in terms of starting up. Formal politics should give more inspiration to these people.” (F 1967)

Within the frame-work of the Hungarian history where self-determination for a very long period was out of the question, the claim of independence, autonomy, and a bottom-up approach is very understandable. Also, the decline of jobs leading to a bigger engagement in the former secondary means of subsistence at the small farms (wine-growing, goats, crafts) sustains a traditional place-bound identity. On the other hand, the confinement of a community spirit to the local setting could be dangerous from a democratic point of view in world of growing dynamics and interdependences that calls into attention the question of openness, tolerance and accept of diversity. Some of the interviews may suggest an essentialistic way of thinking.

In some of the interviews with younger citizens the personal professional success due to talent, creativity and continuous learning determines the interpretation of active citizenship. Limited to the personal achievement and mainly professional competencies the relationship between the individual and society is not articulated beyond their immediate contexts. Their narratives suggest the genre of a development story (of lifelong learning and achievement). One of them has adapted the view of reincarnation in spite of his Calvinist background that prolongs the development ad infinitum.  

“Each rebirth is a new stage of development. This is why we are different. When young souls come down to this world, they do both good and bad, but they always learn something. This is how they proceed towards perfection.” (M 1969)

His narrative thematize the question of authenticity, the significance of doing what you really like to do, of self-fulfilling commitment that was also found in several of the Danish interviews. He is a television producer with a special interest in art both at a local and at a national level. His father was a school director, a local priest and organiser of a community, but he has found his own communities, among professional circles and friends from the folk high school environment.

Even this creative and ambitious young man is talking of traditional country life as fascination. When he is very much fed up with the town, he thinks he should make a living by raising goats and growing vine at the peasant house he inherited from his grandfather, which is a place of escape for him.

The interviewees have in common a certain more or less strongly marked scepticism towards modern urban life. 

“Everything is going in the direction of materialism. This tendency should not be given rise here. Work, religion, community life, family, holidays and a peaceful home have been the 

most important values here for centuries, but now they seem to go away. Both the poor and the suddenly became rich are suffering from this. To prevent this phenomenon in a way that the values of the New World would still be able to stream in is a huge task. This is crucial to a successful future.” (F 1967)

But some of them also mentions the social control and self-sufficiency of the village attitude as a problem. One of them who experienced a stop in his local political carries due to a divorce - an experience that made him more introvert - is saying:

“People from Tolcsva like to have an axe to grind (fry their own juicy meat), they are proud and not interested in other people. The other thing is that people are afraid of being ‘weighed in the scales’. People are very much conscious of other people’s judgement by others, of what other people think about them. It holds especially true in a village. I told you about my divorce, it was one of the reasons for the end of my activity in public life. People here go to cast their votes and pay taxes, that’s all they know about citizens’ duties.” (M 1956)

This narrator who was a candidate for the mayor’s post, is rather hesitating and tentative towards the question and definition of active citizenship in the qualitative part of the interview:

“It is not really familiar to me, but I suppose it is somebody who is involved in community matters as well. Somebody who devotes time and energy to others. Somebody who undertakes to become a public figure and to go out in the limelight. But in the wider sense, apart from taking a leading role, I think it means anybody who follows public life with attention, an attends such events, either as a participant or as an organiser who invites others. Members of non-governmental organisations do this. But it is not common practice yet hereabouts.”

Another of the respondents is saying:

“This concept (AC) is not widely known here, the notion of a public person sound a bit suspicious due to the past decades. For all I know, active citizen is someone who never feels subordinated whatever community he/she is in. One who feels to be equal in human relationships. At the same time, an active citizen should not be satisfied by his/her own self-expression, but care about others”. (F 1967)

One of the interviewees only considers professional competencies and their efficient practice as the criteria of active citizenship.

Active citizenship is most certainly a contested concept, a ‘floating signifier’ in the terms of discourse analysis negotiated and re-negotiated according to various contexts. 

The general impression of the interpretation of active citizenship according to the Hungarian material is that of an individual in a small community whose initiatives and engagement (very much including professional engagement and entrepreneurship) allows him or her to function as a role-model in the community and to contribute to the economic and social life of the community. This person is eager to learn - in a lifelong perspective and to encourage learning initiatives for the benefit of others in the local area.

In one of the interviews in which learning has the impact of facilitating the movement “up” and “forward” (“To strive for success, to learn in order to reach a higher rung on the social ladder.” “I am pleased if I can move things forward.”) the Hungarian partners in their analysis deduce the following competencies from the narrative: Wish to learning, creativity, entrepreneurial spirit, organising skills, variety of interests, orientations, the ability to see and seize opportunities, the ability to change thing, and ambitiousness. The analysis states that “his individual and personal contacts hardly extend to wider contexts beyond his direct micro-community, and in respond to this the following problem is presented:

“The competencies listed above could all be included in the competencies of active citizenship. Active citizenship could be conducted in a lot of setting. These settings could be divided as the inner settings of “I” (as a system of conditions), the setting of face-to-face relations, micro-community settings etc. These settings expand almost in concentric circles towards other systems of the community and public life. It can be presumed that skills and competencies gained in smaller sub-systems enable an individual to be a competent active citizen in more comprehensive systems as well. However, it is not absolutely necessary/or possible to convert these competencies from one setting to another, and to use them there as well. Non-formal adult education can lay the foundations for competencies in individual and small community settings. The question is how these competencies can be transferred to the larger, classic systems of active citizenship.”

From my point of view, the transferring of competencies in individual and small community settings to larger contexts is only part of the problem. One other aspect is the whether or not an individual is at all interested in or motivated for an engagement in a larger world. The outcome of previous research in Denmark suggests a correlation between identity and affiliation and participation. The line between the context(s) in which you feel at home and the world outside and beyond, the foreign you cannot identify with, where you don’t belong, this line is a limit of both affiliation and active participation. You might be mowing in foreign contexts, but not as active participants trying to co-determine the future of those contexts through participation and negotiation. You threat in foreign land as a visitor without having a say in the shaping of this land. To be actively involved and to feel responsible, you need to be able, partly, to identify yourself with a larger community.

Another aspect concerns the concept of the concentric circles. This perspective fits a stable world where relations and people stay where they are. From this conceptual framework there are closer or more distant communities (local - regional -national - European - global) constituting a relative “us” and “them” (designating the Other) ranging from the neighbour to the people on the other hemisphere. But our world and our affiliations and identity-creating relations are not that fixed and stable anymore. That is why the identity side of citizenship must be regarded as multiple in a dynamic sense. The consequently increasing complexity calls new competencies into focus. Competencies for openness towards change, mobility and diversity. And for democratic negotiation in various community settings.

No doubt, the entrepreneurial and organising skills in favour of a community and the consciousness of individuals outstanding in their communities displayed in the Hungarian interviews are very valuable and necessary in the local societies facing the present difficulties. Nevertheless, the danger of the rather narrow contexts with it’s focus on revitalization of traditional values is an underlining of the attitude of “us” vs. “them” along with the obvious empowerment by an increased self-confidence, individually and locally.

The interviews from Finland
Man, 24 years. Teacher, Rumania

Woman, 21 years. Student, Latvia

Woman 37 years. Auxiliary nurse, supervisor at a vocational school, member of associations.

Woman 30 years. A wide range of educational and creative experiences and several jobs.

Man 30 years. Full-time officer at Metal Workers Union, member of the Social Democratic Party.

All the respondent have been students at Finnish folk high schools. The folk high schools are similar to Danish folk high school residential colleges, but they are also offering day-time courses and formal as well as non-formal education.

One of the Finnish interviewees is a young man from Rumania who participated at a course at the folk high school of Västre Nyland. He plans to stay in Finland, and his narrative is an example of the meeting of cultures, his Eastern European background and the Nordic contemporary context.

His narration and answers are strongly polyphonic, even sometimes contradictory, why the clash of values appears as a clash of voices. In spite of the expressed self-confidence the interviewee is evidently struggling with the issue of identity. This is also indicated by the repeated metaphoric expressions such as “I had to find my own way”, “I had to find a way”, “it helped me to find a meaning in life, to find my own way”, I had to start a new life here.” “Perhaps I am the kind of person who has to start newly.” 

His story reveals a personal conflict with his father who was drinking and died from cancer. This background and the fact that he was a rather shy and very intelligent child does have an impact of his self-interpretations and reflections. However, the conflicting values in his narrative should not be interpreted only from the point of view of individual psychology but also due to the intercultural complexity. 

The polyphony within the interview and the issue of identity comes forward in full daylight as the respondent is asked the question in the qualitative interview: “Where do you feel at home?” He answers:

“Oh! Oh God! That’s a question. I think I feel at home where I find a reason to live. It is not associated with a building. If I have a purpose, even a short time purpose. I am adaptable. I feel at home when I have something to do that makes me feel useful. If I think what I call home, then I think it is always the house where I grew up. When I say I go home, I think, I mean that is the most deep meaning, the house where I grew up. I have a lot of memories out of that and things, physical memories. Wherever I go, I find something that will make me useful so I feel home.”
Two discourses are struggling within this passage: One that defines ‘home’ by purposeful commitment where ever this might be, and another in which memories make ties to his childhood.

He has literally found his own way, and left something behind, which is difficult. And at the same time he carries along with him former attitudes and opinions that are challenged and contested within a new framework.

An élitist way of thinking and pride is part of his ‘luggage’, an attitude in conflict with a more egalitarian view.

“In 1993 I started working. That gave me a different view. Before, I did believe that the intellectuals should rule the country, to some extend I still believe that. But during my work I met people who were not intellectuals but they knew what should be done, simple people who had little education but wanted to change the country. Now, I don’t make a difference any more, I also like to be with fewer educated people.

During communist regime we felt the intellectuals were special. Because during communist time more practical things were valuated, as the propaganda of the working class etc..(...) I identify with the upper class, I still see the world in classes. I treat people differently, I try to change, but it is somehow deep in me. I think here (at the folk high school) I have behaved friendly. For me the title is very important. When I became a teacher, I was so proud, then I was called ‘professor’, we do so in Romania, we call a teacher ‘professor’. Well, I hope I will change” (M 1977)

His appreciation of traditional, local, countryside culture - in opposition to the “USA’s cultural imperialism (Mc Donald)” is an ‘inheritance’ he has in common with the Hungarian respondents.

“My childhood is mainly connected with the country side. I prefer even today smaller areas, with something green around me. I enjoy the nature. In the countryside I started going to church. I have a respect for religion. I have questioned the existence of God, now I believe there is some power, higher than us. I respect religion, and celebrate the religious feasts as family holidays. I felt and feel very close to traditions. People in towns, in bigger cities, they don’t have those traditions anymore as the countryside still has. I think it helps me to understand other people’s traditions.”
His grandfather who took care of him when he was a child, has been and still is his role-model. He is mentioned many times in the narrative, thus, also in connection with the complex issue of identity.

“I am so an individualist, somehow, I have come to believe, I am my own identity. I know that there were things that influenced my identity. I cannot be proud of my country, to say I am Romanian, that doesn’t mean anything. I feel part of a large culture. My grandfather, I would like to identify with him, but I have a lot to learn until then.”
He realized, that he today could be of help to his grandfather who is getting old and is rather sick. But the old man has told him, that he understood his decision to stay in Finland “and he told me to do what I want”.

Asked to define human nature, this young man point to five characteristics: love, rationality, communication, greed, and envy. He is trying to do what he wants and also considers himself able to get it. Admitting an ability for subtle manipulatory skills in order to obtain certain goals, he has also been using those capacities in favour of others.

“What I then did was to educate people in civics. We organised meeting for people with the local civil servants. It was difficult, but the people were not used to talk to the civil servant. It took time, slowly they started to talk. I am proud that I was a part of building the civic society in Romania. That gave me a lot. I used sometimes my position to get what I wanted. It was never bad things. When we needed money for an activity, for example when we needed a stage for children to play. I could use my position to get money for them. I used it also to get discounts for my friends. (...) Even her, I do a lot of lobbying. I organised a study visit for a group of Romanian students, and I still get what I want, I think...”

The interview contains the same global issues that we find in the Nordic and French interviews:

He stresses the importance of participation in democracy, human right, environmental issues and fighting discrimination and racism. Maybe - this is explicitly stated concerning environment - some of this was learned during the stay at the Finnish folk high school. Also, concerning active citizenship the answers are quite similar to the general discourse of Nordic folk high school students.

The conflicting voices in his interview exemplifies a transition between rather different contexts and frameworks. The narrator is negotiating the different values but has not arrived at a reconciliation. He is open to continuous learning, insight and reflection and aware of impact of the different learning arenas in which he has been situated, formal, non-formal and informal not least the folk high school.

Another interviewee from the Finnish sample is a young woman from Latvia who also joined the European Studies Course at the folk high school of Västra Nyland. 

She describes herself as very self-determined from an early age. She has been dancing, playing violin, and very early she joined the European Movement and many Non Governmental Organisations. Her sense of identity is more coherent compared to the Rumanian student:

“Somehow, I have the feeling my life has been like a chain, things have happened, decisions I made, have always led to something, even if I did not know this when I made my decision.” (F 1980)

She was only a child at the time of transition in Latvia, and her grandfather returned from Siberia:

“When I was nine there was a big change in my life, something happened that opened my eyes, I saw for the first time my grandfather - I do not have many relatives. My grandmother was not at home, so she could not be sent to Siberia, but grandfather was... 

When I stated to go to school it was the beginning of independence, the dangerous time was over. 

My parents told me what many parents did not tell their children. I knew what was going on. In my home we talked about the past.”
She claims that in general, the new generation in Latvia does not have the tie to the past.. They are mainly interested in money and do no see why one should struggle. She is strongly advocating knowledge, education, political knowledge, improved access to books and internet as well as informal learning, political and civic activity. She wants to continue her own studies at Bruges (College for European Studies).

She defines her identity as multiple: “I have so many identities”. Relations to family and friends, the contexts of her NGO activities, the European Movement as well as her home town and home country.

“I am very proud that I can say I come from Cesis, a famous Agricultural School is 
there. I associate myself with Cesis, the town’s culture and historical background, that mean very much to me. I am also proud that I went to school there, it is one of the best schools in Latvia. This gives me self confidence.”
She is negotiating the question of national belonging, cultural identity and the need to be of use:

“I love Latvia, I would not emigrate, but the most important are people who understand me and I understand them. I could live on an island if I would have a computer and Internet, so I could communicate. It is important to communicate. I want to be useful, if I can be useful somewhere else than in Latvia, I would feel at home in that place. I think it takes a long time until you understand somebody from a different culture, such a long time, the jokes are different, the cartoons...”
Like young people from the Nordic countries she is open towards dialogue and the possibility of various perspectives.

“I love to debate, so I learned that when debating I can see different sides, my own initial view is not important because through debate I see things differently, more complex, or it happens that I discover so many reasons that I don’t have an own opinion or view anymore, or I don’t know whether my own thoughts are correct. That phenomena puzzles me sometimes in some moment.”
She is puzzled but not troubled by the complexity of different points of view. And she has been using her time at the folk high school in Finland as a time-space for learning and reflection: “To think what I want in life. I observed people and I observed myself, and I learned.”
In the other Finnish interviews we are hearing about the economic depression in the beginning of the 90'es with an extremely high percentage of unemployment. The two female respondents show a readiness to improve their skills and competences, trying out a lot of different courses and at the same time working for personal development and improving their employability. The social aspect is also important.

“And then, I have attended different courses starting from tiffany work to just anything, if one is unemployed one still wants to feel one belongs to society, to life, so I have taken courses at the adult educational centre, and then I took a half-year course in Looimaa. There I got friends who are quite different, wherever I have been,  have met someone who I still keep in touch with” (F 1971)

The difficult job situation may be effecting the future perspectives of the narrators. The woman quoted above is saying: “What will I be doing next year, it may not be worth while thinking so far ahead, i had better learn to live for the moment.” The other female respondent says: “What my future looks like I do not know. I am not worrying anymore, I am sure I will work something out.” (F 1964). The continuous education has caused empowerment, a growing self-confidence, and opened for a wider variety of possibilities. They have overcome the fear of change.

