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Introduction

Towards an Ecological Perspective on Learning and 
the Stories People Tell

Alan Bainbridge, Laura Formenti and Linden West

1 ESREA’s Life History and Biography Network

ESREA’s Life History and Biography Network has a long, compelling story to 
tell. Telling that story in the light of our chosen book title, is important for 
engaging with the various chapters. Our Network’s conferences began in 1993, 
bringing together a diverse group of scholars from all over Europe who were 
using biographical methods, albeit in varied ways, often with different assump-
tions about the nature and purpose of research. The idea was to share their 
research experiences on wide-ranging topics relating to adult education and 
learning in the broadest sense, informal, non-formal and formal.

The Network has been meeting for more than 25 years, with annual confer-
ences, centred on the role of biographical narratives, auto/biography, storytell-
ing, subjectivity and intersubjectivity, as well as memory, in researching lives 
and experiences of learning. Thematic, methodological and disciplinary inter-
ests alongside dissatisfaction with many traditional research methods and 
epistemologies – have drawn this community of researchers together, from dif-
ferent contexts, language communities and with varying preoccupations. The 
book is a testimony to the depth and variety of contributions that participants 
bring to discussions. Over the last few years, we have moved to considering bio-
graphical struggles to define and live sustainable lives, located within families, 
communities, cultures, politics and our relationships to the natural world. Our 
book is an attempt to illuminate what amounts to an ecology of life and human 
flourishing, no less, in a world that can be tortured, fractious, fragmented, frag-
ile and yet still provide rich resources of hope.

Doing biographical research is no isolated, individual, solipsistic endeavor 
but is shaped by larger ecological interactions – in families, schools, univer-
sities, communities, societies and networks – that sustain or destroy hope. 
Sustainability is often to do with creating sufficient hope in individuals and 
communities by building meaningful dialogue and creating good enough expe-
riences of togetherness, across difference. We have become more aware, in our 
research meetings, that telling life stories or listening to them celebrates the 
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complexity, messiness, ecological challenge but also rich potential of  learning 
lives. But we have grown more concerned about the rapid disruption of sus-
tainable ecologies, not only ‘natural’, physical, and biological, but also psycho-
logical, economic, relational, political, educational, cultural, and ethical. We 
live in a precarious, frightening, liquid Covid world and believe that our kind of 
research can both chronicle this while also illuminating how resources of hope 
are created in deeper, aesthetically satisfying ways. Biographical research offers 
insights, and even signposts, to understand and transcend the often ignored or 
defended darker side of the human condition, alongside its inspirations.

We note how the Life History and Biography Network is set within a chang-
ing conceptual field of adult/lifelong education and learning. Our work is 
framed (and constrained) by local, national, European and global influences. 
Particularly, the changing nature of network membership and preoccupations, 
in the face of neo-liberalism, including in universities and education; and of 
declining trust in politics, institutions, experts and the future in Europe and 
beyond. Rightist populism and fascism are on the march once again. So, our 
reflections on the evolution of our community, and our dilemmas as research-
ers and adult learners, in present times, point to a considered and determinedly 
positive interplay with these wider forces. This is part of the book’s rationale: 
to generate insight into people’s fears and anxieties but also their capacity to 
keep on keeping on and to challenge forces that would diminish our humanity. 
We, as researchers, teachers and citizens, are embedded in a liquid, runaway, 
fractious, anxiety ridden world but have responsibilities to struggle towards 
something better, grounded in social justice.

Nicoll and Biesta’s (2014) ‘(His)story of ESREA’ report highlighted the dif-
ficult relationship between research, policy, and practice within many ESREA 
networks. There has been much questioning, and different positions articu-
lated, in relation to how research should be defined and orientated, and the role 
of academic research in relation to policy and practice. There is no one agreed 
answer to the question of how – and if – academic activities such as confer-
ences and publications (should) contribute to the ‘field’ of policy and prac-
tice. Such relationships and debates are part of what we refer to as researching 
and illuminating ‘the ecology of living and learning’. This is different from the 
early years of the Network when the main concern was to establish and vali-
date life history and biographical methods, either to illuminate the dialectic 
of subjectivity and social structures, or their role in the training of educators. 
While important questions remain, for instance about doing biographical nar-
rative interviews, the bigger issue is how these methods can offer meaningful 
feedback on different adult education practice and theorising, encompassing 
the political, economic, intersubjective as well as ideological worlds in which 
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learning lives are located. Maybe, as a result, helping transform practice and 
theory in the struggle for better, more sustainable learning and living ecologies.

In different ways, many members of the Life History and Biography Network 
already strive to “make a difference” (Formenti & West, 2016) in their varying 
contexts, via evolving practices of narrative and auto/biographical research. 
New methodological and epistemological debates have emerged around 
arts-based, performative, as well as interpretative inquiry. This includes the 
researcher’s experience as a site for research, in struggles to create resources 
of hope (autoethnography, auto/biography, duoethnography, etc.). Narrative 
methods have proved themselves to be highly appropriate and richly genera-
tive in illuminating the complexity of life, and its enhancement, in inclusive 
ways. This has been done by providing “stories” (often beyond words, or the 
“classical” interview) with rich contextualized interpretation, illuminating not 
only how adults learn to live within their personal, cultural and professional 
worlds, in subjective and private ways, but how they can create new social and 
political knowledge to build more inclusive communities. How people can be 
empowered to find voice, to talk back to power, and create new resources of 
hope in struggles for sustainable lifeworlds is a, if not the central preoccupa-
tion across the chapters.

Our worlds are complex. Stories can sustain our understanding of the indi-
vidual (micro) level, and of relationships in families, workplaces, communities, 
organizations (the meso level); and of the big processes of change in history, 
in the larger society, and even the whole planet (macro level). We include the 
virtual world. So, ‘living’ may be understood within complex interactions with 
others, and otherness, and with diverse processes, systems and encounters 
with the physical as well as virtual world. This is the complexity of life and 
living that the Life History and Biography Network seeks to investigate, which 
raises a question in turn about the ecological vitality of the network itself. How 
much, in other words, does the Network enliven and enrich the educational, 
social, political and ecological imaginations of those who participate?

2 Early Preoccupations

There was a need, at first, in the Network, to establish or reinvigorate research 
on adult education because it remained a marginalized field in the academy. 
If biographical methods were beginning to gain more attention across the 
social sciences, and within adult education and in studies of professional lives, 
including teachers, then its standing was never strong (Merrill & West, 2009). 
There was also the desire, among this ‘family’ of researchers, post the fall of 
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the Berlin Wall, to contribute to building a better, more inclusive Europe, by 
bringing scholars and research students together, from East and West, North 
and South, as a contribution to the bigger project.

Beside such shared zeal, there was always and inevitably tension. The ques-
tion of what was an acceptable definition, or even a scientific standard, for 
“biographical” or “life history” methodologies was frequently raised. Some 
researchers were focused on illuminating and developing educational practice 
and valued the relationship between research and intervention, interviewer 
and interviewee, while others positioned themselves as “pure researchers” 
seeking to gain greater recognition and credibility within academic disciplines 
and institutions. A number of researchers came from the colder lands of North-
ern Europe, bringing, maybe, more of an objectivist imperative, alongside 
standardized empirical practice, and strong interpretative procedures. Others, 
from the sunnier shores of the Mediterranean, had different backgrounds and 
a penchant for an applied philosophy; for less standardization and for a rela-
tional creativity (and sometimes messiness) in doing research. In the West-
ern archipelago of Europe, researchers were attracted by the apparent rigor 
of German biographical approaches in sociology, but there were others who 
preferred the more relational emphasis of feminist methodologies. There was 
a kind of tension between methodological and epistemological coherence and 
celebrations of diversity. Any attempt to determine a common methodology or 
disciplinary framing, in some perspectives, risked being anti-experimental and 
even anti-ecological. It was best to celebrate various research forms and prac-
tices if they could bring new life, insight, epistemological sophistication as well 
as aesthetic satisfaction. Like the American pragmatists, what mattered was 
the search for the good and beautiful, and what enhanced life and learning.