A certain ambiguity concerning the question of affinity in connection to different learning arenas can be noticed. On the one hand, it is comforting and pleasant to be with people who are like you, similar, where you feel accepted and liked. Both women are talking about this in their interviews, and in one of them this is linked to non-formal learning, of getting a sense of affinity through hobbies.

“If I consider my hobbies and the people I have met here at the college, then dancing has been the linking factor, if you belong to a certain group then it is easy to go to this group. Like the dancing group in my case, you have the same thoughts and like the same kind of music, have the same way of expressing yourself.” (F 1971)

But on the other hand, exactly those learning contexts that are “easy to go to” because of a pre-existing common interest very often lead to some kind of barrier-breaking. In this case, the woman got involved in wheel-chair dancing, and this has resulted in voluntary work with handicapped people, teaching, writing stories for the radio, and personally: “This year has helped me to get rid of my prejudices and taught me to cope with different kinds of people.” And, “that I am again starting to realize that I have a lot of resources and that I have skills that people do not necessarily always observe.”
The analyses of the participants of non-formal learning in Denmark, Norway and Finland from the FOVU project (1999) showed similar results. A new non-formal arena where the participants feel comfortable and secure due to mutual interests and abilities and a supportive framework is very often the experience that can break barriers in relation to adult learning and further education. The other Finnish woman who is a very attentive, tolerant and supportive person felt accepted at the college in spite of an age difference. She is saying:

“I am satisfied with myself. I got the best certificate I ever had. It felt great. I have shown that you can learn when you are older. I have proved to myself and others that although you are this age, you can do something good, you can learn new things, you get such a lot out of it, learning at this age takes more time, though. I am glad I could support many students, talk to them when they were in trouble, for most of the part they just wanted to talk and I listened.” (F 1964)

The question of time as a problem in our age come up again in this sample. In one of the interviews in connection with the new companies (Nokia) and the stressing life of young people due to the demands of the labour market.

Like in many of the interviews from Eastern Europe also the Finnish interviewees underline the importance of self-expression. One of the respondents talks of the Finnish people as ‘silent’, and the silence as an obstacle for active citizenship.

“Although, it seems as if our inferiority complex is slowly beginning to disappear, we will still need a lot of time to get rid of this self-feeding silence we have here in Finland. We might also be helped by the immigrants and refugees coming here from the rest of the world; new blood and new winds arrive.” (F 1971)

The identity is defined both according to place and to relations.

The remaining interview in the Finnish sample, (M 1971), is a qualitative semi-structured interview and thus not a narrative lifestory interview. As the Finnish partner remarks in her analysis: “This is an interview not a narrative, it seems that both, the person who asks the questions as well as the person who answers, have a common ‘Union-member-background’. Therefore, I find this difficult to analyse, especially when it comes to time and temporality, it is not clear who is preceding and going back in the story, it seems to me that it is mostly the person who interviews.”

In this interview the text is to a very large extend a result of a social mutual process of the two people involved. It is quite different from the rest of the sample, but still, some statements of the interview can of course be taken in consideration and compared with the entire material. 

Furthermore, the interview is different as it is the only respondent among the active citizens from all the countries in our sample who comes from the trade-union movement.

The interviewee describes himself as a ‘family man’, expressing family values for example by saying: “For me the daily life of a normal person and getting that better are the most important things for me. It has been so in my family for a long time.” He is also using the metaphor of the family referring to the union:

“It has been so for a long time: I belong to the metal workers union’s care takers without checking their political views. [I feel at home] with whom I am active, and have happy happenings together and where we talk about these things. It is like a family and I am in.” (M 1971)

Like a very large number of all the people interviewed active citizenship is part of primary socialisation, his parents being active as well. But he mentions his experiences in the army as he learned to lead people and to act in order to change things “that were wrong” as the turning point for his engagement in trade-union and political activities.

He is ready to learn and undertaking further education. (He has been interviewed at the Metal Worker’s Union folk high school), but he is rather uneasy about the speed of changes in contemporary society and the consequent effects:

“Somehow I am afraid of how I will get along in this world that is changing all the time. It is so fast and challenging.

-“What are you afraid of in that?”

“I mean that, working at the union, what I have heard so far, I begun my career there with this course, they are running there and back and compete who has the most meetings agreed in his calendar. How can I manage with it and control it, when at the same time all kind of things happen in the world ... I would like to concentrate on one thing at a time, I hate that when I have to eat a bit of the cake there and the next bit on some other place and so on without that I can enjoy the cakes nowhere... How am I able to educate myself beside the many tasks there are in terms of the union work and in the changing world. And what kind of educational needs I am needed and asked in the future. Now I feel I have some kind of tool to work, but are my tools too old after one week and I desperately need new tools. This kind of racking unsure times about what is needed and when. Is this it, or is there going to be some easier times as well.”
This is a rather precise description of one of the dilemmas of today. That we cannot pretend that time stands still, that we cannot manage and control everything, and concentrate on one thing only at a time, and that we cannot even pretend the long-lasting endurance of our skills and competencies. This dilemma is part of the reasons behind the Memorandum, together with the uncomfortable acknowledgement of the fact that this dilemma can create social exclusion. Active citizenship is one of the answers to this dilemma. So let us try to see what competencies this sample of active citizens from various European countries possess and consider the possibilities for a wider learning for active citizenship in non-formal educational contexts.

Competences for active citizenship
The educational researcher and cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner wrote in 1986:

“We are living through bewildering times where the conduct of education is concerned. There are deep problems that stem from many origins - principally from the changing society whose future shape we cannot foresee and for which it is difficult to prepare a new generation.” (1986:121)

Bruner continues by saying that in order to prevent the world from dissolving into chaos and destroying itself a central educational concern “will be how to create in the young an appreciation of the fact that many worlds are possible, that meaning and reality are created and not discovered, that negotiation is the art of constructing new meanings by which individuals can regulate their relations with each other.” (1986:149)

Bruner’s answer is to focus on the development of the cultural tools
 necessary in order to live in a changing world, not as passive and impotent victims but as active participants in the constant process of recreation, reinterpretation and renegotiation of culture.

“Education is (or should be) one of the principal forums for performing this function - though it is often timid in doing so. It is the forum aspect of a culture that gives its participants a role in constantly making and remaking the culture - an active role as participants rather than as performing spectators who play out their canonical roles according to rule when the appropriate cues occur.” (1986:123)

In my view, a mayor part of learning for active citizenship concerns the acquisition of the cultural tools necessary to be able to play a role as active participant in the recreation, reinterpretation and renegotiation of culture. 

In spite of the different contexts of the interviews there are recurrent themes, attitudes and statements throughout the entire material, exactly concerning the preconditions and competencies for active participation in a changing world. Such cultural tools - or competences - are prevailing across the various contexts and the differences that the local frameworks imply concerning the understanding of active citizenship.

Self-expression is one of them. If you are not able to express yourself, active participation is impossible. Without the competences for self-expression the individual is forced passively to accept the interpretations, meanings and actions of others without objection and sometimes even forced into isolation and loneliness. A voice can be silent for different reasons, a voice can be silenced and suppressed by external as well as internal forces. Mastering a culturally common symbolic language (or several - the more the better) is a precondition and so is a cultural space for a voice to be expressed and to be heard. A voice has no social existence if not listened to and in some way responded. Communicative skills also imply participation skills. Most people have limited arenas for self-expression, they do not know how, they dare not, or are not allowed to communicate or express themselves just anywhere. Obviously, very limited and narrow contexts for possible self-expression are an obstacle for participation.

Belonging. Normally, we prefer to express ourselves in situations and contexts in which we feel secure and confident. Those comforting feelings in well-known communities grow out of a sense of belonging, acceptance and affiliation. However, there are numerous, small communities characterized of a strict set of canonical rules and codes and a strong social control. An example of this can be found in one of the Hungarian interviews: “The other thing is that people are afraid of being ‘weighed in the scales’. People are very much conscious of other people’s judgement by others, of what other people think about them.” In such a community self-expression may be regarded as a violation of codes and threaten the sense of acceptance. The fear of exclusion from social communities can be devastating. We are all of us longing to belong. A passive way of integration is to get to know the codes and canonical rules and stick to them, whether you agree or disagree. This resignation is leading to a conditioned sense of affiliation, based on adaptation, and in spite of more or less self-inflicted subjugation this is preferable to exclusion, isolation and the feeling of being home-less without any social anchorage, but it does not promote active democratic participation. Another effect of resigned adaptation may be private frustrations and/or destructive outlets.

The dynamics, flexibility and mobility of contemporary society add new aspects to the very important question of belonging. The pathways of our lives describe trajectories between many different communities with each their cultural norms and codes and more or less canonical pre-understandings. In each context we are entering a scene already in action. And we have to figure out what the play is about and how it is played, before we can take part in the action.

Attentiveness and sensitivity towards different codes are very significant competences for participation in contemporary society. This enables a person to participate and create affiliations and a sense of belonging to different social communities and thus is diminishing the exposed position and vulnerability of a very constrained and dependent sphere of action. Still, it must be mentioned that passive adaptation and subdued self-expression may often take place in several contexts, serially or simultaneously. Some people are wandering or jumping from context to context without being active participants in any of the social communities they end up in.

The point is that a sense of belonging can be created on different terms. What all of us are aiming at - at least within the frameworks of contemporary Western culture - is a sense of belonging that accomplish the feeling of acceptance as the individual human beings we are. That we are accepted and recognised as individual humans being entitled to a voice and the possibility to contribute.

Obviously, the more contexts in which a person is able to establish affiliations the wider the possible range of active participation will be.

Attentiveness and sensitivity towards different codes has another aspect in connection with self-expression. Very dominating and self-asserting individuals can deny the voices and responding of others in their own impatient self-expressions, if they lack the attentiveness and the ability to listen. 

Negotiation of meaning

One thing is the courage it takes to stand up in front of an assembly or audience, to express experiences, opinions, suggestions or critique, another is the encouragement of others to do the same, and the ability to respond to and to learn from the voices of others. It also takes courage to admit that “OK, I was not the person who knew most about this matter, but now I know more” (M 1972). The tentative quest for understanding as a never ending process is part of the human condition. Negotiation of meaning is our best option in between impotent paralysis and rashly action. Without the ability to negotiate meaning, people are either left to “repeat and perpetuate what they have been shown” (F 1968), submit to what kind of sense-making that is being offered, or worse, being exposed to the risk of loss of meaning - a situation that often leads to destruction, active or passive. Competences for negotiation of meaning are crucial concerning conflict-management and a precondition for a democratic dialogue. Negotiation of meaning is an essential part of learning.

Negotiation of meaning implies a plurality of voices. As one of the French interviewees put it: “For me it’s important to protect a certain plurality of voices. Of voices that you can hear against a standardisation of mind as well in a cultural as in a political context” (F 1966). And it implies a recognition of different perspectives. All our narratives, interpretations, and readings express a certain perspective, and the acknowledgement of different perspectives helps us to think about how we think, to a meta-reflection of different attempts of sense-making, a wider understanding of the implicit frameworks, cultural narratives and pre-understandings behind each perspective, and the possible implications. Also, new understandings may emerge through the plurality of perspectives. Negotiation of meaning is aiming at provisional consensus in respect of diversity.

Openness is a key term throughout the entire material. As a fundamental curiosity towards the world and as an open mind ready to encompass a wider horizon. Openness is a precondition for learning, and for a readiness to learn. Openness is often thematized in connection with the meeting of cultures, promoting tolerance and respect of diversity and in dissociation from prejudices and xenophobia. Also, an open mind towards other types of diversity is mentioned (e.g. sick, handicapped or underprivileged people) in favour of a point of view of the humanity of all individuals and of equality. There is prevailing distance to narrow-minded, self-sufficient, or selfish attitudes, to the sufficiency of keeping tight to one’s own pockets, noses and neighbourhoods. The interviews recognize that a too small and constrained world of interactions may be due to both egoistical attitudes, prejudices as well as to impotence of the powerless and suppressed. 

Openness is learned by experience, by meeting the other, listening to the other, and by being and acting in a community of practice with the other. But also cultural narratives, encompassing a larger “we” play a vital part. Creativity is part of an open attitude, the creative play with multifarious possibilities is the opposite of a defensive reduction of complexity. Complexity, change and diversity is difficult to handle the more fragile the individual, and the more vulnerable and exposed the life-situation. For example, the attitude to globalisation - that may be regarded as an increasing of possibilities, a threat, or compulsively rejected - is significantly effected by this.

Identity

A coherent sense of identity has a its basic source affiliations to communities in which the individual feel acceptance, security, obligingness and kindness being the person she/he is. One could almost quote Shakespeare: “to be or not to be” with the addition: “ as a social individual”, to express the impact.

Identity in its dynamic aspect of change and temporality also implies reflexive sense-making of the path one has been traversing, including reinterpretations of former interactions and imaginations of future commitments. This - in its sense narrative- aspect of identity presupposes a cultural space, the above mentioned affiliations to be successful. Based on affiliations the coherent identity is to a very large extend a narrative achievement.

Coherence has a temporal dimension that effects identity. Obviously, a short-term coherence is different and often more transient or fragile than a long-term coherence embedded in comprehensive collective narratives and a wider range of affiliations.

Our lifestories are culturally situated narratives, and at the same time open-ended, inclusive and ambiguous. Our sense of identity is constructed not only by our own narratives but also by the way we are being told by others.

The provisional and dynamic aspect of narrative identity is very important, because attempts of arresting the question of identity - e.g. by essentialism - opposes democratic openness and negotiation. Coherence can in some cases be defensive. Insisting maintenance of fixed forms of coherence, claiming canonical configurations beyond discussion easily create dichotomies attempting to cover vulnerability.

This is, of course, quite frequent in connection with collective identity. Invoking a collective identity (canonical narrative) of long-lasting historical endurance as an unchangeable fact, disregarding its open-ended character, denies the constant renegotiation, remaking and reinterpretation of all collective identities (cultural narratives) by its participants. Thus, a nostalgic identity is constructed. Defensive attempts of coherence are constructed in order to obtain control. of a world that is contingent or even appears scary or chaotic. Cultural tools for reflexive sense-making are of outmost significance.

Considering the trajectories between different contexts in contemporary life, the renegotiation and reinterpretation of the past, present and the future, the process of sense-making becomes urgent. In critical life situations this is intensified, and it can be very difficult. However, without any sense of meaning and orientation, the fragmented self loses foothold. We cannot know where to go if we do not know where we are. And we cannot know where we are if we do not know how we got there. A very short-term life-perspective or even a fragmented sense of identity is a severe impediment concerning the possibility to create a good life. Therefore, the identity issue must be on the agenda in all educational contexts helping the individual students to answer the crucial question: “How do I learn to be me?” Educational contexts should support personal development of the students in order to facilitate the quest of meaning and their need to find a direction in life.

Both the individual and the collective elements of identity are constructed through narratives and experience of practice. Some of the interviews in this materiel show that in order to identify with any kind of community in the very broad sense of the word, the answer to the question: “Has this anything to do with me?” must be answered positively. “They” (the other and the foreign) who is beyond my sphere of action and consideration, make up the objectified. “They” are objects of our resent, our indifference or our fears, our counterpart, or “they” make up the world beyond our influence. While, “we” make up the multiple cultural denominators that form a smaller or greater part of our identity and thus invoke responsibility.

The narrative interviews demonstrate a wide range of cultural identities, ranging from the family to the family of man. The constraints of cultural identities are equally varied. Concerning the question of a European identity there are opposite views in the material, while some do not mention Europe at all. The question of constraint is interesting. There are two sides of this. One is the attitude to communities, which are opposed according to a conflict of values. Another side relate to the issue of bureaucracy and power. 

Bureaucracy and power - especially economic power - is strongly resented and opposed in a very large number of the interviews. And communities that represent those characteristics are identified as obstacles of democracy. Yet, some of our citizens fight the - bureaucratic - authorities.

Externalisation 

Active participation must proceed from dialogue and negotiation to the sphere of action. “The beautiful ideas in our heads” must be confronted with the social world, contested again other voices, and “the beautiful discourses” in our communities must be put into practice. This transition is a central part of competencies for active citizenship. Planning, organizing and actually doing things are important here. Surely, creativity plays a very significant part. In the French sample several respondents talk about the readiness to go right through with things, insistently, and not giving up or quitting half way if difficulties or other fields of interest turn up. Persistent commitment can be a problem, both in the case of lack of perseverance, disappointment of too slow results and impediments, and because of the inconstancy in the lives of young, impatient, and very mobile people. The experience of even a small scale achievement is very important here. The feeling that the effort “ does make a difference”. Thus, the transformation from being a consumer in a society into an active participant is accomplished.

The French sample also show an understanding of the advantages of working in a group or in a community if something had to be changed or contrived. Unlike the Hungarian interviews in which frequent expressions of leadership can be found. Those interviewees speak of “role-models”, of “taking a leading role”, and of “being in the limelight”. Of course, many activities occasionally put one of the participants in a certain focus. But the more who are able to perform this part and take shifts the better.

Empowerment
Experiences of success in all of the above mentioned domains create empowerment. An individual who cannot express himself, who feels expelled, without anchorage, who isn’t attentive towards others and doesn’t understand different codes, who cannot negotiate and often find things meaningless, who is closed and narrow-mined and with a fragile feeling of identity is utterly powerless - maybe except in the domain of violence and destruction. Such a person is very exposed to social exclusion, and, in a growing number, a serious threat to societal coherence.

We all carry along with us experiences of defeat, disappointment and failure, experiences that do not need to be determinating for the rest of our lives if actual achievements are made, supported and recognized. Empowerment is a vital feature of active citizenship.

Knowledge

In many of the interviews the importance of knowledge is accentuated. First of all political knowledge, but also social, societal and historical knowledge. 

While many of the competences for active citizenship are learned informally in different communities of practice, the responsibility of formal and non-formal educational institutions regarding transmission and dissemination of the above mentioned types of knowledge should not be underestimated.

It is important not to be ignorant of how democracy works. Knowledge about democratic institutions and political and social history is not as highly prioritized as it should be. People who feel they do not know enough of those matters abstain from participation, and politics remain an alienated domain of ‘experts’. 

Knowledge is also an indispensable ingredient of a broad and spacious horizon. In this connection the extend of human experience in its cultural manifold and diversity is significant.

Ignorance sustains the dominating position of authorities, both political authorities and the authorities of the media. A situation that makes it easy for the stronger to stick their version of the world down the throats of the weaker.

Learning contexts for active citizenship
Active citizenship is learned in a variety of contexts, formal, non-formal and informal. The point of departure for participation is very often taking in the immediate life-world. Having children of your own initiates involvement in children’s conditions. But active participation is often ‘inherited’ from older family members or brought about by the influence of significant others such as partners, friends, teachers or personal supporters.

Coincidence plays a big role. What the single individual happen to encounter on his pathway through life may very well have quite an impact on future decisions.

Some people have learned some of the important skills from early childhood, f. ex. self-expression, creativity, planning and organising skills, others become active much later in life and have to acquire the necessary competences alongside of their participation.

Considering the character of the above listed competences, it is beyond any doubt that non-formal education can play a vital part in learning for active citizenship. This applies to all of the competences mentioned here. And it is necessary to underline, that they perform a whole of which no part is dispensable.

The comparison between the different learning contexts in this project illustrate some points in this respect. The externalisation part, for example, is rather weak in the context of the Danish folk high schools beyond it’s own rather closed walls. The students take part and responsibility in the activities inside the school, in the common life of this community, but there are few connections to the surrounding society. Though, this manageable context provides a refuge for personal development in a complex and unforeseeable world highly rewarding for young people, it does not necessarily entail the experience of contribution to a wider field of interaction, the experience that you can change and improve more than yourself. Externalisation is, on the other hand, an integral part of the French context of the social centres. But the limited financial means give the educational initiatives a much more accidental character.

Nevertheless, all of the interviews reveal how much the non-formal contexts in this network means to the students and participant. The answers to our question what the participant or student got out from his or her stay were in generally very positive: “A lot”, some of them replied, why it is urgent to stress the question of access to educational arenas for active citizenship. Due to financial or other reasons the access to further education is limited. The access to educational contexts in which the above mentioned competences for active citizenship can be acquired ought to be available to all citizens.

Active citizenship in different contexts
As we have seen, active citizenship is a contested concept interpreted differently according to the various contextual framings. This material makes it possible to notice similarities and differences according to the different European contexts. The comparative approach illustrates the various perspectives and challenges our local pre-understandings. This is of vital importance as we have to live and cooperate in world in which we are increasingly globally interrelated and if we are to take part in a democratic process of shaping our mutual future.

Active citizenship in this material range from the small scale commitment of the voluntary visitor to much larger fields of influence. However, “to be of use” and “to do something” is rewarding whatever the field may be. Traditionally, active citizenship has mainly been connected with civil society and participation in association. However, the clear and distinct lines between the state, the market and civil society are becoming more fused. And the individual approach increase at the expense of traditional organisations. This tendency can be seen in the response to the question of active citizenship by on of the Danish informants:

“It is a question about participating in society, and how you do this, there, on the other hand, I have a very, very broad definition, because I think, that as soon as you have exceeded the total self-centredness, when you are outside the walls of your own home and interested in what is outside or mean something and want to express it, then you have started to participate in society, and then there is not that far towards active citizenship.

I have never myself been a man of associations. I was never a member of a political party, and then you may find someone who finds that in this case you haven’t been actively participating, but that I find foolish. I think you can be, that it has a certain quality just to stand as a citizen saying: “No, I am not a member of this party, and I haven’t been in the scouts’ movement for 10 years, and I am not a member of the employers’ association, but I am a citizen in this society, and I have opinions, I vote at referendums, and I have lots of opinions about this society, and I am expressing them.” This is what a society is made of. I do not necessarily think that a society must be made up of associations and organisations, but of citizens.” (M 1972)

The paradox of contemporary society is that individualization goes hand in hand with an increasing degree of interdependence.

Values and attitudes
The interviews express visions of the world in which good and evil forces co-exist. As we recently were reminded, destructive forces have a much larger and faster impact than constructive powers. It takes much more to build up than to destroy. The only comfort to be gained from this insight is, that in spite of all, the positive and creative forces much be far more numerous than their horrifying opposites as long as our world actually still exists along with our hopes and dreams of a good life. 

Most of the respondents fluctuate between pessimism and optimism. Optimism gains weight according to experiences of use and effect of the effort and contribution rendered. Active participation is rewarding “much more than money”. “It gave me everything”, one of the narrators is saying. To be a co-creator of something that supports or improves human existence in some way or the other gives a meaning to life. To be useful, supportive, and creative makes sense in people’s lives.

Evidently, there are implicit values behind this attitude. Humanitarian values, respect of human rights, human equality and human dignity. Other aspects in the interviews concern values advocating peace, respect of human diversity, social justice against violence, racism and social suppression and inequality.

In many of the interviews the environmental issues play a significant role. Responsibility towards our future in a global perspective is expressed in different ways. Albeit, not in all the interviews. As mentioned earlier, some of the interviewees limit their perspective and responsibility to their own part of the world.

Materialism and the power of money is criticized in many interviews. Likewise, American commercial culture and consumerism is strongly criticized, often because of its tendency of standardization. (This also applies to the media). Europe, and European culture expose a positive counter-picture due to the implicit diversity.

The visions of a good life points to a coherent authenticity in and across the different and contemporary spheres of interaction, to the development of the human potentials to the full, the possibility to function as an entire human, individual being - preferably in all domains. 

The contradictions in the Memorandum, mentioned initially, between the needs of the labour marked and the needs of individuals is relevant in this connection. According to this material, what individuals want and need is not accomplished if constrained to their vocational life no matter how fulfilling this may be. And lifelong learning is not identical to vocational training. Human resources should preferably be effective in the entire life-situation, in family life, in voluntary work locally or in more comprehensive contexts, as well as in working life. Continuous learning and involvement in further education should have as its aim personal development of the entire human being for the sake of possible commitment and contribution to the various communities that form the interactional domains of the individuals. Obviously, people resent being regarded only as consumers, customers, clients, workers or reduced to any other restricting category. 

Lifewide learning takes place no matter what you choose to do with your life, but the outcome of learning differs enormously. Learning in favour of democratic co-existence, learning in favour of social cohesion and in favour of active participation in future life-projects (including the improvement of employability) encompasses the entire human being and provide competencies for meaningful interaction. Competences that are necessary if we are to play an active role as participants in the constant remaking, reinterpretation and renegotiation of culture and society in an age where intercultural understanding is indispensable.
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Student (Woman), the Story of Her Life

You see, I have not considered any chronological order, but you mention this about my first memory, and then my grandmother - my dad´s mother - she is simply the first person to turn up for me. She means incredibly much to me. I am 23 years old and come from Odense (in the island of Funen(; I grew up in an Odense suburb.

My grandmother has meant a lot in my life. I go and see her very often. I have an elder brother, too, Peter, he is 26. And, well, because my parents divorced when I was nine, I turned to my grandmother a lot. And in a way I still do. When my parents divorced my mother moved out of the house, and she had a flat two or three kilometers from the place where my elder brother and I lived, we stayed with our father in the house they had built earlier. Even though I stayed with my daddy I saw my mother a lot, our circumstances were very liberal. At the beginning I think we had a fixed day every week, however, this did not last long. Later we just went to see her whenever we wanted. So I went there on my bike when I felt like it. I remember my time with mother as a very positive time because we did lots of things together. It was, I felt, very cheerful and cosy. We did not really go out to do things together, it was all rather uneventful. It was rather that I remember Sunday afternoons in the settee with cocoa and buns. We might read or listen to music we liked. And, you know, we were just sitting there, singing or listening. We did many things together, we went shopping together, we cooked together, and I helped decide what we were going to have for dinner. So, in this way we were very much together. And this was somewhat in contrast to my life with my father, it was more traditional. He worked, came home, went shopping, and he was the one who cooked etc. He was busy in his job. Really - when I have been together with him it has also been incredibly nice, still, I don´t remember that we have done so many things together like I did with my mother.

Anyway, nine months after my mother had left another woman moved in, Jane. It is now fifteen years ago, and life has not been all beer and skittles since then, still, she was there, and we had to get used to her. And in a way the result was that we practically had two families, because she also had a daughter, Stine. So, my father was so to speak in between Jane and Stine on the one hand and my elder brother and myself on the other. I think that as a result of this I got very close to my brother because we always had to stick together. Sure, we quarreled terribly when we were kids, yes - we even had fights. We were always on bad terms, and even now we sometimes are. He has quite a temper, and maybe I have that, too, when we are together, still, at any rate we are very close today.

I live in Copenhagen, I have lived here now for two and a half years. My brother came over here a year ago together with his fiancée, and I am very happy about it. Because we do not live far away from each other, and, well... the knowledge that he is living nearby is nice. Because when I am sad I feel that I need to be together with my family. Then I go home to my father or my grandmother - or to Peter. And sometimes I just act on a sudden impulse. Mother lives in Randers now so it is quite difficult just to pop up and see her, and this is a little annoying, in fact.

I grew up out there in Søhus (a suburb of Odense( and went to the same school for nine years. Then I started my upper secondary education at the Mulernes Legatskole which was a rather flipped-out school. Starting there was rather a break in relation to my school friends because they started at schools outside the town, but this was not my style. At that time we also moved to another part of Odense where there was a third school where my father wanted me to go because it was quite nearby. I did not want to - the school was such a posh school where they wore white shirts and had attaché briefcases... So I went to the Mulernes, it was a place with music and musicals and a lot of social activities. And I was completely bitten with all this. So, my upper secondary education has filled a lot. It was such a big leap in my life. I was very young, I started at the Mulernes when I was only fifteen, and I got so many friends there, many of them I still meet. Friends from my own class and from the parallel class. I think it is because it is a time where so many things happen - a sort of ”time of identity” - where you discover lots of things - and some of these friends are still there.

After having finished my upper secondary education my father wanted me to have an education immediately, this was definitely not what I wanted because there were so many other things to look into. I wanted to travel with my very close friend, Malene, we had been together for nine years at the primary and lower secondary school. Among other things we wanted to backpack through Australia. Now that I look back I don’t really remember why, in a way it was just something people had started doing, and of course we wanted to do the same. We both got a job and worked for six months. It was great fun - now you had finished school, and there were lots of parties, and all of a sudden you had to find a job. I wrote a lot of applications and went all over the town to deliver them. To factories, to nursery gardens, to the post office, and to every imaginable place, and among other places also to a hotel where I got a job as assisting matron the very same evening. I worked there for six months. I remember the very first day. I thought that it was pretty awful. I thought that they were idiotic, and I remember that I thought that I was not going to stay. Still, I did. I think it is a very good idea to try something other than just going to school. It was only 30 hours per week, so I had a little extra time which I could spend on more work. So I was substitute teacher at Jane´s school. Every second week I worked in the evenings at the hotel, so the morning was free. It was a great challenge, also because I was not much older than the pupils I was to teach. However, everything went well, and it was great fun. Besides, at the same time I was home help for some time. On the whole I did nothing but work and make a lot of money.

We left in February. Said a tearful farewell to the whole family at the railway station, to cousins, grandmother and everybody. So we left, and it was a fantastic trip. We simply felt so good. It was incredibly nice to travel with someone you know so well. We met many other travelers, among others a girl who told us that she had been to a folk high school. I had always had a dream of a stay at a folk high school, because my mother had been at Uldum and had been very active there. And she had taken us to family courses in the summer, after the divorce. So in this way I had some experience from a folk high school, and I thought that it was a smashing place, also because there were so many social activities. I liked to sing, and I also liked the feeling of being together, eating together... Anyway, when I was travelling I came to think that now I had been out of school for one year, and shouldn’t I start my studies this summer - my father would like that.

However, I came home and told them that I did not want to start just now. This caused some dispute, so I moved to my aunt’s - my father’s sister - in Kolding because I could not stand living at home. In Kolding I worked for a while as home help. Still, I went back to my father, and I worked at a nursery garden, because now I had to make some money. Then in the autumn I started at the folk high school, and it was alright. I spent some very good months there and some of my best friends I met there, and we still meet. The course ended in February, and I remember that in fact it was not all that fine after Christmas. Many new students had started, and many of the others had stopped, there were many changes. There were quite a lot who were drinking etc. So, really it was no problem for me that the folk high school stopped - it really suited me fine. I had done French, and, actually, the intention was that we were going to France. Among other things this was one of the reasons why I chose Uldum Folk High School because I was very interested in learning French. However, the trip was cancelled because there was no money for it after all. I think that I grumbled quite a lot. Then I talked to Hanne, my teacher of French. She was very nice and helped me get in contact with a French girl in Perpignan in Southern France. She was a girl who had attended some Danish courses at the university, and Hanne knew the teacher. So, in this way the contact was made. I was allowed to come and stay for two weeks in return for payment. Then, immediately after the folk high school had stopped I went to France, to Linda and Pascal, and they were dreadfully nice. I was not at all going to pay what we had agreed upon. I was just going to be there and learn French. It was a great challenge. I went to university, but I was completely unable to keep up with the others. They had been on the go for six months and even though I had learnt something at the folk high school it was just basic knowledge. So I thought, what on earth am I doing here?