The 2018 LHBN conference theme ‘togetherness and its discontents’ pro-
vided a space to explore such tensions, with its echoes of Freud’s (1930) Civi-
lisation and its Discontents. Freud emphasized a living contradiction between 
what we might call personal instinctual desires, and a sort of social necessity, 
in which individuals needed to adjust to social realities, and often repress vari-
ous desires – sexual or aggressive – in the interests of social harmony and their 
own well-being. We wonder if there is a parallel in the urge for greater consist-
ency in research design, compared to the more eclectic, experimental, and idi-
osyncratic in research. Where id is, ego shall be; maybe. Whatever the reason, 
the Network has struggled with but also benefited from various discontents 
and vigorous debate: over purpose (a more practical or academic orientation), 
objectivity and subjectivity, (minimizing or enhancing the researcher’s pres-
ence, for instance), and or attaining rigorous respectability in the academy, as 
against enabling a thousand flowers to bloom.
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There were Network conferences where dissent was particularly marked. At 
a Triennial Conference of all ESREA Networks, there was fracture in the lead-
ership of the Network. There were issues, as suggested, to do with the intel-
lectual and methodological inclusivity of our work, with especial reference to 
Southern European traditions. At one Conference there was a major debate 
about the scientific quality of our conferences. Each conference in fact raised 
crucial issues about the Network’s identity, its inclusivity, and the intellectual 
influences at work in engaging with the stories people tell. These issues remain 
alive today, in the Network and of course beyond.

The original leaders of the Network – Pierre Dominicé and Peter Alheit – 
were progressive and collaborative in their work. They used a metaphor of 
‘patchworking’ (West et al., 2007), and applied this to the work of ‘educational 
biography’ and the struggle for agency across lives. In Pierre’s perspective, it 
represented a deep search for self and a quest for cultural identity and profes-
sional competence. The point was to conceive our biographies as the potential 
locus for meaning and authenticity, and a resource for the broader education 
of self as well as the capacity to work humanely with others.

Pierre Dominicé (2000) developed educational biography workshops at 
Geneva, in which a range of people, actual and would-be professionals, came 
together. They told stories in small groups, and worked over time, iteratively, 
to create written biographies, drawing on their own lives but also the edu-
cational resources of the group. They were offered theoretical resources like 
Paul Ricoeur and hermeneutics. Ricoeur wrote of writing as an act of testi-
mony about one’s own life and identity. Educational biography was not pri-
marily a tool for better knowledge of adult development or adult psychology 
and did not belong either to the domain of psychology or sociology. Instead 
it offered insight into what it means for an adult to become more of a subject 
in his or her life. Doing biographies can be a process of subjectification, as 
against  socialization, where the latter has to do with fitting people into to the 
 established order, maybe by learning to be a good employee, or citizen. Sub-
jectification is about learning from here and now experience, surrounding our 
capacity for agency, for being a person and citizen in our own right, if never in 
conditions of our choosing.

Peter Alheit is a sociologist, who looked back to the Chicago School and 
American pragmatism. He engaged with the ideas of Ulrich Beck, Pierre 
Bourdieu and Fritz Schütze (Alheit & Dausien, 2007). Peter wrote of the feel-
ing we have of being the organizers of our life course. We are planners, whether 
for the dream job, a political career, homebuilding or finding a good match. 
We even plan to lose 10 pounds in weight or give up smoking… creating the 
impression that we hold our own lives in our hands, that we are the authors 
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of our own biography. But this is partly illusion. Fate can deal us a blow at any 
time, like illness, the loss of a loved one or a valued job. And our supposed 
autonomy of action and planning is subordinated to ‘processual structures’ in 
our biographies. We influence these only to marginal extents, as in schooling, 
vocational training, work, or in trajectories of unemployment, a drug career, let 
alone when facing unconscious desire like coming out gay, late in life.

Structure and subjectivity in interaction, and we are not as free, it was sug-
gested, as we may sometimes imagine. But for Peter Alheit, even within such 
constraints, we have more opportunities than we will ever put into practice 
(Alheit & Dausien, 2007). There are unlived lives within our biographies and 
we can become aware of the structures, or unquestioned certainties, or dis-
courses, functioning in and constraining our lives. The habitus can be reflex-
ively understood and our unlived lives have the potential to become socially 
explosive forces for change as well as of profound personal significance. This 
is a political as well as personal ambition of Alheit’s framing of biographicity.

There were discontents in the Network, as noted. The educational emphasis 
clashed with the more scientific search for patterns or regularities across large 
samples. Or with what biographies teach us of the workings of the social order 
(Alheit, 1995). Especially in a world of enticement and promise, as well as illu-
sions around the self-authorship of a life. Peter Alheit was pre-occupied with 
the status of biographical research in the discipline of sociology. If there was 
a turn, a looking back to the Chicago School and forward to the potential for 
biographicity, there remained many in the academy who questioned the value 
of personal testimony or biographical work. We need to remember German his-
tory: it is always possible to demonstrate the illusions that surround and infuse 
the stories people, we, tell. Hannah Arendt (1958) wrote of what  happens in 
totalitarian societies, like the DDR, when a neighbor goes missing: no one wants 
to know, memory can be obliterated and highly selective stories are told.

There was rarely a tension between senior and junior researchers, or older 
members and newcomers, however. The narrative of the Network has always 
stressed inclusivity, which is not always the case with research groupings. Laura 
was shocked in her first meeting in 1993, as she has mentioned on many occa-
sions: coming, as she did, from an Italian and very patriarchal academy, where 
a beginner PhD student was asked simply to listen and learn; here she was 
welcomed even though her ideas were still very sketchy and her research was 
still-to-be-completed on using biographical methods to sustain adult learning.

There were other tensions, reflecting no doubt different language commu-
nities, academic cultures, paradigms, and occasionally conflict and struggles 
for power. We struggled to attract more colleagues from the Francophone 
world, although many efforts were made (González-Monteagudo, 2008). A small 
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number of colleagues left the Network over the question of scientific standards 
and the kind of conferences we held. Too much art, collage, music and move-
ment were not to everyone’s taste. Even so the Network survived and thrived, 
for almost three decades now. Many of us use the word “home”, or “family” to 
express what this community means to us (Formenti & West, 2018). How did 
this happen? We can say, if with varying degrees of emphasis, that our objects 
of study and our research methods – narrative, biographical, auto/biographi-
cal – are strongly relational, touching depth in human experience; while doing 
research can be transformative for both researchers and the subjects of enquiry 
alike. So, we learned – as coordinators – to manage the struggles, conflicts and 
self/other relationship demands. But this is not the whole explanation. Edu-
cators are not simply “good people”. Researchers are not either. Togetherness 
is always a challenge. Creating and maintaining a community, as a learning 
space for adults, requires perpetual effort of taking care of complexity in a col-
laborative, responsible and developmental way. The complexity of the process 
must and has been acknowledged: of different needs, of the play of emotions 
and different expectations, and recognition of external pressures on the group. 
Discontents and centrifugal forces are always and inevitably there, alongside 
the urge for community, dialogue, respect for difference and the desire to learn 
from each other.