Then I got into contact with a family in Paris. A girl from my school had been an au pair there. They wanted an au pair for their holidays. Somehow, stammering, I called this French lady, got their address and the code for their entrance door in Paris. I was just going to be there, Friday at such and such a time. It was a bit weird, still, I found it. It was a very special experience to be there. There were five children - four girls and one boy - and the eldest was eleven years old. I came in the afternoon, and there was another girl who looked after the children. Their mother came a little later, rather confused, asking me to bathe the two youngest. There I was, I had been in France for three weeks, so it was rather limited what I was able to say. Then I bathed them. The husband came home late in the evening. He was an important person, and I think he lived somewhere else. However, they had a large summerhouse in the country, in Normandy, and we were going there. I was going to look after the children during the holiday. We went to the house - a smashing cottage near the castle which belonged to the grandparents. I was rather grateful that we were not going to stay there because it was a bit snobbish - you were supposed to address them with a ”vous”, and I was completely unable to find out how to inflect all those verbs. I remember the first day there. There were visitors, family, and we had had lunch. They ask me some questions and it is very difficult to explain who I am etc. I had the afternoon off and went for a walk. I remember thinking that I felt like a servant and what on earth was I doing there? I remember writing to my boyfriend that I felt that everything was quite horrible. I remember vividly that walk - was I going to have a good cry or just laugh? Now it is great fun to look back, because there were all these small obstacles to be coped with. It had something to do with the fact that you were unable to express your thoughts and then you feel tiny little in a foreign country. Luckily I stayed. I think that many of these experiences have been very important to me. Because I learnt to know the family very well, and the children were nice, and I sang Danish songs together with the children. So they sang a farewell song in Danish for me when I left - Far away in the woods is a tiny mountain... It was deeply touching. I liked being together with these children, and it was great fun to find out how to tackle them. For instance, when I was scolding them and I did not know the language, then I often did it in Danish.

Anyway, after the holiday in Normandy they said that they wanted me to stay even though they already had a staff of eight. I was going to work one hour a day, have my own flat and board and lodging. I stayed on for a bit, then I thought that this was not what I wanted. I felt lonely in the big city, and I did not practice enough French. There was another Danish girl, but I was rather purposeful in learning French. Then I talked to Linda and Pascal on the phone, and they said - ”you are very welcome back”. Well, I thought, I’ll do that. However, I went home for a week before going there because it was my uncle’s birthday, and I like him a lot.

Then I went back to Linda and Pascal and stayed there for two months and a half. It was great - we did everything together and this taught me French. At last I mastered French to a degree that I was able to go shopping, talk to people. The last month I went to Jesper and Francette in Provence - also some of Hanne’s contacts. It was a fantastic month. They live in the most fantastic Provencal house in the mountains, the sun was shining, and Jesper was great fun to talk to, and we had a lot of red wine. Had some good food, I felt incredibly free there. I might sit under the lime tree, drinking tea and writing a lot of letters. Or I might plough my way through all his old Weekendavisen (a weekly Danish newspaper). He had a complete collection of them, and I was allowed to take whatever I wanted. So I started cutting articles and spent lots and lots of time doing this. It was rather fantastic. I was supposed to look after their daughter Marie and talk Danish with her, still, it was very free. It was just four days a week, and in the mornings she played with her friends, and in the afternoons we went to the swimming pool at the nudist camp site. It was rather great. I got rather dependent on swimming in the nude. It was free, and I was just reading or swimming with Marie in the pool. It was quite fantastic to be there.

Well, I had to go home. I had left school two years earlier, so now was the time. I had applied for sociology, which you can study in Copenhagen and Aalborg. It had just started in Aalborg. I was completely convinced that I would be accepted in Copenhagen. In addition my mother had got a flat for me. So, I was in France, and then I got a letter from my father - ”Congratulations, you have been admitted to Aalborg”. I remember thinking that it could not be true. But it was true, and I had better start because, you know, I did not know whether it was good or bad. So I started and it was really not good. Not after such a fantastic year.

All of a sudden I was moving away from home - for the very first time. Even though I had not lived at home for a very long time it was the first time I really moved. And suddenly home was dreadfully far away. You know, I love my family and I am very attached to it so it was a huge problem that I could not just pop over to see my grandmother or my father whenever I wanted to. There was also something about a conflict between me, a native of Funen, and the people from the North of Jutland, I think. At any rate I had a dreadful down in December, and I could not stand being there any longer. And I felt terribly unhappy. Had great problems as to what on earth to do. I could not concentrate upon my studies, the group did not work. I called Hanne and cried on the phone, and she said to me that she would come and fetch me. Still, I did not think it was necessary so I just took the train in the evening. I arrived at half past eleven in the evening, for homemade buns and everything. I felt welcome. I stayed there for a week. It really was a rest cure where I had the possibility of relaxing completely and find out what I wanted. And it did not last long until I found out that of course I had to stop. I was not going to go on living in Aalborg. The good thing about it was that they said to me that the decision was all mine whether to stop or continue. And that I would know  that it was the right thing to do when I had made up my mind. My family was deeply shocked, what the hell had happened - and why I hadn’t come home to them. My mother thought that I needed a psychologist and everything. Of course they worried. I think I needed to get away from the family grip to find out what I wanted. A week later my father came to fetch me, it was my birthday. Hanne had baked buns and cakes, and there were lots of presents. Really, it was a good birthday. Apart from the fact that my father came to take me home, still, this was also nice. But then, when we came home and in the evening at home it became a really bad evening. I had felt rotten, however, I did not feel that I had a possibility of feeling rotten at home, with Jane and things. Again, it was a little difficult and a dilemma - what am I going to do? I did not think that I could go home again, still, I stayed for one month. It was not a success, but at any rate I decided to go to Copenhagen. I really did think that sociology was very interesting. Maybe I could start in Copenhagen next year?

From having been completely broken down I suddenly felt full of beans. I lived together with a girl from the folk high school, and I got a job at a school at once. Because there was a young woman teacher who had attended a short course at Uldum the previous summer when I had been one of the helpers. She had been there with her little son Emil, and I had talked quite a lot with them. I had her address so I contacted her. The head teacher was her boyfriend and they just wanted a substitute teacher so I started right away. I am still in contact with her, she is called Margit. I also got a job at a café, and it was great fun. To go to Copenhagen and - just like that - get new friends with whom I had a lot in common, they were incredibly nice and sweet. The café was a real haunt. I worked there for one year. At that time I had become the daily head, however, then I fell out with the manager because of the conditions of appointment of the new ones. I quarreled with him and was turned out, in black and white, so there really was a drama. The following day my colleagues held a crisis meeting and they all decided to give notice. When I think of it I can almost hear ”When I see a red flag flapping...” The solidarity was so strong. It was also something special to have been at a place I liked so much. Of course I worked dreadfully hard when I became head, and maybe I would have considered to stop anyway because the job filled so much in my life. And then it came quite naturally.

I still miss the atmosphere and the colleagues from ‘Skildpadden’. And the way we ran the café. In fact, we did everything - we went shopping, ordered goods, took care that everything was as it should be. Still, I cannot go there any longer, not after having been turned out. Then I went to Canada. I had got a pen friend. We had written together for more than six months -  it was rather a special relationship and now we were going to find out whether it would last. It did not. It was something I had hoped for so long, and yet it did not work. That’s life, I suppose.

Anyway, I came home and I thought that now something had to happen. When I came home I took on a job as helper of a disabled person. This really was something different after having worked at a café with a good atmosphere and solidarity. I was supposed to be alone with a disabled man sixteen hours a day, sometimes four days running. It was somewhat painful, still, it was also interesting. It was fascinating to work with a person who functions mentally like the rest of us, but is unable to do much physically. I had many very good conversations with him and I think - what went wrong was that it became personal - he went beyond the bounds of my limits. I stopped very suddenly after three months. Indeed, it was a bit difficult to stop suddenly at one place and then again at another place. So I had some ideas that maybe I was the one who was wrong. However, I talked about it with my aunt and she said, ”Just get away in a hurry.” So I did, and so to speak it was alright with me.

Then I got a job at a restaurant, it was quite funny. Now I was supposed to become a real waiter which I hadn’t been at the café. I had some evening duties, and at the same time I had to look for another job to work more full-time. I was so very lucky to get a job in a kindergarten. I have often thought that it has always been without any trouble to look for jobs. I suppose that I have always thought that people could just say no to me. I remember that I went to the employment service, and there was this note that there was a job in a kindergarten. I phoned them right away even though I am not a pedagogue. And even though I was a little modest they asked me to come for an interview, and ten minutes later I had started work, so, in fact, I started in the kindergarten the very same day I had applied for the job. Really, I was supposed to work there for just one month, but I stayed the whole summer. It was a good summer to work in Copenhagen, the sun was shining so that I could go to the beach on Sundays with my friends etc. and choose to work at the restaurant when I wanted to. It was a super combination.

Then I applied to be admitted at the college of education, not the university. I also felt that I had been out of school for so long that now it was high time for me to start an education. And, well, I wanted to become a teacher. I started one year ago and it was a great success. It is the smallest college in town even though we are 800 students, I reckon. Quick as lightning I was involved in lots of things and I was very happy about it: music, dance, revues, going canoeing, weekends with choral singing. I realize now that it probably was too much. It was difficult to make everything fit together, both school, teaching practice, boyfriend, and family.

Consequently, I suppose that it has all been a little too much for me. It was so intense last year, but it was as if I could not get enough. Because I do love what you get out of being together with other people, no matter how many there are. You play and sing, you do things together, it is incredibly important. I suppose this is my greatest problem that I am unable to find out not being together with everyone. I want to take part in everything. Today, I still think that the place is great, however, I know that I am not going to be everywhere, taking part in everything. I do hope that these opportunities will come back to me. Because it is nice to have these opportunities. Otherwise you don’t have them - yes you do have them at a folk high school - but you would never have this experience with a ”social education” at the university. So, the issue is to use the possibilities, I just have to find the golden mean.

I have considered, maybe I need a free room. I have felt frustrated that I have not been able to soak myself in something. Everything has been a little too superficial, also our subjects. It is all very interesting, we have had good discussions, but still, I have a certain feeling, ”Well, that was it”. It is as if we occupy ourselves with a lot of trivial matters, I really miss to be absorbed in a subject, sports or music maybe. However, it is nothing new that I want to take part in everything. I just miss to be able to do something completely from the very bottom. Still, It was also like this when I was a child, I did 1000 different sports. It is nothing new. Anyway, I think, what am I going to do now. Should I go to France for one year to learn French properly? Or something with music, learn to play the piano properly? How to combine all this? I have not yet found out. Really, it is difficult with all these subjects, each very important, it is difficult to study them in depth - this is frustrating. Next year, maybe I could take one year’s leave. Or.....

I have thought about the folk high school. The importance of the folk high school. I think that it has meant a lot to many people. The folk high school means a free room away from the everyday duties and toil - read the newspaper, do sports etc. Which are all things which I think are very important. I am rather frustrated that I have no time for reading a newspaper - it is a bit far-fetched, I know! Now I have told them I do not want it any longer. I really don’t know yet, but I have this dream of being absorbed. The folk high school can make it possible. Just being there, concentrating upon whatever you want. Still, I do not want to go there for another four months, I did try that. There is another fact, the others will be much younger even though there may be some of my age, and they are sure to be very occupied with the social aspects of a stay, I mean those who have not been at a folk high school earlier. And, of course this is positive, it is just that I would certainly be looking for something else if I were going to stay at a folk high school now. I really do not know whether a stay would be the right thing for me in order to get the peace and quiet to do what I want.

Besides, I have a boyfriend now and he is very important to me. This also implies some  restrictions, you cannot just go away for six months, because, what about him? I really do want to be together with him, and of course he wants to be together with me. There are limitations, still, that is okay. I have not, for a very long time, been so fond of someone, and I know and feel that our feelings are mutual so it is extremely important. I WANT this relationship to succeed and I want to spend time on it. I do not want us both to be so busy that we have no time to do something together, that we only meet for one hour every evening before we go to bed, and that’s it. This is deeply frustrating.

I like to be together with all the people I like. It is very important to me. Just to be together with them, maybe without doing anything special, just be there and show that you are happy together and like each other (that is, not only the boyfriend). How to combine all this? I wouldn’t mind going away with them, maybe we could go abroad all of us? My boyfriend would like that, too, however, he has just started his studies so it is not all that easy just to go away. And we have not been lovers all that long. Otherwise - if he was the one who asked I should be ready.

Whatever I have done it has always been spontaneous. For instance, when I have wanted to visit my grandmother I just left. I might consider for one hour whether it was a good idea or not, still, I know that I am on the train one hour later. It is fantastic to be able to do this. To know that you are welcome, and that is not necessary to plan everything. I do not know anybody with a relationship with an old person that I feel I have. And it means incredibly much to me. I learn something whenever I sit in her kitchen, drinking coffee. She is 87 years old, and in her lifetime she has experienced so much which is important to me because it tells me where I come from. It also tells me something about where my father comes from and the life he has had. What has happened in their lives. My grandfather died when father was 18 years old, and this was, of course, a tremendous chock to them. My grandmother has been on her own ever since. She is a very independent person, I do not think she wanted anyone else to enter her life. She was married once before she married my grandfather. When she was seventeen she fell in love with a man who made her pregnant. She had two children, two girls. Then he died - I think she was 21 then - from tuberculosis. She says that it was terribly hard. She had no possibility of having an education, there was no money for it. She was one of thirteen brothers and sisters. As I told you she was pregnant when she was seventeen, without being married. She had an awful sister who told her to go down to the river and drown herself because it was so embarrassing that she was pregnant without being married and just seventeen. She has slaved away all her life. She had these two little girls to provide for. She has told me that she went to the library and that she has devoured all the books she came across. She is a very clever lady, still, she has never had the possibility of having an education. The money was simply not there. If she had been young today she would have been able to do anything. She had the gifts.

My reason for mentioning this is that it tells me something about the development of our society. I think of it in relation to the fact that I myself have started studying, not just once, but twice. And now I am here, quite fed up with everything. I think about the fact that I am very privileged. I am almost paid to study - my study grants I mean. I have got my own flat here in Frederiksberg (part of Copenhagen(, my fridge is full of food and I have nothing to complain about. Of course I have problems, I suppose we all  have. However, you have to put them in their proper perspective and consider how other people’s conditions were - then your own problems are getting smaller. It was nor easy for people in the old days with a lot of children to provide for. My grandmother tells me that even though she came from a poor home it had style, even though it was a worker’s home. The food was respected, it was not proletarian. Many husbands went to the pubs, still, she never saw her husband drunk. This is almost the story of my grandmother, but it means so much to me. I think that I am the only member of the family, sitting here getting to know all this, and being interested in it. It simply is extremely important, I know the names of all of them - brothers and sisters, grandparents, cousins, and their children. It all hangs together. All the different lives they have had, that’s very interesting. What they have done, and where they have ended. My grandfather traveled for ten years all over Europe, working his way as a workman, before he met my grandmother. My grandmother had these two little girls and I think my grandfather was 30 when they married. I have the same urge to travel, and I am never more happy than when I travel and meet other people. Has it something to do with the genes? The whole family is like this, all very sociable. Not only concerned about his own little place. It is important to listen to this, important to try and find out why I am the person I am.

Grandmother was married and has another four children. My grandmother’s eldest, a girl, is unable to find out how to function in society, she commits suicide. A great tragedy. My grandmother has had so many sorrows, it is incredible that she is the person she is. And this is something that is important to me. If you feel down you have to say to yourself that you have to go on after all. There is, after all, something to fight for. She loses her beloved husband, loses a child, loses her second husband early. Still, she has always been capable of creating a life for herself and all her children. All my father’s brothers and sisters have had an education. They had to - it was the most important. My grandfather was a carpenter and active in the trade union movement. It was important to have good working conditions and important to improve the living conditions for the working classes. This spirit is deeply rooted in me. We are Social Democrats, all of us. My elder brother has been sick about them many times, still, he told my grandmother last weekend that he was a Social Democrat and that he was annoyed that I had got the new workers songbook and he hadn’t. She straightway ordered another one, and at the AOF (The Workers Adult Information Association( they laughed a bit at her because she started ordering two books and now I think she has ordered ten. All this is deeply rooted in us. 

Many people do not know how they want to vote and it is difficult for them to stick to one political party. I sometimes have my doubts, but I have my roots in the Social Democratic Party, I know where I come from, and in a way it is impossible for me to be anything else. You can discuss all kinds of attitudes, and I do not agree with all their politics, still I do agree with the basic attitudes. Like for instance that education is for everyone and that it must be free, or that everyone can go to hospital without paying, etc. I read something about private hospitals, a medical congress, and, indeed, this is all wrong. If all doctors work in private hospitals we have an enormous problem: then we are going to have a society where you pay for services rendered. And, indeed, it is not at all Social Democratic to help private hospitals. You have to give everyone a possibility. It is very important to me that everyone has a possibility. My grandmother did not have it, however, by virtue of the system I have. It is a great gift.