The pioneers of adult education knew some of the above rather well: the 
workers tutorial class movement in the UK, the adult education circles in Italy, 
the feminist groups working towards self-consciousness, community adult 
educators all over the world, know this too but also how difficult, tricky, messy, 
and fragile human togetherness is. When Linden became the Convenor of the 
Network, followed by Laura and more recently Alan, he brought an awareness 
that the quality of the space – physical, symbolic, and relational – of confer-
ences mattered greatly. We know many conferences where people participate 
for the sake of their presentations alone. They do not particularly listen to each 
other, let alone learn from the experience of the conference itself. There are 
clear hierarchies in the structuring of sessions. This is deeply unsatisfactory, 
especially for people who work in education. It represents a kind of dismissal 
of the very nature of learning and research. Research is in fact a form of learn-
ing, in its own right, while creating a community involves maximizing the 
potentiality of learning from experience, from otherness, as well as self. What 
do we learn from our participation in the academic system? What kind of peo-
ple are we and do we become? Which values should we celebrate and why, are 
constant questions in the Network’s life.

So, we have tried to enable the LHBN Network to become a vibrant commu-
nity, critically engaged in a reflexively collective as well as individual process. 
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A community serving as a good enough ecology of learning and life, to help 
researchers develop their ideas and identities. There can be, from time to time, 
a strong feeling of connectivity, of good practice and conceptual sophistica-
tion to inspire and make a difference to research in the troubled world “out 
there”. The evidence is to be found in the following, diverse chapters.

Empowering researchers is a prime task for this community: the goal is 
to encourage the development of meaning-full research in the struggle for 
a better society, as in ESREA’s overall rationale. It is not simply achieving 
excellent results in research (as our institutions constantly insist, we must, but 
occasionally in ways that are destructive to lives, well-being and the quality 
of research itself). Remembering, too, that the Network was forged out of a 
desire to contribute to building a better Europe, and to heal the centuries old 
wounds between the Francophone and German speaking world as well as to 
transcend the demons of destruction haunting the European imagination. 
Pierre Dominicé, from Romandie, represented the French speaking world, 
and Peter Alheit, the German. We are living in times where Europe is once 
again fragile and fractured and the old demons of nationalism, racism and 
xenophobia rear their heads.

Struggling for social justice has been another goal for the Network. We are a 
microcosm of the whole and try to create good enough learning, dialogical and 
just spaces across our differences. Understanding intimate relational processes 
has also been a preoccupation. Alan and Linden are psychoanalytic psycho-
therapists while Laura trained in the Milano School of systemic therapy. What 
happens intersubjectively between people, and in their inner worlds, and how 
this can be theorized has mattered, alongside, or maybe as part of the strug-
gle for social justice and a fairer share of the planet’s resources. Some peo-
ple emphasize the socio-cultural, others the intersubjective and psychic, but 
these differing dimensions all matter, in learning from each other. Too often 
the sociological is separated from the psychological, and academic disciplines 
act like warring tribes. We can often only seek reinforcement of our existing 
perspectives, to the neglect of others. Maybe because our Network’s focus is 
on people, in context, and the difficulties, even mystery of not understanding 
why they may act as they do, we understand that collaboration is essential. But 
such qualities have not always been evident, and it has been a struggle to prac-
tice what we preach. We have engaged with complex political and personal 
questions about research and adult education in struggles for a better world. 
We have explored how narratives are deeply embodied (not simply formed in 
the mind); and how people and their stories are embedded in cultures and 
ecologies of precarious life (the topic of a conference in Odense, 2013; see 
Formenti, West, & Horsdal, 2014). We moved explicitly to questions of the 
politics of biographical narrative research, in Magdeburg, 2014, in a divided, 
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increasingly unequal and troubled continent (Evans, 2016). And we considered 
the transforming potential of stories in Milano, 2015 (Formenti & West, 2016); 
and in Canterbury, in 2016, where resources of hope might lie in research and 
contemporary adult education. In 2017, in Copenhagen, we critically engaged 
with the theme of the discourses we live by, including the ecological, and asked 
whether our lives enhance or help destroy, and if our meso worlds are really 
open to diversity (Wright & Høyen, 2020). Across all this work, arts-based 
methods have been more confidently woven into the repertoire. We continue 
to search for the ‘good’ and beautiful in adult education, in our research and 
wider lives and action, recognizing, always, that what we do is a perpetual 
experiment in creating more satisfying social forms.

We are aware of the relative absence of colleagues from particular coun-
tries in this collection, and that our evolution does not appeal to everyone. 
The German speaking world and Eastern Europe are under-represented. It is 
worth recalling that the Network’s first book, published in 1995, in Vienna, by 
Verband Weiner Volksbildung, had various German speaking contributors, but 
a number of these researchers were never involved again. What to do about 
under-representation from certain countries is a constant question, as are con-
cerns about the Network’s life future. Adult or popular collective education, of 
a questioning and critical kind – a tradition from which many of us come and 
to which our biographical work often relates – has been perpetually marginal-
ized, over decades: at the same time as forces in Europe that have little or noth-
ing to do with civility, democracy or conviviality have strengthened. ‘There are 
populist currents with dangerously fascistic tendencies’, wrote Peter Alheit, 
Pierre Dominicé, Agnieszka Bron and Elisabeth Brugger in their introduction 
to the 1995 book. The political turn in some of our recent conferences suggests 
disturbing trends have worsened, and the need for subtler understanding of 
why, and how they can be resisted, has strengthened.

We should mention, again, that any turn to biographical and narrative 
research can count for little among policy makers in some parts of the world; 
or it continues to be treated sceptically by many academic colleagues. Strange, 
really, given its power to illuminate how people’s hearts and minds are often 
colonized by demeaning discourses of racism, gender or fundamentalism, but 
that the means can be found for resistance, sometimes in surprising places like 
a sewing class, or women’s health group (West, 2016). Our work chronicles and 
illuminates the dystopic, destructive as well as generous, inclusive, learning 
possibilities in lives, across Europe and beyond.

The idea of this book was born in 2018. We were meeting in Turin, during 
a snowstorm in the city. There were old and new people sharing their res-
earch, thoughts and experiences on togetherness, connectivity, belonging, 
cooperation, conflict, and separation. The Network felt “like home” again. We 
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used our intelligence as researchers, educators, and humans, to consider the 
joys of togetherness, but in no simplistic Pollyanerish way. This book brings 
to life what was then done, and embodies the writing of diverse colleagues, in 
their struggles for togetherness as researchers, in classes, and diverse groups; to 
create, in other words, vibrant ecologies of life and learning. There was in fact 
a powerful and poignant reminder of darkness in the Research Foundation in 
Turin where we working at this time. It was the location for a violent attack 
by the Red Brigades, which had emerged in Italy in the 1970s, in the name of 
liberation and hatred of bourgeois democracy. People were murdered in this 
place. We were reminded of what can happen when dialogue breaks down 
and hate captures hearts and minds. Some take it upon themselves to lead 
the people, cavorting with a Kalashnikov or grenade. Our work and Network 
are grounded in a vastly different ideals: of practicing and illuminating adult 
education for social justice and peace, and as the means to learn our way to 
more sustainable, inclusive futures.

And so, these stories of a network’s struggles and successes have been 
brought together, to think about ecologies of learning, research and convivial-
ity. The book is divided into three overlapping parts, on Discourse, Dialogue 
and Difference: these three broad themes have emerged from our recent con-
ferences. They provide a context for all the chapters, offering a contribution to 
evolving theoretical assumptions, methodological nuance as well as fulfilling 
the Network’s aspirations. The part on Discourse represents the philosophical, 
theoretical and thematic perspectives that inform our work on stories, and a 
whole panoply of methodological stances.

3 Discourse

In Chapter 1 Laura Formenti and Linden West consider the link between eco-
logical and psychological crises. They reflect on a dominant epistemology, 
which has narrowed to very linear, narcissistic and reductive assumptions 
about the good. Unbridled consumerism has increased individualism, exploi-
tation of the poor, and the narrowing of education to economic instrumen-
talism. It serves the needs of capitalism, rather than encouraging citizens to 
learn, recognize and cope with actual and impending ecological, democratic 
and cultural catastrophe.

Neo-liberalism, it is argued, fuels an ‘ecology of bad ideas’, and our 
world, as researchers, is not exempt from this. Critically challenging ideas 
are marginalized by functionalism and marketization. Objectification and 
obsessive quantification make it impossible to recognize the wholeness of 
phenomena, or of experience. Drawing on a dialogue around the ideas of 
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Gregory Bateson and psychoanalysis, they illuminate how psychological 
problems are often interlinked with wider ecological ones: when Lake Erie 
is polluted, so too are our psyches. And we may not want to know about the 
damage we do.

In Chapter 3, Evans combines the work of Alheit, Löw and Schiffrin to inves-
tigate how past experiences are used to provide meaning in the present and 
even to consider future actions. Evans’ research focuses on the close analysis of 
the micro context of an interview interaction, from which the meso and macro 
of experience emerge. Drawing on Alheit’s theory of biographicity, here is a 
biographical self that can only, to a limited extent, consciously shape decision-
making. Guided by Löw’s (2001) notion of synthesis and Schiffrin’s (1996) focus 
on verbalization, voices from the near and far are embedded in biographical 
(self) knowledge that although not necessarily known to the narrator, can be 
identified. Such work shows how lives shaped by macro forces can be found in 
the minutia of micro contexts. Evans uses the narrative of a Polish teacher to 
indicate how the complexity of time, space and culture dovetail, to make more 
sense of a situated learning ecology.

The reporting of experience changes over time and what was once immedi-
ate sensory awareness becomes distant memory, but this can be brought back 
to life through narration. Hervé Breton’s chapter explores a paradox between 
immediacy and memory by examining two “narrative regimes”: the first uses 
words as a descriptive phenomenology of lived experience. The second focuses 
on hermeneutical attempts to understand the wider ecological, social and 
historical dimensions of lives. Within the context and comparison of micro-
phenomenology and biographical narrative – focused on the same event in a 
coffee shop in New York – Breton highlights the oscillation between phenom-
enological description and biographical narrative elaboration. This is then 
used to illuminate the construction and understanding of lifelong learning 
processes. A distinction is made between embodied experience, lived before 
it is thought about and described; and subsequent recall where such moments 
are re-cast within complex social and cultural worlds. The micro-phenomeno-
logical is shown to expose the ‘strata’ of singular experience as embedded in 
ecological and socio-historical worlds.

Any study of the ecology of life should include the consideration of end of life 
moments. How death and dying are approached and what can be learnt from 
them. Death has moved from being an everyday aspect of lived lives to being 
separate and managed within large institutional structures. Moen’s chapter 
focuses on professionals who care for those at the end of their lives, paying 
attention to how past personal experiences influence professional judgments. 
It is noted how heavily defended individuals – patients and professionals – 
can be when faced with the inevitability of death. The troubling subject of 
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death is dealt with by either avoidance or fantasy. Moen uses the Biographical 
Narrative Interpretive Methodology to provide participants with opportunities 
to reconnect aspects of their own stories, about life and death, that due to 
defensiveness, may have been lost. The role of the end-of-life-professional is 
presented as inhabiting the meso level, having the potential to humanize and 
reconnect individual (micro) experience of dying and death, to the demands 
of organizations (neso/macro).

Wright and Høyen engage in an ambitious project to explore the ecological 
dynamics of a specific LHBN conference. By drawing on experience over many 
years, initially as novice delegates, through to conference organizers and book 
editors, they consider the external and internal motivators and inhibitors of 
the life of a conference. Beginning with Bronfenbrenner’s four-level model, 
representing everything from the micro to the macro, Wright and Høyen seek 
to describe the lived-experience of delegates at a particular Life History and 
Biography conference. They ultimately struggled with the Bronfenbrenner 
model. While finding it theoretically interesting it failed, in the context of 
neoliberal policy, to represent the fluid interconnectivity between delegates’ 
professional and personal lives alongside the demands of their institutions. 
Their thinking is transformed by a realization that the conference reflects a 
coming together of disparate elements, including the interrelation of people, 
places, papers, plenaries and social events. Of note is the under-representation 
of mid-career academics and the problem of how to involve and engage more 
such people in the activities of the network.

4 Dialogue

The next three chapters are concerned with dialogue’s possibilities and 
preconditions in struggles to create good ecologies of life, learning and 
democratic social forms. In Chapter 8, Richard Sawyer argues, in the face of 
ecological disaster, that research claiming to be neutral and value free no longer 
suffices. He dialogues with researchers who interrogate different spaces within 
a College of Education, part of a bigger university. Richard raises questions 
about life histories and their intertwined relationship to diverse ecological 
contexts in the university. He and colleagues seek to elaborate what a more 
inclusive ecology of person and place might look like by walking the campus. 
The College can be a place of exclusion, which can also be subverted. We can 
shape our own spaces via forms of symbolic welcoming, in which, among 
other things, black and indigenous lives are made to matter. What is invisible 
becomes visible while inclusive symbolism is made concrete, aesthetically, 
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via a picture, poem, artefact or poster etc. The chapter draws energy from 
several academic fields, including environmental and place-based education, 
curriculum theory, popular culture and life history research. The challenging 
dialogue engenders a transformative pedagogy of hope and resistance.

In Chapter 9, Laura Mazzoli Smith takes us into the possibility of dialogue 
between different epistemologies, often considered incompatible in the world 
of health care. Between the medical model and narrative understandings, for 
instance. She suggests that to know what patients endure, in illness, requires 
doctors to enter the imaginative worlds of patients and to see and interpret 
these worlds from the patients’ point of view, rather than regarding them as 
an irritant or step towards real knowledge. Narrative knowledge offers a rich, 
resonant grasp of another’s situation and frames of meaning, as these unfold 
in time. But scientific knowledge of a narrow kind can hold sway. Unlike scien-
tific or epidemiological knowledge, which seeks to discover things about the 
natural world that are universally true, or appear true, narrative knowledge 
enables one individual to understand particular events, not as an instance 
of something universally true but as meaningful in its own right. However, 
negotiating different regimes of truth in health care is difficult because realist 
medical knowledge often devalues narrative ways of knowing, dismissing it as 
anecdote. So how to use narratives in manageable, applicable and develop-
mental ways in health care, so as to create more substantial and eclectic ecolo-
gies of care and learning is the prime task.