I was active in politics. I was interested in society, and I have done social studies at high level at school. It was interesting to begin to understand what was in the newspapers. I was able to discuss everything with the grown-ups. That was a great advantage. We haven’t all had these possibilities. After school I felt a vacuum. I worked at various places, but where could I discuss? I had been a member of the Young Social Democrats since I was fifteen, still, I was not active. Maybe this was a way of beginning. I went to a course in Odense and was active for a year or so. It was quite interesting. We went to conferences here and there. After school I was travelling so I was unable to be active. Later there was a political summer camp at Roskilde Folk High School. We wrote political songs, and we were supposed to prepare some actions - however, I found out that I was no idealist, giving everything a damn, but rather a realist. There is also money in it, and all. There are more aspects to it. It was somewhat a problem because I thought that I could not just go into action and do it with all my heart. I stopped for several reasons, last but not least because I found out that the issue was to get to the top, to create an image for yourself, use the correct phrases - and I got tired of that. All the time you were supposed to say the same. I was sick and tired of it, as if everything was just taken for granted. Anyway, that is what politics is all about; the most important is to come to power and get to the top. I did not want that. Then I began to feel bored. By the way, I was in Bonn at a huge Socialistic camp. It was great fun, but I did not get anything out of it politically. Then I came home and started at the folk high school which now became the most important. But I was still very interested in society.

In a way I missed all this at the folk high school - the political discussion, the fact that there was something beyond Uldum. It was a little too safe, still, nice to have a free room. And yet. I really could have wanted some more debate evenings, something more at morning assemblies etc. Where you really went flying - and we did not do so very often. The range of subjects at the folk high school, including a political study circle, was not all that interesting, I think. They should include something from everyday life so that a connection with real life is created. So that it is not only a social being together, beer and drinking. It is very important because, definitely, I think that the folk high school should be kept up because you may develop in many ways there. Maybe later I might work at a folk high school myself. It is incredible what you are able to obtain in relation to other human beings by being together, and this must not get lost. On the other hand, all this shouldn’t just be maintained because it is a tradition.

I have also discussed politics at the college of education, it bored me. I am interested in the place where I am, but... I feel that the procedures are so damned alike, for instance something about ”calling the annual general meeting in time” and things that. Of course, this is just a procedure, still: it is killing. I really do understand that so many young people do not want to waste their time on it. This is something we discuss a lot. What are we going to do about ”Denmark as the land of associations”? And yet: the young ones get together somehow, anyway. To so many of us the problem is that we have so many possibilities, and it is extremely difficult to choose among all these possibilities. It is a luxury problem, I know, but it really is a great problem to many. You think all the time - Am I doing the right thing? And this applies both to my boyfriend and my education, yes, to almost anything you do: ”What do I miss when I choose this?” Maybe it is a problem when we just rush around the way we do all the time ”now I want to try this” and ”now I also want to try that” - because, who are eventually going to be the driving force of society? I have thought a lot about this. Just look at myself: for one year I was a member of the Young Social-democrats, then I got tired of that and quit. I am rather typical of the young ones, I think. I begin doing something and go on for a bit, and then I quit. Is it good or bad that you just run from one thing to another? Why stay if you do not feel like it? Still, who is going to be the moving spirit if we all just quit? I don’t know whether I like it or not. I don’t know either whether it is a problem at all. I don’t know whether there will always be fiery souls as some people maintain. I’ll be damned if I think there will. This is really something I have given a lot of thought. Are you really allowed to pick and choose, run from one thing to another? What about the following generation? There must be some young people who bother to become sports leaders and things. If nobody can be bothered it really becomes a problem. I think the result will be that the children play computer games and the like. However, I also feel that I do not know whether it is a problem or not. Is there a built-in force in society that regulates all this? I suppose it has always been said that ”the youth of today” and still, the world goes on.

I had a big discussion with Per, my boyfriend. There is a great shortage in teachers. I thought, maybe it was an idea to impose a sort of ”compulsory teaching service”. For instance for one year. He did not understand this at all - you cannot force people. And maybe it is wrong to do so. Can you force someone to do something - because, what will be the result? In a way I feel that when I have finished this education and I am able to do various things and also want to do various things, well, when there are a lot of schools missing teachers the problem is that most of the students at the college of education say they may well study there, but they do not want to become teachers. The college works as a jumping-off point for something else. You don´t really know what you want - you have tried the university - maybe two or three times. This is typical of many of the students at college. What, really, do I think myself? What do I want? Well, maybe you have an obligation towards society My father always maintained that. When he was so determined that I have an education it was because he said that when I was so bright I had to use my talents. ”The strong ones support the weaker ones”. I find it very worthwhile what you have to be able to cope with as a teacher or pedagogue. Social relationships, and many practical matters. I think it is important. I cannot be bothered with big theories, practice is needed because you have to do with children. Of course you have to have a grounding, still, practice is important.

It is something great to work with children. You influence them and form them in many ways and you have to be very conscious about it. It is art to teach children. This is the most exciting about my education: you have a possibility of teaching them something. That is, if you are a good teacher, because children cannot be bothered to learn if they have a bad teacher! When I work as substitute teacher I go directly to the children if I have observed that they feel bored. Because in that case they do not listen. Not everything is exciting. 
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Qualitative Interview, Woman, born 1976

Interviewed by HD 12.04.01

Question: What, in your opinion, did you get out of your stay at a folk high school?
It is very difficult to give words to one’s thoughts - at any rate (it is( much more than I am able to express right now. It is something that I have felt several years later, when I realized that I have had this experience earlier. And then, when I think back I find out that I have met with this experience at the folk high school. So, the consciousness comes later. For instance, singing in a choir. Now, when I sing, I think of Pernille and how she did it, and what we did together. The feeling of community. And then also that the folk high school was a place where I met people who think and act differently. People you would not otherwise come across, from other backgrounds and other places. You were part of a community because you lived together, and this created some bonds to other people. It created friendships that still exist.

It was a life with music, sports, etc. The folk high school is a place where you can do many different things. Everything was possible because you were always able to find a person who cared to join in.

I have got much more out of it than I can express here. Also because you don’t think of it just like that. For instance, it came through the songs which mean a lot to me, and through the meals - which we had together. Now I have begun to look at the texts of the songs.

However, the most important is that I recognize some things. For instance, I did not think that I had occupied myself with psychology earlier because it was not a subject in the formal school system. Now it is a subject at the college of education, and all of a sudden I realize that it was, in fact, a subject at the folk high school.

Sub-question: Do you think that the folk high school can exist without shared living, for instance in foreign countries?
Really, this is difficult - living together is one of its strengths. It is also a strength not to have exams and at the same time having a possibility of fulfilling the need for qualifi​cations and skills. You see, I am a member of the board of Uldum Folk High School, and at board meetings we talk a lot of the students they have at the moment, and what kind of students they want in the future etc. We know that many of the students continue in the so called ”soft further and higher educations”. Accordingly, it has been considered to sort of formalize this fact - to accept that that’s the way it is and then do something more about this tendency. For instance introduce various jobs at the folk high school, one day with physiotherapy, etc. I don’t know whether this is a good idea, maybe the model could be used in other countries. 

As you know, here in Denmark we have a Grundtvig tradition and a democratic tradition, which they do not have in other countries. For instance, I have just talked with an Italian in Denmark. To him, the most difficult in his education is that he is supposed to express his opinion all the time. We are so used to doing this.

The Danish concept of democracy still makes it possible for us to have a folk high school in Denmark. A school where professionalism and academic qualifications are not the only subjects.

Question: What kinds of community help form your identity?
The family - here I understand the whole family, cousins, nephews, etc.

My friends.

Leisure-time activities - clubs, associations, in fact quite a lot. For instance sports, having been a scout etc. In fact, being a scout was extremely nice, there we also learnt about co-operation and community.

School - all kinds of schools, including the primary and lower secondary school - together with the teachers. You know, as a student at a college of education I think a lot about our school...

During my travels I have felt a feeling of community among people who shared the desire for travelling, a feeling which is definitely not national. You put your life in its proper perspective when you talk to people from other countries, countries you have only heard of or read about.

Of course, there is also work - in the various jobs you realize where your strength lies. It is not so much ”the identity of the place of work” that I have experienced because my jobs have all been rather brief. Still, I have experienced a working partnership in various milieus, for instance at  ‘Skildpadden’ where we really made the place work. I have met people with whom I still have something in common.

Question: Where do you feel at home?

The last time I visited my uncle’s he asked me when I have felt most relaxed and comfortable, because, once more, I felt so unhappy. This also has something to do with the fact that they hate Copenhagen, thinking that only Jutland and Funen are alright. In fact I did answer at ”Uldum Folk High School”, and since then I have become aware of the importance of my stay there. On the other hand: Copenhagen is also alright - I have had a very good time there. So I suppose I feel at home among people I like and where I feel safe. Together with my boyfriend and my family. If the question is where I prefer to be - well... where there is sun and warmth... the energy from the sun means a lot to me. In fact, I have quite often been quite depressed in the autumn and winter in later years.

It means a lot to me to have people around me, people I can trust and with whom I can relax.

Question: What are your hopes and plans for the future?

That I will be able to contribute with something that concerns other people. In fact, I was considering this in the car on my way here. For instance, ”What makes a good teacher?” I think that I have got something of it. I am not yet quite sure in what field, but I want to ask some questions that make people understand this complex world. And I also think that I would like to help other people. I have an urge to do something for others.

I also want to live at a place where my family wants to come very often. I want a lot of visits, I want the children to come on holiday. It is going to a place where it is good to be, where everyone is able to come out of his shell, and where, together, we are going to play music and sing.

I suppose I want to continue travelling a lot. You see so much new, and you get away from the routines - which otherwise are good enough.

I also hope that I shall get a job where I can fulfill some real needs. Not just a job with a lot of bureaucracy, but a job that meets my needs. 

As a more overall objective I want the world to become more practical. The world itself and we would profit from that. There are too many theories now, too much theoretical talk. As a consequence we have bureaucracy and unnecessary jobs.

Sure, we cannot avoid wars. But I like to imagine that for instance the ATTAC gets so much more influence that there will be set limits. So that the power seekers are not steering everything. There are so many contrasts and conflicts - why don’t we do something? Why is a country like the US a ”superpower”, deciding everything? The US is a country without any cultural background, it is just big, and besides it is thoroughly a consumer society. There must exist clever people who are able to govern. I should be very happy if there were less xenophobia and more tolerance. To think that Pia Kjærsgaard has so much power? I understand people’s fear, but they view the world in a very one-sided way. The people who are afraid should be given a possibility of meeting the immigrants - there are both idiots and ordinary people among them. People who suffer from so much xenophobia - they just want safety and something, which no longer exists.

What are the most important questions of the agenda today?

Education ​ and the possibility of having one. Because, even though it is stressing and hard, it is also very rewarding to occupy oneself with something professionally and discuss such items. 

The media - they are so superficial and sometimes they make people very stupid. They invent needs and requirements. For instance, you are captured by watching Big Brother... on the other hand you get in contact with the surrounding world through the media. 

To watch yourself as part of society. Often you expect very much and forget that it is not everything that is possible. You grumble too much - that the bus is late, for instance, instead of considering how fantastic it is that there are, in fact, buses. You have to consider that society consists of the people who are there!

Environment - I think a lot of the environment, is it of any use at all to protect it. We have created some needs which we are not able to give up just like that, for instance driving a car. And, still, you are very ashamed when the birds are dirty with oil. However, I have my doubts as to whether we are able to do something on a larger scale.

Question: Can you describe your view of human nature?

This is difficult... At any rate man is both good and bad. You like some people, of others you have a dislike. Besides, you should not pretend to be a good person yourself. For instance, you say - I do - that you should not gossip, but, my goodness, how funny it is when you do so... On the other hand I know very well that just now I am gossiping... I think it has something to do with the kind of society you live in. Having a human right - I suppose it has not always been like that? And what is it? Man is part of a hierarchy, and it will always be like that. So, a right to what? And freedom of what?

Question: How would you define an active, good citizenship?

I am thinking of democracy. What can I answer - democracy is important. It is im​portant that we are part of it as citizens, that you participate, take a stance. Of course, this can be negative, for instance in a board of governors of a school, etc. It is good that people participate, however, It is also my experience that this can be a problem. That everything is discussed to pieces, and that it is difficult to make decisions. Everyone takes his own stand. And, consequently, it has become a problem that ”my right” is more important than ”my duty”, especially in a welfare society. In my opinion, this is a serious misconception. Because, it is for the weak, the right is meant for the weak who are unable to manage. You - who are able to manage - you are not entitled to get everything you think you have a right to get. The representative democracy is good enough. The politicians are enthusiastic about many things, and they have chosen to spend their lives on it. Some people think that the politicians go for power only, but I think that they really are enthusiastic, and it is alright with me that they are the decision makers.

Co-citizenship works at many levels, for instance both in the local administration and in a small athletic association. This creates solidarity i a small local community. This is extremely positive. People need that. I myself consider a lot where I want to live, what I want to be occupied with - I want to be an active person where I live, somehow or other.

Question: What are the greatest obstacles to an active, good citizenship?

If, for instance, we talk about political activity, it is a fact that the system is too rigid. We have become more free and independent and commit ourselves less and less. So we don’t want to commit ourselves for a longer period. For instance, I have been asked to stand as candidate for the board at Uldum (Folk High School(, and I don’t really know what to answer.

It is also that the world is so complex and enormous, and this promotes passivity because we are unable to take in everything. So we switch on the TV... Still, many people are active, but a person who is active in one place is also active in many other places. That is why it is easier to have a the representative democracy. And this becomes a democracy with politicians you do not feel related to. Accordingly you grumble about them - but still, they spend a large part of their lives distributing the money as best they can. I suppose this is what politics is all about.

There is the problem about the attitude - ”What has this to do with me?” - ”How is this going to be important for me personally?” If it is unimportant to you, you don’t want to get involved. It becomes ”dangerous” to commit oneself because all the time you come across something new which might be more interesting. And we have been so used to be able to pick and choose.

HISTOIRE DE VIE  n° 1 – STORY LIFE number 1

Interview 22/05/2001 – woman  , 35 years

My first child memory in my life? My really first memory ?? I think when I was a child at the kindergarden and I see me playing in the school ground with my little girl friend who was black. This is my first school memory. Do you like other memories from the school?…

This happened in the region where I was born in the “Alpes de Hautes Provence” at Manosques . After that we have moved away. So, I was born into a family with three children. Little time after we have moved. At this period I think I was 3 years old and I think we have moved away three years later. We went to Périgueux, that’s in the south-west. And well, my parents are still living there. So, from this moment on, I lived in Périgueux. I made all my school time over there. I stopped my school time quite young, 3 years before the baccalauréat. I didn’t want to continue studies, I mainly wanted to work, so that’s it. From this moment on, I made several little jobs. Well, this had always to do with animation and educational field. And during my holidays I made those little jobs like that. So, after that, I decided to do a professional training. And so I passed a professional training for being social worker 

But I started just recently to be involved in associations. My political consciousness as a citizen has come really recently. I mean to get involved actively. Then concerning my ideas, I have been thinking about it since a long time. But I’m involved since about two years. It’s right that in my job I have always been thinking that, well, I have a social job and it’s right that it would be enriching to be involved in an association in a voluntary way. Well, it’s not easy to speak like that. 

Now, my motivation to get involved in an association is recent. Really my citizen and political conscience is very recent. Since from , at last as active involvement , I speak . After that, on the level of the ideas it’s a long time that’s “working” in me. So since 2 years approximately.

It’s true that in my educational work I told me ok I have a job and it will be interesting to be involve in voluntary work. Well, it’s not easy to speak about it.

My first motivation to be involve in a association it’s mainly the question of injustice. So I told me “ If you are critic you have one day to do something. It’s better to do something positive rather to be into the critic. So, it’s what push me to react. 