Laura Mazzoli Smith turns to pragmatic philosopher Richard Rorty for a 
possible solution. For the pragmatist, questions of truth, or the innate essence 
of things, is supplanted by the question of which vocabularies and cultures can 
produce new and better ways of thinking and acting. In this sense, pragmatism 
is anti-essentialist and opposed to the idea that there is an intrinsic nature to 
things. Rorty maintains that we can engage with different ways of knowing 
without thereby losing our grip on effective standards of inquiry, or useful 
norms of behavior and so on. Ontological and epistemological traditions are 
just that – traditions. Pragmatism views science as one genre of literature, 
albeit a powerful one – or, put another way, literature and the arts are forms of 
inquiry in their own right, on the same footing as, and complementary to the 
scientific. Some inquiries generate propositions, some narrative insight, others 
evoke painting, literature and the poetic. Dialogue becomes more  possible, in 
pragmatic perspectives, in that no one truth is absolute. Professional learners 
unfamiliar with narrative pedagogy, even when working with narratives, seem 
to find confidence in pragmatist eclecticism, if this is presented as a kind 
of anti-foundationalism in truth claims. It offers reassurance against stark 
dualism, and hence epistemic (and perhaps even ontological) threat. Dialogue 
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between scientific knowledge and narrative ways of knowing, creates a better, 
more beautiful ecology of learning and health care.

In Chapter 10, Alan Bainbridge and Linden West focus on experiments in 
auto/biographical, narrative teaching and research in the context of a project 
called CURE, set, in part, against the backcloth of wider conflict between 
Israelis and Palestinians. Here dialogue most often breaks down or seems 
impossible. CURE was a European Union financed project to create spaces for 
civic education, democratic values and dialogue within teacher education in 
Israel. The project involves, inter alia, groups of Israeli and Palestinian educators 
living in Israel. But it is set against the dark historical backcloth of what remain 
living traumas: the Holocaust and Al Nakba (or the Catastrophe, the forced 
evacuation and death of many Palestinians in the 1948 War and since). Israeli 
Jews can continue to be haunted by the memory of the ‘final solution’, in the 
middle of the last century, as well as centuries of oppression. There can be deep 
and continued anxiety over security, playing out in the present. Anxiety and 
fear drive nationalism and colonialist oppression, religious fundamentalism, 
intolerance, and violence against Palestinians. Palestinians in turn can feel there 
is no alternative to violence, as the world turns its back on their oppression.

Trauma is thus visited onto present and future generations. It may be the 
failure of Israeli Jews to process deep traumatic memories that drives what 
is oppressively done in their name today. How much adult education, even of 
an intensive, in-depth therapeutic kind, might address these issues is a basic 
question in the chapter. Alan and Linden play with the metaphor of a key – from 
an old Sufi proverb about our need to search for solutions in the darkness of 
human experience. They have created a potential key: a playful, experimental 
adult education space for generating stories and a culture of listening to self, 
and the other. The work was palpably meaningful to many involved, but Alan 
and Linden struggled to transcend silence and silencing among particular 
Jews and Palestinians. Keys were found for some therapeutic, educational, 
relational, narrative, playful, even poetic dialogue: where disturbance could 
be managed, and people felt seen. But if the proverbial light from a candle 
flickered more brightly, for a moment, the darkness surrounding the conflict 
and in particular lives never truly receded.

5 Diversity

Part 3 is on diversity as a constant feature of biographic enquiry. Understanding 
lives and learning through biographic lenses, in fact, means celebrating 
diversity in human experience, and across a variety of contexts and life worlds. 
It is about avoiding easy generalization and the blurring of difference that often 
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comes with mainstream research and in its essence informed by ecological 
assumptions. It also means that biographical and narrative methods and 
perspectives are plural by definition, and able to initiate and sustain processes 
of nuanced diversification. So, the authors we meet in this part of the book are 
diverse and especially attentive to diversity in the stories they tell.

Chapter 9 is by Barbara Merrill, a pillar of our community and a critical 
feminist researcher, who has engaged in a lifetime’s task of promoting deeper, 
humanistic, and subjective understanding of women’s lives using biographical 
methods. She illuminates the interplay of class, gender, ethnic backgrounds, 
and structural dimensions in shaping subjective experience. But also coping 
strategies in Higher Education. Using feminist lenses, Barbara brings a spe-
cific contribution to the diversity of biographical methods by giving voice and 
richness to women’s experience at university. It reveals the collective beyond 
the subjective, and the role of agency and structure in everyday lives, at the 
intersection of micro, meso and macro worlds. In fact, for more than twenty 
years, Barbara has chronicled experiences of working class women from dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds, and their struggles and contradictions in attending 
courses in elite middle-class universities. But this is alongside the capacity to 
cope with challenging diversity in their living contexts: of family, work, univer-
sity, community, and the larger society. In this chapter, she summarizes the dis-
tinctiveness of feminist theories and methodologies, and provides exemplary 
stories. She argues that higher education (especially in the social sciences) is a 
powerful experience for women. Many of the women she met, indeed, enjoyed 
their academic experience and became more aware of the dialectics of agency 
and structure, and power dynamics, shaping them and what they do. Hence, 
the academy can offer a transitional space enabling them to reflect upon past, 
present and possible futures, embracing, not rejecting their working-class 
identity, if in more critical ways.

In Chapter 12, we meet Fergal Finnegan and his personal commitment to 
criticality and critical research, as a specific approach in biographical inquiry. 
Fergal explores various meanings and traditions of critical research, from the 
Frankfurt School to Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed. In his discussion of the 
diversity of critical paradigms, he places some distance between what he con-
siders the most abstract and academic exercises, and his embrace of Bhaskar’s 
notion of “critical realism”. Complexity and emergence characterize the 
approach: in fact, he suggests that a plurality of agents, things, events, and pow-
ers always combine in unpredictable ways. What critical biographic research 
can do is to grasp the ongoing interaction of structures and subjectivities 
within stories of self-understanding and self-monitoring. Emancipatory social 
science looks for explanatory depth as well as for the aims and practices of 
good education: human flourishing, care, solidarity, emancipation, voice, and 
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resistance to dominant logics. In this framework, critical biographical research 
is always concerned for the larger social context and frames the biographical 
interview as an intersubjective encounter, where the researcher brings his/her 
own values, desires, position, within an institutional space. Then, the process of 
analysis becomes a key phase in the research process, entailing a recursive iter-
ative movement in which the researcher brings his/her methodological, ethical 
and theoretical positioning. The process is far from being neutral or objective.

Biographic critical research is powerful: Fergal witnesses how it has altered 
his identity as a researcher and multiplied internal voices; besides, it had an 
impact in the field, illuminating topics of adult learning (such as the experi-
ence of non-traditional students in Higher Education), alongside better under-
standing of the stratifications of agency and structure. While its impact on 
society or the academic institution is still debatable, it seems to fuel activism 
as a “natural fallout”.

Another crucial topic for diversity is doing biographical research with a variety 
of communities, whose cultural backgrounds defy the taken for granted. This is 
a challenge for biographical researchers, as well as an opportunity to learn and 
to revise our epistemological assumptions, maybe in more comprehensive and 
ecological directions. We should interrogate the often implicit colonialism of 
academic literature on “stories”; the idea of biography is itself strongly rooted 
in the history of Europe, in Western philosophy, epistemology, and literature. 
It tends to disconnect self and other, human and non-human, culture and 
nature. Adrienne Chan illustrates, in Chapter 11, how a researcher who has 
been shaped by the Anglophone academy, and worked for many years using 
an auto/biographic framework, is suddenly challenged and brought to reflect 
and to re-think her own relationship with stories. This is thanks to a ‘land 
based’ program of intervention within a community of First Nation People. 
Reading her chapter, we better appreciate the deep relationship of culture 
with “homeland”, not as a mere background for human action, or even worse a 
resource to be exploited: but as a source of culture and life itself. And yet, due 
to the trauma of colonization and the violent separation of Indigenous people 
from their land, culture, language, and values, the work of healing is now 
necessary, and the programme invites younger generations to have renewed 
relationship with the land and the elderly. Storytelling seems a very reasonable 
way to overcome feelings of dispossession and hopelessness for many young 
people. So, in the programme, ancient practices of storytelling are re-actualized, 
allowing participants to take care of themselves in relationship with others, the 
elderly, the ancestors, and the environment. Indigenous epistemology praises 
storytelling: but the relationship with a story is different, less individualistic, 
connecting to traditional themes and rituals. However, an immense effort of 
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understanding was needed, in a long (and still ongoing) process of what we 
can call co-learning, with humility, curiosity, and respect on the researcher’s 
side. The researcher’s journey within this territory and community of Stó:lō 
became a personal, collective, and political endeavor.

Another way to celebrate diversity, with a methodological focus, is proposed 
by Gaia Del Negro. She presents her PhD study of professional epistemologies of 
knowing and becoming, and the role of emotions, relationships, and imagina-
tion in this. She uses cooperative inquiry with two groups of adult educators in 
Italy (Milano Bicocca University) and the UK (Canterbury Christ Church Uni-
versity). She describes a participatory process of narrative aesthetic research, 
aimed at co-building knowledge on the research topic. This is an exploration 
evoking similar experiences, as in Dominicé’s work in Geneva. But she does 
this with a stronger aesthetic and feminist thread. Once again, the researcher 
is actively and deeply involved in the process: her own quest for meaning and 
the desire for a new positioning in how we best know and are open to experi-
ence and the ecological, is shared with the participants. All of them face the 
potential beauty and deep challenges of their profession, and its ‘irreducible 
uncertainty’. She invites them to explore, individually and collectively, profes-
sional experience, and the emotions it entails. She encourages stories through 
a panoply of approaches – narrative, metaphorical, embodied, aesthetical, and 
reflexive. As feminist scholars and humanistic psychotherapists have main-
tained, dominant Western epistemologies can alienate, as we become discon-
nected from who we are, as well as the other and her context. Education, here, 
is instead a relational process, entailing encounters with otherness, inside and 
outside ourselves, cultivating authenticity in how we respond. But educators 
‘in the patriarchal West’ often learn from an overly intellectual curriculum 
where emotions, intuition, and creativity are marginal. There can be distance 
towards the other (and self). Gaia suggests ‘practicing multiplicity’ instead: 
by engaging with a variety of cultural objects, by encountering the other (the 
group setting is a must, in this way of working), and through ‘transcoding’, i.e. 
using different languages to tell the same story. In the process of facilitation, 
Gaia reflects, it became possible for her to learn how to engage with her own 
ambivalence, alienation, and fears.

The last chapter is about another piece of PhD research, and connects with 
the first in this part (Barbara Merrill’s). In fact, Paula Stone could have been one 
of Barbara’s participants: she uses auto-diegetic narrative to chronicle her own 
transformative experience – intellectual and cognitive, but also spiritual and 
emotional – as a student and academic in Higher Education, and then a PhD 
researcher. Playing the researcher and the researched, Paula analyses her path 
as a woman of working-class origins who learnt little by little how to recognize 
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the structures of inequality acting upon her life, and her desire for recognition 
that was, finally, the leitmotif which allowed her to thrive in academe.

Bearing a social stigma as an ‘illegitimate’ daughter of an extremely poor 
single mother and having to carve out her own place in society, meant that 
nothing in her life was taken for granted. She explores the conditions that 
made it possible for her to find her own way and claim her space and voice 
in the academy. Self-narrative creates a ‘third space’, a ‘site of exploration and 
struggle’ where meaning can be rearticulated and self can be re-interpreted 
within ‘broader ecological interactions, including my past, my family, and my 
work’. Connectedness matters, both in shaping one’s life, and in reshaping it.

Yet, she writes, this is not simply one individual story; it is also collective, 
and any academic woman coming from a working-class background might find 
very similar dynamics in their own lives. In fact, Paula’s story can be taken as 
a kind of universal narrative of inequalities, transition, and negotiation: these 
are common elements in the contemporary world. Where class transition, 
migration, life crises, environmental disasters struggle to be heard. The core 
issue in transition is diversity: in entering a new world, new experience, we 
face other frameworks of meaning, and we lack the rules of the game. Feeling 
like a fish out of water is a widespread human experience, in the contemporary 
world, far beyond class and gender. Paula suggests ways to tackle such feelings: 
besides telling our stories, by embracing illuminative concepts and ideas from 
writers who become theoretical friends, as with Axel Honneth and his concept 
of recognition. Love matters in dialogue and good enough relationships with 
supervisors. As does reciprocity in recognition, and the feeling of emotion and 
conflict being legitimate, alongside a capacity to imagine future possibilities.

Paula provides an appropriate end to our introduction by acknowledging 
our Network, as a community where she experienced ‘concern, mutual respect 
and solidarity’, allowing her to overcome the frightening feelings of vulner-
ability that surfaced in her first conference presentation. Intersubjectivity, 
rights, and solidarity are ingredients of good adult education which allow, in 
the longer run, for people like her to claim space, notwithstanding the care-
less, dismissive culture of the neo-liberal world and, at times, within it, the 
university.
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 chapter 1

When Lake Erie Is Polluted, We Are Too

Laura Formenti and Linden West

 Abstract 

We live in times of profound crises: ecological, political, material, educational, spir-
itual and epistemological. A virus stalks the earth, and we are struggling as to how 
best to respond and understand. We are suffering from an epistemological malady of 
narrow, solipsistic thinking, under mantras like ‘evidence-based practice’. We separate 
ourselves off, as humans, from nature, from each other and even from ways of know-
ing. We find difficulty in creating deeper, psychic, intersubjective, social, ecological 
and spiritual sensibilities towards ourselves and our behaviors as well as myriad rela-
tionships. What is Lake Erie to us, what are we to Lake Erie? This chapter is about 
the power and ubiquity of turning away, of denial and the death wish, alongside the 
potential power of stories, and dialogue, to create interconnectedness and awareness 
of what we are called to do, and learn, in such times.

 Keywords

systemic theory – psychoanalysis – macro, meso and micro worlds – resistance to 
knowing – stories

1 Introduction 

There is an ecology of bad ideas, just as there is an ecology of weeds, and 
it is characteristic of the system that the basic error propagates itself. It 
branches out like a rooted parasite through the tissues of life, and eve-
rything gets into a rather peculiar mess. When you narrow down your 
epistemology and act on the premise “what interests me is me, or my 
organisation, or my species”, you chop off consideration of other loops of 
the loop structure. You decide that you want to get rid of the by-products 
of human life and that Lake Erie will be a good place to put them. You 
forget that the eco-mental system called Lake Erie is a part of your wider 
eco-mental system – and that if Lake Erie is driven insane, its insanity 
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is incorporated in the larger system of your thought and experience. 
 (Bateson, 1972, p. 484)

We live in difficult times, when the coronavirus stalks our lives, and we feel 
vulnerable and deeply dependent on each other. We are finalizing this chapter 
still in lockdown, painfully aware that the world can go on without us. So, we 
are even more persuaded now, that a healthy life is not simply about solipsistic 
human beings but has to do with the air we breathe, the soil we use and the 
water and food that sustains us. There is a need for the human species to de-
centre and take responsibility for the health of a whole ecosystem called Planet 
Earth, threatened by deforestation, global warming and melting ice caps. The 
ecological crisis – and now this tiny virus – seems to invite us to reflexively 
learn our way to a holistic sensibility and a whole set of new relationships with 
diverse others, with the natural world, and with our own possible complicity 
in the present ecological insanity. It might include questioning economic and 
behavioral assumptions about capitalism’s illusions of infinite growth, collid-
ing with a groaning, fragile, depleted creation.