First, I’ve passed a more interior period. During some years I made a psycho-analysis. So, I have resolved some interior problems. And after that I felt the need to be in touch with other people, to be confronted with other people. To confront my opinion, how to say, to build something with other people too. It’s starting like this.

At the beginning I was mainly involved by taking the card member of an association. I wasn’t really militant. I don’t know if you know the association “Attac”. It’s an association which fights against financial speculation and other things. They do other campaigns as well. So, I started there. So, this joins the point of social injustices. I thought their propositions were interesting. And so, I took the member card of this stuff. I started to read publications about this theme, newspapers and I got more into the details. And after that, I got a bit more involved in it. The last year, this association organized a summer university. I went there. I participated and everything. And so I was getting quite more concerned about all that. And finally, with my friend, we have founded a local comity of this association in “Uzège”. 

And then, the matter of fact to have children was another reason for me to get in action. Because I have 2 children, one 6 years and the other 18 months old. And I don’t know why, this has pushed me to get into action. I think if you have children you are more often confronted to other parents, you meet  more people. So, I have got involved in the parents’ association. In the parents’ association I got to know the social center better. I wanted to get involved in it too. But I got a bit less involved in the parents’ association and I’m more involved in the social center.

Even concerning “Attac” I’m a bit less involved in, because we are both of us involved, me and my friend. So, it’s impossible to be both of us in a meeting with 2 little children. So, I got a bit out of it. But in the same time, I totally find what I’m searching in the social center. I can discuss my ideas there as well. So, I got more involved in it. It’s interesting because for the first time I get Involved like that in a village. In a small village.

It’s true , I often moved after leaving my parents. So, I was quite young, I was 18 years old. And I moved a lot. From 18 years old I never really stayed anywhere for a long time. Now, it’s the first time that I really settle down and get involved in a village. That represents a sort of personal base/ anchorage. So, generally it’s a bit like that.

So, I tell you there is injustice preoccupations. There were certain points of view in the society with which I didn’t agree. So, I wanted to do something about it. And I wanted to share certain ideas, to confront me to other people. And there is the fact to have children. I think, I don’t know how to make it clear, but I think that this has been another motivation. Well, I’m getting involved because from a personal point of view, I think it’s very enriching. And as well, how to say, I think that it could be a good example to show the children that you don’t only criticize but you try to do something.

So, I want to confront my point of view, to moderate it. There are things that I could be thinking that can be , I don’t know, categorical. To confront my point of view, to see how it is possible to communicate with other people as well. Sometimes, you loose some illusions. I want as well to build something with the other, that’s it.

And then, there’s a third thing. Let’s say, for example concerning the social center, I said to me, this place is beautiful. The village St. Quentin is very dynamic. Well, if you want to participate. I think about all the people here. There’s a dynamic in the village, there are a lot of associations, people are very dynamic. That’s what pushes you to get into action as well. But I said to me as well: “if we want to preserve this place, this social center, we have to get involved in as well. Because things never stay the same just because of Holy Spirit’s protection. » I said to me as well: “if you think that this place is good, you have to participate to make it continue.”

So, this is a third thing. I think there are certain acquired, but you have to fight to make them continue. That’s what I said to me, not to be only a consumer of something.

In the social center I’m administrator. Even there, I only got into the executive recently and I’m involved since 2 years. Now, I’m more involved in a thing, we try to found a parent’s café in St. Quentin. That joins a bit the activity of the parent’s association of the school. So, there is a social worker of the social center who has demanded us. Who told us: “would you be interested in founding a structure where parents could come outside of the school, with perhaps some discussions in a cosy place. It would be possible to come to read the newspaper.” And so, we were thinking about it. And now, we try to found it really. I have decided to get involved in it. And I participate in a commission for little children. Here we have the project to rebuild a bigger nursery.

Here you are, it’s right that this joins my preoccupation to take car about my children. I have been involved in the commission childhood because I have little children.

As what is concerned the social center each administrator has been involved, in his level into the preparation of the party. Then in every day’s life of the center, we are present every day. Now, besides, I have time. You know, I took a “parent’s vacation”. I said to me that this is a good occasion to get involved myself. I have time for my children. But now I have time as well and I would like to get involved myself. It’s more difficult when you’re working to find the time. And so, I completely have time to be involved, to go to trainings that I’m interested in, which refer to my work. And so, I decided to take the maximum of “parent’s vacation” which is 3 years. And so, I recently went to some trainings. For example, I participated in a training for administrators of social centers in order to know better the law of 1901 for associations, to know administrator’s responsibilities. So, these a trainings proposed. In general, there are 4 or 5 in a year. So, I participated in it. 

I’ve participated in a seminar about the place of the father. I can make also a link to my work as well, so this improves as well my knowledge. There’s an interpenetration of things. And besides I’m interested in it, I like to participate in it. So I do it for my personal and professional interests.

And then, I think… I was just talking about that you have to fight for conserving, for improving things. You mustn’t stay only a consumer. For me it’s important to do so. And then I think there is a huger level, the national and European level… In the beginning I asked you if there was a consultation of citizens in Europe. I think the European institutions should take care about the citizen’s request and about what associations are doing. 

Because often they take decisions in regard of the economical interest. I think that often they follow economical interests more than citizen’s interests. And I would like to participate to make ideas go forward even on a European level in order to make the European construction as well on a social level. I think there are a lot of things done by economical interest and at the cost of certain social benefits which seem to be in regression. 

And so I would like to use institute proceedings as well on the European level, even to improve them. I’ve started just recently to be interested in the European institutions. It seems to me that if you start being interested in associations you try as well to see how everything is going. You try to know in which framework you’re living and what you can do to get the things move on, to get things more general.

There are political challenges as well. The decoding of the world where we live in. All this has been very vague for me before. And so it’s very recent that I’m interested in all these things in a more concrete way. All started two, three years ago. There were examples of people more involved around me. I have been saying for a long time:” you have to do something “. You have to have a more concrete project.” The way to discuss and not to be able to do something, yes it wasn’t enough for me for a longer time.

I started to get involved in the social work, it’s always the same, because I wanted to help the others. Besides, there are more personal motivations that can be subconscious. Especially for social workers. Well, that’s I have treated a bit during my psycho-analysis. Perhaps… And then, I wanted to help others and to be useful. The feeling to be useful in the work you do. Global, that’s it.

I think as well, when I was a child, I had a girl friend who was handicapped and I played a lot with her. I think that was in  the kinder garden time. Well I remember me playing with her. I don’t know, perhaps this has been important to me as well. To have had a little handicapped girl friend, to share games with her and then to defend her from the others who were nasty with her. Well, there are things like that.

Qualitative Interview, woman 35 years old

1.  I’ve got to know how associations are working. How to enter in a rural environment as well. I’ve learnt something good. Well, last year, we build the social project of the association. So, I’ve participated in this commission and I saw how it works. I think that this was a quite democratic method. To let people express their thoughts about what has happened. And then we talked about our ideas concerning what a social centre and its services should be. It has been very enriching at this moment.

Yes, by the way I got to know how to construct an association and its administrative side. I was interested in it because everything follows from it, everything that you realize. I think, yes, to see how an association of persons work’s which have an common goal who is to participate and to enrich themselves. Well, at the same time I have some illusions that are starting to… Now, I have some less illusions. ……But at the same time this is a confrontation with reality, to have some discussions with other people.

There are meetings with the employees. When you are administrator of an association you are the boss as well. So, you realize that. You have a rule, in spite of all, with a quite important responsibility. I’ve learnt a lot during my administrative trainings as well. And then if you have something to do, you just do it. We also have political discussions in this context. If there’s an employee who wants to make a vocational training, we discuss about it. It’s  look like a enterprise. There are also economic question and interests.

2. I think, first of all, there’s the family. Then, there’s school. The adults. My work as well, the trainings that I’ve done. In my job there are often associations working with children in difficulties. So that’s what has pushed me to be interested in what associations are, in what it is about to get involved in an association.

My psycho-analysis has marked me. My professional training to be social worker has been really a departure which gave me a lot , a lot of questions. It really has been very rich for me. There has been a departure point, I’ve realized a lot of things. Things have developed slowly because I was very young when I participated in the professional training. 10 years later II only got involved . 

After that I think of… I told you about my professional training. After that I’ve participated in several trainings, I think that’s help me. Besides I’m personally interested in cinema, music, reading. I’ve learnt a lot from it as well. Because of my interests I’ve met a lot of people who were interested in associations.

I think, my friend is a teacher, so I’ve met other teachers. Because in my family there are no teachers. My father has worked for EDF (French national company of electricity), my mother stayed at home. I don’t come from a militant family , with an political engagement. It’s rather a family closed to itself. I think I  have found this thing, to get involved in an association and to turn to the outside, outside of my family. So, I’ve learnt a lot about this by meeting my friend. My friend is very active in it. He’s in an environment of teachers and is very involved in teacher’s associations.

The lecture of newspapers is important too. At home we bought the newspaper once a week on Sunday, but not every day. Nevertheless, my father was interested in reading. He was who taught this at home. So, I took this from home and developed with out side relation, by meeting other people. And during my holidays I got more involved by doing social jobs. In my social work I met other people who did that. And then being a youngster, I remember the discussions we had in the café, in front of the school.

Well, I wasn’t really involved in an association but I discussed with them. We had critical questions to know how the world was going. Questions that youngsters have. I started by that as well. And then I met other social environments, which were more open to what happens by my parents.

3. Here, I feel at home in St. Quentin. As I told you, I’ve moved a lot since I’m 18 years old. I made my professional training in Marseille, after that we moved elsewhere. My friend made his teacher’s studies. So, he has been transferred elsewhere, so we moved elsewhere. After that we lived in Marseille. We didn’t want to live in a town any longer. So, each time, we stayed in a place for 2, 3 years not any longer. I felt involved nowhere. I wasn’t involved in an association or an area. And now, I’ve found a personal base by participating in a village. I feel at home here where I’m living.

4. Another world is possible. That’s it. My hope is that there can be a plurality of ways in the world. That there isn’t an uniformization like what’s happen today. That’s my point of view. I think that today theirs is mostly the law of money, everywhere, and I would like to hear other voices. It’s an utopia, but I’m fighting for it.

Concerning my personal hopes, I think on my children. I would like them to be happy. Well, that they will be happy in their life. How to say? What I desire, what motivated me is that I would like to be able to express in a certain way ,what’s give me inside vibration. It’s very general.

Yes, that’s what I want. To be able to say to me that, on my small level, I have expressed my desires in my life. And at the same time that this will be useful. 

Because often I’ve realized that I didn’t really express my opinion concerning a book or a film. It stayed in my head. And now, I desire to express my thoughts. So, I want to support my ideas. It’s a bit schematic.

5. I think of the lack of equal chances that people have in the world, above all the imbalance between the north and the south. The life we live where we can discuss and the life those populations live, that’s not dignified of humanity. That’s our problem.

There are also important conflicts that we’re living. The conflicts and then all the consequences. I think of what happens in Israel with the Palestinians. There are conflicts happening not far from us, like in Rwanda or in Yugoslavia. I seems to me that countries like Africa that have suffered for a long time should get back their dignity. To live in peace. The rich countries like the United States or France who have done some political actions should accept their responsibilities and help those countries to become independent. It’s quite shocking what happens in Africa. And besides I think that this isn’t dignified for humanity to leave these situations unchanged. I think, it’s very hard what’s happening. Well, this joins the theme of social injustice. That’s my opinion.

Even in our country we can see things like that. When you follow the news, all these stories about restructuring, social plans when at the same time business is making big benefits. Then people are laid off. This seems to me really unfair and not dignified. You get to see that only the shareholder’s benefits are important and they don’t give a damn about people’s life. They lay them off and they don’t wonder what they’ll do afterwards. They really function like big machines that don’t worry about anything. And this shocks me a bit.

The children’s education will be a problem as well. Because they will take the decisions when they will be grown up. And it seems to me that it’s very important to coordinate their education and what they will be as grown up, the values that they will defend. On a social level, I think there’s a big gap between the values that I try to teach them, as far as I’m concerned it’s the respect of the other, to worry about all of this. And at the same time you have to consider the values transported by publicity. I think these two things aren’t in harmony. I think sometimes there’s a gap between the values that are shown and…

you just have to look on the plans for social restructuring, they teach a certain ideology. And when you try to saw to your children that they have to let some place for the others and that everybody should be able to express his ideas. I think this isn’t very coherent. Nevertheless I desire to try give these values to my children and to show them that I try to fight against this paradox. I think this is important for the children’s education.

But it’s not easy because we too, I don’t know, but in my personal behaviour sometimes I must be in complete contradiction to what I teach to my children. And that I show the contrary of what I just have been saying. On a personal level, you have to know to question you about your behaviour. Often you don’t control everything. It escapes your attention.

I think it’s important to promote women’s rule as well. For me it’s important to protect a certain plurality of voices. Of voices that you can hear against a standardisation of minds as well in a cultural than in a political context. I think it’s important to express different voices.

At the mean time, I find good what people call globalisation. It’s good that people can communicate from one part of the world to another. To be able to communicate, to create things together, even living far from each other. I find it good. But the perverted consequence that’s what I told of a few minutes ago, that money is often the only benefit. They don’t take care about the human being. At the same time the perverted consequence is that everybody thinks the same. 

Here you are, it seems to me that this is a problem and that we all have to think about it. We have to think about it to preserve the liberty of expression and the differences.

6. Listen it depends on the moment. Sometimes I’m satisfied, sometimes I think… For example, there were two events recently. There were communal elections. I’ve realized that people, well I don’t know if it happens everywhere, but I feel it’s general. I feel that we always vote for notables. Either the person is based in the village since a long time or he has a lot of money and a solid, comfortable social position. Or there are people of whom even the father also has been mayor. But I have the feeling that we vote every time for the same people . In France people only vote for those persons.” And these persons are at the top of the election’s lists. In our village the last mayor who stayed for three election periods and who was not candidate any longer, was a woman with money. She’s from the left-wing, but she has money and a big position in the village. Authority, power. Sometimes I wonder if the French Revolution really happened. Because now, our actual mayor is noble. His name is Monsieur of something. His grand father has been mayor of the village 30 years ago. He’s well based in the village, owns some grounds, a castle. He lives in the castle. He goes to the church every Sunday . Well, I’m not against religion, but you see that there are personalities like him… It seems to me that people only have confidence in those people. I don’t know, if a common person of the people that might have some charisma would be elected. Because he doesn’t have his roots in the region, because he doesn’t have a comfortable financial position or doesn’t possess any grounds. And so I said to me: ”human nature searches a master.” We are looking for a master and we behave like a sheep. We desire that there’s somebody powerful above us. We don’t desire to be free, to take decisions, to participate really in something… We could take the office of mayor…

And then, I had another feeling because of a very successful film called: ”The fabulous destiny of Amélie Poulain”. I find that this is a real great and popular film. And a lot of different people did like it. And this has reconciled me to everything. I said to me: “ I’m glad to see that people like good quality, something popular, but in the positive meaning of the term.” I really think that this film has a lot of good sides.  I was glad to see that a lot of different people can like it. I want to illustrate what I’ve told you just before, these are little stories.  But It depends on the moment. I think there are moments when I’m optimistic, there are others where I’m pessimistic. It’s very… When I think of Rwanda I’m very pessimistic because of what has happened. Besides, I think we all of us fight for making things better. And there still is nature and culture, so…

No, I think that I’m still optimistic because I’m still interested to make things with the others. Because if I wasn’t confident or if I remained more in the background, I wouldn’t be involved. I think that I have some utopias and I’ve just told you that another world is possible. So I’m still confident.

7.  It’s the framework in which people can express themselves, to completely occupy them. We mustn’t abandon them. That’s what active citizenship is to me.

For example I think that politics often leave a lot of their power to big multinational companies which makes law. I think it would be good to get back this power. But they let it out. Well, for me active citizenship would be push politics to get back their responsibilities. To use everything for that, to call for the members of Parliament. Well, to use the existing possibilities that can make things move on. But I think we let drop it. Here you are. Active citizenship is to push politics to get back their responsibilities and to get involved yourself in associations that are existing. To get back the possibility to discuss, to let people express themselves. To change the actual situation. When you vote in elections, a lot of people think that it makes no sense. Either they don’t vote or they aren’t convinced. It’s right, they’re right sometimes. Sometimes you vote and you ask yourself. I would like that it makes sense if you vote, but well, it’s not easy. You have to work for it before the elections if you want that there’s a sense.

8. Well, the main brakes, I mean, are from economical interests. If you are in conflict to economical interest, if there’s too much interference the action will be broken. For example, in the social center, we organize what we call a integration social- qualification activity with other partners like the national employment agency or other institutions who works with the social center. Well, their requirements depend on the policy of the moment. So, if they change policy, they change requirements. So, the workshop never has the same sense. So, it’s starting to become nonsense, we talked about it in the last meeting. You see what I want to say. Politics define the action and they are often pushed by economical interests. So, sometimes there are interferences that don’t make any sense. And that’s what stops the action. That’s one reason. Another reason could be that people don’t understand each other. Or they have different interests. Yes, people can’t make things go on together any longer. There are a lot of reasons. 

There can be a financial problem. An association that isn’t financed any longer can’t go on. Or it will die, or it won’t have liberty in action any longer. Or it’s possible that people don’t want to be involved any longer. I think there are several things. It seems to me that we live in a very individual society, where people mainly have individual questions. You can see it concerning the evolution of publicity and of consumption. We consume, we consume everything. And there are certain medias which make you stay at home like internet or computers and all that. We go out less. 

But as well, I’ve just read a thing about it, there are a lot of people involved in associations. There is a revival. So there are those two things. I think the very individual problems of people could be a reason for their lack of interest.

They are disgusted of the image of politics and the lack of ideal discussions. They mainly talk about internal strategy, electoral strategies, things like that less interesting. They don’t really discuss about their ideas. It seems to me that ideas are defended less. There’s a kind of consensus with which everybody agrees, where everybody participates at the same thing. That’s not interesting. I don’t think that it’s interesting. You need ideal discussions where people defend their ideas. That makes discussions.  

And I think that people are influenced by television. They think not to be able to understand things. That they aren’t able to make them their own, that they are a bit stupid. That’s what happens as well. That doesn’t motivate you and can brake the action. They say that it’s useless because politicians do what they want. That’s what I’ve heard: “they do what they want, it’s useless to do something, they don’ care of us.” People don’t think that they can do things on a local level. They behave like consumers and like fatalist or defeatists. They say: in every way it’s useless, power is far from us.

They have the impression to be in a big machine that makes them powerless. That also brakes the action. I did feel like that as well. But by reading or discussing with others, by participating in the summer university last year, I found something… Well, you can say that an action or to make you conscious you can decide not to be passive. Well, you can try to get into action to defend your thoughts and then you see if it’s possible or not. At least you don’t give up.

There is another thing that I want to say again. For me there are some interesting benefits. There are things existing which are very interesting. And you have to fight to make them continue because they are threatened. They are threatened by several things. For example, in France social benefits are threatened by the employer’s association MEDEF. They use different terms but it’s always the same. There are people who have fought for things and sometimes they’ve  fought with violence and have suffered from it. I think, we have a quite golden life in spite of all. Because if we fight for something nowadays, we suffer less, okay we suffer because of it but not as people before. Some people have been killed by defending certain reasons. I think at least by respect and in order to continue their work as well and to make things move on, we have to fight. And you have to be interested in history in order to understand the fights, to know where we live.

Life story interview

With Mrs Cs, K. Katalin, aged 34, official lecturer for the local government

Location: B. County, East Hungary

Date: 17/05/2001-06-05

Reporter: Balazsi Karoly, sociologist

By telling the story of my life, I would like to make it clear that I am a typical Zemplen county citizen living in a small settlement of Hegyalja, since all that has ever happened to me is strongly linked to this area of the country.

I was born in Tarca, which is a tiny settlement on the other side of Tokaj Hill. This world-famous wine-growing hill has three settlements, Tokaj, my birthplace Tarcal, and Bodrogkeresztur, where we are just having this conversation. My childhood was full of love and cosiness. My parents were middle-class people, my mother being the financial director of the municipal government and my father being a technician. He used to work at the Quarry Corporation of North Hungary, which is now owned by French entrepreneurs.

As a child, my life had always been strongly influenced by the relation with my grandparents, mainly my granddad, who was a garden engineer. He was a member of a multi-generation of intellectuals. It was he, who drew my attention to almost everything that has ever been worth it in the world, and in our little Hungary, as well. Besides the fact that I am pretty grateful to him, he has always been a role model for me, as he had taken the trouble to develop his personality every time, had it been the acquirement of new knowledge or scope of activities, etc.

He was a well-known and widely acknowledged wine-grower, he used to make wine here, at the foot of the hill, Tokaj-Hegyalja in times when mass production was favoured by the market of the Soviet Union. And being in a leading position in the one-party system, he should have become a member of “the” Party, but he did not. This leaded to a conflict, which resulted in being able to pick his brain at different places. 
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Thanks to all this, I had the chance to go to e Eger, where my granddad was located and many other places where he went to wine contests, counseling and consultations. So we visited nearly all the historical wine regions, like Siklos, Badacsony or Villany. Oddly, he took me with wherever he went and thanks to this I have lots of memorable moments that have had an influence on my life and work ever since. 

All these happened in the early Seventies, when I was not even ten years old, but these experiences had a deep impression on me. For instance, I cannot recall the reason why he encountered with the communist chief executive Kallos Pal, but what I did know was that he was persecuted. That is why he had to from the region, but he had always remained a respected man and the fact that he had to travel a lot was useful to me.

I have a sister, she is seven years younger than me, so maybe that is why it was me, who came to be very close to our grandpa. It showed clearly later on, when I was a teenager and she still needed parental care, that I lived a much more independent life than she did. What I had sensed was a totally different physical and mental world, therefore we were grown-ups by the time we got really close to each other, though we lived in a loving family. She was still a primary school pupil, while I went to high school, which is pretty much of a difference.

Having finished primary school I moved to Sarospatak, went to a high school and took English specialisation. I studied there between 1981-85. I have always preferred the humanities, my favorite subjects were Literature and History. My whole family is Calvinist, so the history and the cultural traditions of the city, my high school interested me very much. It even occurred to me at the time that after high school graduation, I would have a job at the college library I often visited during my school years. 

But in the end I went on with my studies at the Comenius College there, in Sarospatak. Besides the training-college I took Public Culture as a major, in frames of which I was trained professionally and intellectually at the same time. At the time of my graduation, the culture house of Bodrogekeresztur advertised for persons to be in charge for folk culture.

I applied for the job and managed to get it, so I moved to Bodrogkeresztur in September 1988. The most flattering thing was that accommodation had also been offered to me and this meant a great help at this turning point of my life. I got married one year later. 

As I said earlier, I had gained great theoretical knowledge at college, nevertheless it took quite a long time to get to know to the village better and get a clearer picture of what requirements I had to face in my work. I had to get acquainted with the situation given, who are neighbors, friends, what interest fields different groups have, who will come to what sort of event? For it was useless to learn in college how to prepare a “script” before every event, as it just does not work that way in practice. Besides, being the 80’s, we had to do different sorts of things like registering at the police, collecting certain (ORI) official papers, etc. All these bureaucratic kinds of things have to be done in practice in order to learn them well.
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The fact that in those days we had a municipal government even made things more complicated, as this beautiful institution I worked at had to be in charge for four settlements in terms of providing public culture, namely: Bodrogkeresztur, Bodrogkisfalud, Szegi and Szegilong. This was not a piece of cake, since it is no use saying that all these settlements are of the same type when people are not.

We were trying to resolve this tension by carrying bigger events, like folk day to a different place every year. However, this solution could not be the perfect one, as people tend to be more active in their own settlements. The situation changed with the system of regime. From 1990 on, every settlement had their own independent institutions and representatives. The culture house remained in Bodrogkeresztur, and we had to incur all our expenses, which meant that we lost three of our resources.

At this point, I had a little “rest”, as I went on a maternity leave in 1991. I had had two daughters in a row, so I only went back to work in 1995. There were serious changes going on meanwhile. Civil organisations began to proliferate in the early 90’s and clearly, the culture house served as a home for them. The most significant of all was the Human Studio Cultural Society, which took the responsibility for educating children outside the school walls. This included majorette, folk dancing, drama circles and music. The other important profile of the society was organizing nomad summer camps for children, where everyone was self-sufficient. The camps were usually organized around one main topic and became very popular among youngsters. 

Civil organizations also included the train band, whose task was obvious, but we did all the administrative work for them. The Society of Village Decorators was operating continuously, and we also had a circle for the retired, which is now in its 15th year of operation, just like the culture house. All these societies had done a great job, so even the press said something like “Bodrogkeresztur is the paradise of civil organizations”.

When I returned to my job in 1995, I started to work at full blast. All the bigger events we have now in the village and the culture house have been coming into being since then. For instance there is a week dedicated to vine-growing. This is not the actual profile of public culture, but in a settlement where people make their living of viniculture, it has to be regarded as something special. This was the point when I recalled what I had learned from my grandpa. How to organize a good contest, invite a decent lecturer, etc. The wine contest appealed to the mayor and the neighbor settlements, so it became an important and recurring event taking place every February. It has grown to be a nationwide, four-day contest including an exhibition where all the major vine-grower companies are represented. There is a day dedicated to introducing folk culture of the certain vine-growing region, egg. folk dancers or bands, etc. 

Another day is when a conference on up-to-date public issues is held. One of the issues was privatization, when lots of things were broken to pieces among the entrepreneurs. Apparently, this was everyone’s concern. The new regulations of customs authorities have been the matter of dispute lately. 
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It is important to know that the main sponsor of this event is Kupa Mihaly, the ex- chancellor of the exchequer, who is the president of the Settlement Alliance of Zemplen county and lobbies in the parliament for this region as an independent MP. I think I can go so far as to say that we are colleagues and he once invited Arnold Mihaly, the director of VPOP to give a lecture at one of our conference to my request. The culture house houses the office of the Settlement Alliance, but it varies by conference location, of course. Daily administrative work, as well as private directorial meetings take place here. 

“Folk days” have been given new bases and become a public event, which is a part of every settlement’s life, so we tried to introduce some new elements, like open-air cooking session. We invite smaller groups of friends to this session like the faculty of teachers or the train band. Everyone is given a nice tent, a cooking place, so they turn out to be together to whole day and get closer to one another than they would normally. Outsiders can watch them cook, and they can register newt year if they feel like. 

The recreation of the harvest traditions started five years ago. This includes a procession, harvest beauty contest, which interest everyone from 3-60. The event takes place late September every year, so we have folks coming from long distance, because we all consider these days as a time dedicated to harvest in Hegyalja. 

There is traditionally a week in November for the retired, full of programs, including a forum attended by the principals of the village, chit-chat with an actor of Miskolc, and so on.

I myself take part in the works of professional forums in larger areas, as well. I am the person in charge for the village section of public culture in the county of Borsod-Abauj-Zemplen. My task is to hold public cultural institutions of smaller settlements together. Besides these activities, I also attended travelling meetings of public culture, professional consultations, which felt like home to me. It happened at these occasions, that I began to fancy the idea of getting an MA degree besides the BA I had.

So I took up Adult Education and Cultural Management at the University of Debrecen. Those six semesters were hard in terms of having a family, a job and being a student at the same time. I enjoyed my studies pretty much. Naturally, we weren’t taught how to organize the village days, but were rather given a different point of view. I also met some great teachers that served as role models for me, similar to my college teachers. 

But life had not stopped meanwhile at home, of course. I personally owe many thanks to the Settlement Alliance of Zemplen county already mentioned, as it was given the honor of organizing Europe-days in 1997. Since the event outgrew the borders of the settlement, it became a Europe Week instead and I was in charge for all the press-related matters. This meant lots of tasks, but it also turned out to be very useful henceforth.

In the meantime I learnt how to apply for tenders, which is inevitable, as our budgets do not allow for many things. This way, all investments in the house were financed by these tenders, like stagecraft, curtains, exhibitions, etc. I can say that we get 2-3 millions annually, which is considerable bearing in mind that our annual budget makes 7 million. We might be able to buy a “telehouse” system with this money this winter.  
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Meanwhile we managed to buy a detached house, our two children go to school here, and we have loads of things that relate us here, anyway. My parents live in Tarcal, we have jobs here, but we go to Patak and Ujhely quite often, so I think I can say that we live our lives in the Zemplen region. Therefore I have a clear view of how serious changes went on here during the change of the system of regime. Workplaces that provided a living for many people were shut down in a row in the early 90’s.

Viniculture and vine-growing have become major sources of living in spite of being complementary sources before. Somehow people make ends meet, but if we are to organize a successful event, we have to provide free entering, as they could not pay for the ticket. 

I can say that it is good to live here and we are enjoying it, thanks to the local people’s love surround us. Whenever I run into locals in the street and they say “Katika, we really liked that program”, it means more than any financial acknowledgement to me. They even gave me the name “Culture House” Katika.

How wonderful nature is here! We have hills, rivers, islands, woods, vineyards, all in one. A flat on the tenth floor in the rather dirty city could not be up to the family-like home we have here, in this village. The other good point of living here is that town can be reached easily (Miskolc) as well as other smaller towns like Tokaj, Patak, Ujhely and Szerencs. Fifty kilometers is not a distance these days, and our parents live here, which is important.

Being a small village, everyone knows everything and everyone. They keep track of one’s way to wealth, but that is the way it is. There are some things I would do in another way, of course. The settlement is blest with pretty good facilities, it should rely on tourism more.

By the way I have never entered for being a representative in the local government, which can be a disadvantage, as the rest of the institution directors who are in the local government are more “protected” than I am. The mayor, whose original profession is a public culture assistant horned in the daily routine of the house in the beginning. Now that we know each other better, the situation got fine. Our relationship is more of a partner-type. This has got to do something with the fact I am a kind of housewife of the village, a hostess at significant events. 

Our biggest issue is unemployment in the village, but we have to admit that people got pretty lazy in the past decades and lots of them do not even want to change their lives. Public workers simply go home if it starts raining. This has got to do with the vine situation we have now. People who cannot start any kind of vine-growing, bottling or market opportunities haven’t got much choice. Growing berries is over, wine has to be sold. This is getting more and more difficult.
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The Tokaj Store is going bankrupt in front our eyes, and companies with foreign interest usually buy only the “aszu”. The network we have built of partner settlements might be able to help this situation. Seeing the flood we had here on TV, the local government of Balatonkeresztur decided to give us 100.000 HUF. In return we invited them over here, which resulted in new friendships. The two settlements initiated the arrangement of a festival where all the settlements named “keresztur” met last year, so fourteen settlements from Hungary and transborder countries gathered together. We had Szekelyleresztur from Romania, and Rakoskeresztur from Budapest, for example.

I also have to mention the Museum of Hungarian Motorbikes, established by Zauczky Laszlo, who has always liked to hack bikes. When he figured out this national motorbike festival, he marked an era. The festival is held first weekend August every year, it is a great happening, everyone that counts is here. A famous rock singer called Nagy Fero is a regular guest. It takes place around the Tokaj hill, on the Bodrog riverside. The craze goes on for the whole weekend. By the way they are “easy riders”.

Among local patriots who weren’t born, but have ancestors here, Toth Laszlo is just irreplaceable. He is an entrepreneur for Budapest and invested a lot in the village, jut for the reason that he likes being here. The club “Lebuj” has become world-famous lately. Kupa Mihalu says that there are two types of politicians, those who have already been to, and those who will go to Lebuj. The two of them were given honorary citizenship last year.

I do have some plans for the future, but now I am quite busy with my short-term tasks. This may not be the proper expression. I just live my life, go into situation given by me or someone else, but there are hardly can be called tasks. I would rather call them; my very life.

Comment  

The active citizenship of the interviewed is the consequence of her job and her wide range of personal relations. She is a pretty normal young woman with regular days and lifestyle, she has not been predestined to do what she does by her attitude. Rather, she learned how to deal with her role in formal and informal ways. She graduated from various schools, followed the social patterns and got accustomed to the challenges her environment had for her. She handled situations given by life courageously. She has the capacity to develop, so she is to be a follower and designer of long learning processes.    