In this chapter, we reflect on the dominant epistemology, which has nar-
rowed to very linear, overly narcissistic and reductive assumptions, even worse 
than in Gregory Bateson’s time. Unbridled consumerism has increased individ-
ualism, exploitation of the poor, and the narrowing of education to economic 
instrumentalism. It serves the needs of capitalism, rather than encouraging 
citizens to learn, recognize and cope with the impending ecological, demo-
cratic, and cultural crisis. Neo-liberalism fuels an ‘ecology of bad ideas’, and 
our world, as researchers, is not exempt from this. In fact, research, education, 
and learning, as values per se, are dismissed or marginalized by functionalism 
and marketization. Academics are called to demonstrate that they, we, have 
an ‘impact’, quantitively, no matter if much of what is meaningful in our job 
is lost. Objectification and obsessive quantification make it impossible to rec-
ognize the wholeness of a phenomenon, or our experience. Even the worlds 
of music, poetry and art seem to have lost their educating power and healing 
potential, for many, in a rapacious, frequently insane world.

This crazy context, shaped by linear presuppositions, produces pathologies 
and shortcomings, particularly in and through education. Evidence Based Edu-
cation is the dominant paradigm of sense making in many countries; it too 
easily becomes an undisputed discourse nurturing acritical and falsely neutral 
positions regarding ‘evidence’. It disempowers theory and subjective experi-
ence, our whole selves, in fact, separating theory from practice and subjectivity 
from objectivity. This insanity is especially damaging for adult education and 
learning. Adults are constantly building theories by telling stories about their 
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experience, and so do we. In this historical moment, more so than ever, we feel 
the need to develop a satisfying theory/narrative of who we are, as individuals, 
researchers, and as members of the human species; and about the ground on 
which we stand, the quality of the air and ideas we breathe, and how much we 
nurture those around and beyond us, as academics and a research community.

Stories are ways to reconnect. Nowadays, dis-connection is evident in the 
construction of material and symbolic walls between groups, keeping the 
other, the migrant or people of a different colour, as well as difficult thoughts 
and feelings, at bay. The separation of ‘us’ and ‘them’, based on religion, 
 ethnicity, ideology, paradigms, or whatever, builds closed communities creat-
ing a limited understanding of the human condition and its manifestations. 
The need to define one’s own ‘field’ or territory nurtures defensive strategies 
vis-à-vis the stranger, who becomes like an intruding body (West, 2016). Even 
coronavirus is in a certain sense our creation, thriving destructively because of 
negligence in how we prepare our food, how we might slaughter other species, 
and how we might fly, hubristically, from one place to another, without fear of 
the consequences. The wildlife market of Wuhan sold snakes, bats, beavers, 
badgers, cats, foxes, lizards and scorpions in an unregulated trade that played 
to people’s naïve belief in their health benefits, without regard to microbiologi-
cal evidence (Yu, 2020).

As we said, stories have the power to reconnect. But denial and repression 
of troubling thoughts can be strong: we often refuse to face the consequences 
of what we do. Our stories are not neutral. They reveal hidden presuppositions. 
And, to repeat, when we fail to recognize Lake Erie’s groaning, or Polar Icecaps 
melting, or the extinction of species, we deny our own biology, experience, our 
potential to learn and ethical responsibilities to self, others and a whole world 
(Formenti & West, 2018).

The power of disconnection is central to psychosocial, including psychoana-
lytic thinking, as it is to systemic thought. We learn to tell disconnected stories 
and we come to deny our capacity to know, at a social, political, cultural, eco-
logical and personal level, maybe because of fear and anxiety that understand-
ing is too difficult or attempts to learn frighten and expose us to ridicule. We 
fear rejection in our closed communities. It may be easier to indulge the desire 
for instant gratification, and immediate answers; while experience might feel 
too difficult to process – especially if we are isolated. So, we may be frightened 
of the truth of our actions, because, child-like, we do not want to be disturbed 
or face the consequences of what we do. Knowing, in such terms, is a difficult 
business and we easily escape into a kind of Oceanic bliss of ignorance and 
or forms of religion or ways of seeing that offer superficial comfort but do not 
challenge us in any depth.
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In this chapter, we reflect on this context, and argue for a situated ecology 
that encourages openness of thought and feeling, through storytelling, and a 
concern for diversity and dialogue. At the heart of good education, we claim, is 
a freedom to tell our stories, and to think about them collectively, in the com-
pany of others. Stories have the power to reconnect, to offer a thick and mean-
ing-full representation of reality, bringing together the micro, i.e. the local and 
subjective, with the meso level of interacting systems, such as families and 
other institutions, including schools and universities; and the macro, i.e. his-
tory, the socio-cultural and ideological contexts and meta narratives shaping 
what we say and do. A narrative power enabling us to weave wider, reflexive 
understanding of self and culture, an ecological sensibility too, maybe even 
wisdom (Fraser, 2018; Tisdell & Swartz, 2011). Or not, as the case might be, in 
capitalism’s worship of greed and Mammon (McCarraher, 2019).

Stories convey implicit values and perspectives, our epistemology, our ways 
of thinking and acting; they are shaped by ongoing interactions with the envi-
ronment at large, natural and social. Shaped, to greater or lesser extents, by 
what McCarraher (2019) calls the seductions, illusions, and even enchant-
ments of Mammon: capitalism as the all-pervasive religion of modernity. By 
listening to our stories, and interrogating them, we can re-create a good episte-
mology, celebrating complexity, circularity, and participation in a cycle of life 
rather than avaricious consumption. Stories are an antidote to dis-connection, 
to linearity, and to the closure of heart and mind.

2 Wrestling with Dis-Connection

We face a world which is threatened not only with disorganization of 
many kinds, but also with the destruction of its environment, and we, 
today, are still unable to think clearly about the relations between an 
organism and its environment. What sort of a thing is this, which we call 
‘organism plus environment’? (Bateson, 1972, pp. 448–449)

Half a century after this was written, the human species is witnessing pandem-
ics, ecological catastrophe, war, terrorism, mass migration, increasing inequal-
ity and poverty, desperation, and political ugliness, worldwide. Our insane 
epistemology – what Freud and Klein labelled, if in slightly different ways, the 
death instinct, Thanatos above Eros (Bainbridge & West, 2012) – has created 
the conditions for the extinction of human life, polluting the spaces where 
we live, our relationships and minds. Ideas are very concrete, they produce 
effects, out there and inside us. This is what education should take as a primary 
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concern. What is the human condition? What enables us to flourish? What 
inhibits human flourishing? How did we arrive at a point of such desperation? 
What can we do about it? And what has it all to do with adult learning?