Qualitative, complementary interview

1. What social groups or practices make up parts of the person’s identity?

· The family in the broad sense as a basic and irreplaceable value. This refers to the core family in the first place, but it widens to parents and grandparents of both sides, the husband’s family, as the children are very close to them, too.

· The village community, which they live in. It is also important because of daily work

· Those communities within the village community that came into being by her help. She has been taking part in the culture house activities and programs ever since. She emphasizes the Calvinist community, which she is member of.

· Besides she considers to be a Hungarian, as the largest cultural community embodying several particular traditions, she reckons.

1. Where do you feel like home?

· First of all, in Zemplen. This is her real home, she was born here, her parents and relatives live here, she works here, her whole life is here.

1. Future hopes, planes

· Her children to become harmonic, successful grown-ups and find their happiness in this part of the country, if possible

· The region and the village to leave behind this era of depression. Everyone should find a living here. May viniculture and vine growing become a respected profession once again. 

· May communities operating in the cultural house be the revitalizers of positive local changes.

1. What are the most updated issues of this era?

· Everything is going in the direction of materialism. This tendency should not be given rise here. Work, religion, community life, family, holidays and a peaceful home have been the most important values here for centuries, but now they seem to go away. Both the Poor and the suddenly became Rich are suffering from this. To prevent this phenomenon in a way that the values of the New World would still be able to stream in is a huge task. This is crucial to a successful future.

· The constant encounter and contest of cultures definitely carries the danger of war. We were able to testify this at our borders for a whole decade, while the West could not do anything about it. The Middle-East conflict carries similar dangers these days. The Holy Land has been turned to a land of hate by groups of selfish people who do not respect others’ interests, values and traditions.

1. How would you characterize human nature?

· Human beings are fallible, but capable of good, if taught so from childhood. In my opinion, humans tend to turn out to be the way their environment makes them. Love and trust are much more important than prestige or the myth of “free denouement”. What is more crucial than law is agreement. This obviously presupposes the existence of supportive communities to a clear and manageable extent. There is still a hope for this in the countryside, and I hope it can be carried out in towns, as well, I just do not really see how.  

1. How would you define “active citizenship”?

· This concept is not widely known here, the notion of public person sound a bit suspicious due to the past decades. For all I know, active citizen is someone who never feels subordinated whatever community he/she is in. One who feels to be equal in human relationships. At the same time, an active citizen should not be satisfied by his/her own self-expression, but care about others’. Lacking this attitude, one could not express himself, anyway.

1. What are the most serious obstacles an active citizen has to face?

-     Home-wise I would say that this great uncertainty. Most people are disappointed in the change of the political system. There are no forces anymore, but opportunities narrowed down. Lack of money and the uncertainty made people introverts, though solidarity and the creation of community groups are the most important things these days. Realizing political promises and encouraging common sense should also be of great importance. Unfortunately, the thing is that bringing up active citizens can only happen through having models of them. One person may be enough in a village community, at least in terms of starting up. Formal politics should give more inspiration to these people.

Man, born 1977, a student at Västra Nylands folkhögskola, European Studies course 2000/2001

Interview: May 2001

First I remember the summer holidays with my grandparents on the countryside. We were all living in Sibiu (Romania) but we were all going from August to September to the countryside. My grandparent´s house was there. Being there was wonderful, my childhood there was idyllic it was an idyllic and happy life, I always like going back there.

I remember the night when my sister was born. I was used to have my mother around my at home all the time. That night she went to the hospital, I thought I had lost her, I would never see her again. The next morning I heard I have a little sister. I was so released, my mother was still there, not gone away…

With my sister I have a very good relationship, from the beginning we were close. I took care of her, she of me. I was very shy, if somebody did something to me, she started to fight to protect me. She was more like a boy. She now is missing me desperately. I am now a year in Finland, living with my friend and I plan to stay here. My sister is of course living on Romania. We had periods when we were separated. She didn’t like to come to the countryside during the summer.

We wanted to impress our mother by taking care of our clothes, or by cleaning the house, and sometimes it looked worse than before. I remember how we cleaned a window and afterwards we could not see ourselves anymore in that mirror, there were “stripes” everywhere. But mother never punished us if our intentions were good. She always gave us a large range of liberties, we did something wrong, but not bad, maybe because of that we had that liberty. For example many kids were forced by their parents to come home early in the evening, we not, but she always woke us up at 6:30 in the morning.

The most important person for me was, and still is, my grandfather. He still is the one who matters when I do something. My grandfather, I always ask him when I make decisions, when I do something, and I think whether he would approve or not what I do. He is the one who brought me up. My mother was very young when I was born. She was still a student when I was born, and my grandfather had just retired, so he took care of me. I didn’t have to go to kindergarten. My family worried about that, they feared that I would be shy at school. But I was not, maybe in the beginning. 

I had to find my own way. So I learned not to be afraid of people. My grandfather helped me to learn to believe in myself. I think I am self-confident. I believe I can get what I want. If I don’t get it at once, I’ll get the second time.

Of my father I don’t remember very much. After my sister’s birth the problems started, my father started drinking. I hated him when he was coming home drunk. I remember I was so cynical when he was sick. He got cancer when I was 14, the cancer advanced rather quickly. I left the country (a trip), my mother told me he was going to die. I didn’t want to see him. Many people blamed me, but I didn’t want to see him. My mother and sister suffered a lot…

Then there was a period 199091991 economically difficult, we had little money. I was in high school. I started giving private lessons and other work to have my own money. After that I have started to work, I never stopped working.

I loved very much animals. My grandparents tell me I was talking to animals. I talked to cows. I asked them how they felt. I loved animals. Our dog got rabies, it had to be shot, I cried two or three days, they did not know what to do with me, it was very depressing.

My childhood is mainly connected with the countryside. I prefer even today smaller areas, with something green around me. I enjoy the nature. In the countryside I started going to church. I have respect for religion. I have questioned the existence of God, now I believe there is some power, higher than us. I respect religion, and celebrate the religious feasts as family holidays. I felt and feel very close to traditions. People in towns, in bigger cities, they don’t have these traditions anymore as the countryside still has. I think it helps me to understand other people’s traditions.

With my older cousins, we were four children, we did a lot of crazy things. I could write a book for children about it. My childhood was very happy, I didn’t feel any pressure, was never worried.

The primary and secondary school – I was a little separated as child because I didn’t go to kindergarten-. So the beginning was difficult. I had to find a way. I had to fight myself and the others, I am proud… I was extremely intelligent, most of the years I was the best in school. This made me start to use my position of being the best, for example I was preparing myself for a contest in essay writing. I went to my teacher and asked to get some days off to prepare the essay, so I got privileges. I developed a charm that I am able to convince people, so I can change people’s minds. But I worked a lot, often late in the night.

I read most of the world literature between the age of 12-15. That gave me a grand position. I was able to make connections, see things from different ways, it helped me to find a meaning in life, to find my own way.

It is important for me to have friends, one person in Romania is still my best friend and confident, we are like brothers. There is only one more friend ship that reached this “high stage”, a woman, we met during college, we are not so close anymore because her boyfriend, later her husband, was jealous because of our relation.

In school I decides I want to become a teacher. I focused on history, culture, English literature… There was a time, for about three months I wanted to be a dentist, then it was over… I wanted to be a teacher again. It was also the period when I had my first conflict with my father. This was so deep. I still blame him…

Then I went to high school. This was a big step into a totally different world, all of a sudden you are treated like an adult. I liked that period. It was a rather normal period. I made a lot of friends. In 1993 I started working. That gave me a different view. Before I did believe that the intellectuals should rule the country. To some extend I still believe that. But during my work I met people who were not intellectuals but they knew what should be done, simple people who had little education but wanted to change the country. Now I don’t make a difference anymore, I also like to be with fewer educated people.

During communist regime we felt the intellectuals were special. Because during communist time more practical things were valued, as the propaganda of the working class etc… I was lazy, I could not stand and work all day with my hands. Now I know both are needed. What I then did was to educate people in civics. We organised meetings for people with the local civil servants. It took time, slowly they started to talk. I am proud that I was part of building the civic society in Romania. That gave me a lot.

I used sometimes my position to get what I wanted. It was never bad things. When we needed money for an activity, for example when we needed a stage for children to have a play, I could use my position to get the money for them. I used it also to get discount for my friends. I gave all that up when I moved to Finland. I am not sorry. Perhaps I am the kind of person who has to start newly. Finland and the northern countries have been an attraction for me for a long time. Ibsen inspired me.

Even here I do a lot of lobbying, I organised a study visit for a group of Romanian students, and I still get what I want I think… I had an apartment in Sibiu, I sold my car… so far I am satisfied with what I achieved here. In one year I got a good job as part time teacher, I live together with my friend in a nice house, I am satisfied, the standard of living is good here. I had a good start to build a new life here. Sometimes I miss my friend. Most I miss my grandfather. He was always near me, always did his best to help me. I do not need help, but now I have the feeling that he would like me near him. He was sad when I left, but he understood when I said I want to live here, he is rather sick now, he doesn’t hear well when we talk on the phone, communication on the telephone is difficult. But he understood and he told me to do what I want.

Which social community is part of your identity?
I am so an individualist, somehow I have to come to believe, I am my own identity. I know that there were things that influenced my identity. I cannot be proud of my country, to say I am Romanian, that doesn’t mean anything. I feel part of a large culture. My grandfather, I would like to identify with him, but I have a lot to learn until then. I identify with the upper class, I still see the world in classes. I treat people differently, I try to change, but it is somehow deep in me. I think here (at the folk high school) I have behaved friendly. For me the title is very important. When I became a teacher, I was so proud, then I was called “professor” we do so in Romania, we call a teacher professor. Well I hope I will change, I think it is better here, I don’t like authorities, other people’s authority make me angry, the police, the army, I cannot follow orders. That’s also part of my identity. I think this helps me not giving orders directly. I use more the British style, to suggest what to do. I make suggestions. I make them in such a way that they are like hidden orders.

Where do you feel at home?

Oh! Oh God! That’s a question. I think I feel at home where I find a reason to live. It is not associated with a building. If I have a purpose, even a short time purpose, I am adaptable. I feel at home when I have something to do that makes me feel useful. I think what I call home, then I think it is always the house where I grew up. When I say I go home, I think, I mean that is the most deep meaning, the house where I grew up. I have a lot of memories out of that and things, physical memories. Wherever I go, I find something that will make me useful so I feel home.

What are your hopes for the future?

Individually, I hope I’ll get a good job as a teacher. I want to work with human rights, with participation in democracy.

For my country, Finland is very well of, I hope it stays so…Romania: the people living there must work in all areas to help the country, to rebuild the country. They should fight corruption which is the real plague in Romania. They should start to confident in what they can do and do it. I hope that they will find their place in the world. I hope the monarchy would come back. Because it would promote the real values of the country. It would help to get rid of the fake politicians who just want a position. I call people “fake politicians” when they only work in their “own pockets”, only have their own interests. We need good politicians.

For the world I hope that the people can compromise, respect each other, live peacefully. I don’t want to see war…

What are the most crucial issues in the agenda today?

Individually to get some kind of activity. I have to learn Finnish and Swedish. That’s difficult because everyone speaks English. I have to find people to talk to, best would be to find people who don’t speak English…

We should help the poor people and the poor countries. I also think we should calm down the USA’s cultural imperialism. We should start promoting the values we have here, not import them from overseas as for example when McDonalds comes, ot leads to that the local culture – the local food culture – is pushed aside.

We should inform about human rights that everybody respects the human rights. We should try to eliminate discrimination and a racist way of thinking. It is deep in people’s mind. I think it takes very little to burst out, and it just waits to explode. I have met many people who have a racist way of thinking. We should show that we people have a lot in common.

Culture is in a period of stagnation. It is spreading from country to country. Now things produced as commercial are becoming culture. Young people do not feel the need to develop the culture. I don’t know why. I think we cannot call the “Internet” culture. it is just a method, technology…I don’t think there is a “web culture”, at least it is not a progressive culture, it is technology.

I want to see less pollution, fewer environmental problems.

Can you describe your view of human nature?

I never thought about it. The first thought is, we are better than other animals. We have a conscious. We can feel, we can also suppress our feelings. It is also love. Animals don’t have that, or do they? I am not talking about love of the significant other, to me love means to love other humans generally. I think it is love that also makes human nature, when love stops to exist then we start killing each other.

Rationality, to be rational, want to understand what is going on, try to control it. I have always thought that the game if chess is the best reflection of men. I think we all should see what our possibilities are, in what position we are, to analyse the movements, to foresee the effects. Talking, speaking, communication…we are humans because we communicate. Greed is a part of human nature, you always want the best for yourself. The principle seems to be “the more you have, the better you are”.

When I think of love, I also feel that envy is a part of human nature. Interesting now to think of human nature, try to define it…It is so complex, a complex of values and characteristics, unique in the species.

How would you define “active citizenship”?

I have heard the definition quite a few times, but I try to make my own. Participation in democracy. That people should care what decisions are taken in society, agree or disagree. If they agree it is o k, if they disagree they should try to convince the decision makers to change the decisions. It is also about discussing, just talking with the others, it is about that you yourself are enough to change a small part.

What are the major obstacles for active citizenship?
A good life, a good life always creates lack of interest, lack of information and knowledge that citizens have ways to express, to do something. The attitude of decision makers, the often say “we know what we are doing, you will see that it is good for you”…The stressful way of living. We have so little time to stay with family and friends. Before people had more time , therefore they were more active. The entertainment part of life is more important now. Television is now taking a lot of time. There you can watch how life is, why should we go out.

What did you get out of your time at Västra Nylands folkhögskola?

I learned a lot. Not necessarily on the professional level. I learned to care more about the environment. I have started to save energy in everyday life, turn off the light, not using to much water etc. I got to learn the Finnish culture. I got a lot of friends. I hope we stay in touch, keep contact. I got a rhythm in eating, I am always hungry at certain times, maybe it is good for the body to have this rhythm. I learned something new about English language, we had a good teacher.

� Cf. The EDC project.


� One of the narrators mentions her lifestory as a qualification regarding employability: “I shall not say that I can pick and choose, but I find that I can do many things, that I hold a good hand, also considering the background or the lifestory I have.” (F 1972)


� One of her problems had to do with not knowing and understanding the codes of her school-mates. The enjoyable mastering of codes is recognized by her in another context:


“I forgot to mention, I was in Cairo after the folk high school for six months... It was great to get to Cairo for overnight I knew how to behave. If there were men I should look down, and I should show respect to old ladies, and if there were stupid taxi-drivers I should bargain with them. It was something I could do all of a sudden. It was like a drawer I had forgotten and suddenly it came up and I could use from it. It was a cool feeling. It just came.”


� An analysis of the outcome of a folk high school course for young people made by a group of students from Roskilde University: “Time for thoughts or thoughts at time”, 1996 , comes up with the following conclusions: The premises for further learning: community skills. Individual outcome: self-reflection. Collective and relational outcome: Communicative skills. Outcome related to the teaching of the school: development and reflection. Main outcome: personal development. The findings in this investigation are quite on line with the findings in our project.


� The following quotation concerns a period of working at a home for street children in Africa: “We met a Sweedish missioner who was extremely nice. He had 7 Masai children staying with him, who were all handicapped. He was gorgeous, and we could talk Danish to him. This, to talk to someone who could understand why we were thinking and reacting the way we did was a great relief.” (F 1978)


� The Finnish partner remarks in the analyses of the interviews that both she and the young man from Romania mention that they are proud, and continues: “I did not find this expression in the Finnish interviews.” I can add, that I did not find the expression either in 120 Danish interviews. Probably, an overt expression of ‘pride’ is a  taboo in contemporary Nordic Culture. 





� Unlike the ETGAGE project on Active Citizenship where trade-union- members were deliberately chosen among the different representatives of active citizens in the six participating countries.


� In several books Bruner returns to the discussion of cultural tools. He calls attention to the fact that narrative competences are crucial in this connection. 
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