The dominant Western metaphor of control and conscious purpose is 
born out of being in thrall, addicted, stuck, while also imagining that we can 
be omnipotent. Surrendering might be required to regain mental health and 
groundedness: as in the 12 steps of Alcoholics Anonymous (Bateson, 1972), 
admitting vulnerability, and accepting a greater power, to enable us to man-
age our addictions. Philosophical and spiritual leaders as well as depth psy-
chologists have often articulated the importance of a language of meaning, 
of real belonging, of hope amidst the fears, limits, conceits and defeats of life. 
Acknowledging our vulnerability, and yet finding power, recognition, glimpses 
of larger truths and ethical responsibility, could constitute moments of exis-
tential, embodied as well as relational transformation, even of transcendence. 
But these are hard won, individually and collectively, over a life.

Both Freudian psychology and Bateson’s epistemology expand our notion 
of “mind”, the former inwards, the latter outwards. “And both of these changes 
reduce the scope of the conscious self. A certain humility becomes appro-
priate, tempered by the dignity or joy of being part of something much big-
ger” (Bateson, 1972, p. 461). We need to re-think then, the individual mind, as 
“immanent but not only in the body. It is immanent in pathways and messages 
outside of the body; and there is a larger Mind of which the individual mind 
is only a subsystem. This larger Mind […] is immanent in the total intercon-
nected social system and planetary ecology” (p. 461).

How does a lake ‘think’? How do ‘I’ or ‘we’ think? Every system – a human 
being, a forest, a society – has its epistemology. Bateson tried to challenge his 
interlocutors by interrogating theirs. In this, he was an educator. His method 
was abductive, based on stories and metaphors, since ‘thinking in terms of sto-
ries’ (Bateson, 1979, p. 14) is what we do when we try to (re)connect to the world 
around us. A satisfactory theory of adult education and lifelong learning must 
re-compose meaningful pictures of the whole, celebrating connections, foster-
ing creative, generative compositions of stories, of ideas in relation to them, 
and levels of understanding transcending micro, meso and macro demarca-
tions. Interdependence, not separation, is the key feature of living. The ‘unit 
of learning’ is a whole formed by organism-plus-environment (Bateson, 1972); 
hence any individual change depends on other changes in the larger system. 
And vice-versa.

As researchers and adult educators, we have had a long-term and passionate 
engagement with narrative and auto/biographical methods. We practice auto/
biographical research in different ways, since we are different: a man and a 
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woman, from different roots, learning paths as well as cultures. Our prime task is 
chronicling and theorizing struggles to learn, in professional, higher, and adult 
education and community contexts (Formenti & West, 2018). We have recently 
explored concepts like lifelong and transformative learning, over a three-year 
journey – a kind of pilgrimage – to consider what these terms might mean. 
Transformation is an overused word and is easily commodified. In our writing, 
we asked if transformation is a kind of consumerist illusion, a marketing trope. 
Are we really transformed or more likely seduced by a new car, a mobile phone, 
a new outfit, or partner, or even a degree? Transformation might, on the other 
hand, be a lifelong, lifewide quest for meaning, truth, agency, and authentic 
selfhood. It might have to do with taking responsibility and accepting our obli-
gations, in Simone Weil’s (1952) terms, long before our rights.

But are we able to transcend who we are? To leave behind the child, or the 
particular man or woman we have been? Are we able to let go of obsession, 
addiction, narrow epistemology, cultural presuppositions, and to question 
inherited values and why we act as we do? Or, for that matter, to engage with 
unconscious fears, anxieties and delusions? There could be a strong case for 
pessimism, here, alongside an optimism of the will, in our struggles to know; 
maybe life and learning are a mix of both. Knowledge is a difficult business, 
never complete. It may partly have to do with acknowledging our limitations 
and the defensive postures of hubris, omniscience and omnipotence. Negative 
capability, in the poet Keat’s phrase, learning to live in doubt and uncertainty, 
might be crucial to transformative experience, as strange as this might sound 
(Formenti & West, 2018).

We rely on dialogue to celebrate our diversity, and compose a richer, more 
embodied and relational understanding of the stories we tell (Formenti, West, 
& Horsdal, 2014), not least to make a difference in the world where we live 
(Formenti & West, 2016); maybe to heal our hubris, narrowness and discon-
nection. Our epistemologies are different, rooted in systemic theory (Laura) 
and psychoanalysis (Linden): but difference can be a trigger for reciprocal 
learning. All the great adult educators  (Paulo Freire in South America; Ray-
mond Williams and R. H. Tawney in the UK; Danilo Dolci and Aldo Capitini 
in Italy) and myriad feminists (Barbara Merrill, Luisa Muraro, Adriana Cavaro 
and Edmee Ollagnier) – insist on a dialogic pedagogy, rooted in lived expe-
rience and – here lies a difficult word – love for the other. They understood 
that adults learn with each other, by sharing stories about their experience, 
hence multiplying their possible meanings, and challenging and teaching each 
other in the process. When we search for a higher order learning, a perspective 
transformation, or psychological integration, we need another’s point of view 
to be able to question and change our own. But the relationship must be one of 
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mutual respect, of acceptance, equality, of listening. Which is problematic, not 
granted once and for all. For Paulo Freire and Tawney, drawing respectively on 
liberation theology and Anglicanism, there is a potential divinity in the other, 
however obscure and disguised (Leopando, 2017; West, 2017). Education, in 
Martin Buber’s (1922/1937) terms, is a perpetual search for I/Thou relationship 
at all levels, with others and in the symbolic world.

We have questions, however, about this. We work with stories, and culti-
vating an ecological epistemology is far from a given in narrative, life history 
or auto/biographical enquiry: stories are easily de-contextualized, objectified, 
simplified, even narrowed down to counting how many metaphors are used; or 
stories are reified, used as if they were ‘true’. So, we decided to juxtapose, here, 
our narratives and perspectives to show how they shape our theory and prac-
tice of education and research. More specifically for this book, we use a rich 
narrative ground to interrogate our choice of life history and auto/biography 
and its power in considering the construction and re-construction of meaning, 
identity, knowledge, values and even selves.

3 Laura and Questions of Ecological Loss

The ecological narrative, today, is of loss. Many people are feeling the effects 
of the ecological crises, alongside Covid-19, which has brought death to many 
families in places like Lombardy where I, Laura, live. I remember doing bio-
graphic work, almost twenty years ago, in an Alpine village. I met a group of 
10–12 elders once a month for two years, telling and writing stories to create 
a local archive of memories. Those old men and women were deposits of tra-
ditional practices and ideas, of a form of wisdom indeed. They mourned their 
lost childhood, the appearance of the land, of the woods, when the paths uphill 
to the mountain were clear, and daily care for water and animals a necessity. 
They were even nostalgic for the cold winters during the Second World War. 
They kept saying this or that had disappeared. They were fully aware that those 
changes were irreversible. In some cases, there was self-blame and shame. 
They were witnessing the invalidation of a long-standing, inherited transgen-
erational knowledge, and they felt they had not been good enough in passing 
it on to new generations, with a coherent sense of culture. It hurt.

The loss of a space where we can flourish brings solastalgia (Galway et al., 
2019), like being homesick while still in the self-same place. For me, it goes back 
to my father, the youngest child of a miller. At six, he was given a sheep to care 
for. And years later, when he had already enthusiastically embraced modernity, 
he still loved the woods, animals, and they loved him. I can recognize, now, 
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that he suffered solastalgia: he kept telling stories of what was before. Is this a 
deep family reason for my addiction to stories? Was telling stories, then, a form 
of healing and is it the same now?

Our personal experiences of the environment are shaped by biographical, 
relational, cultural, economic and social factors. There is often no space to talk 
about our feelings. We can even lack the words to give them voice. How can we 
name ecological losses, particularly when they are so ambiguous – since civi-
lization undoubtedly brings advantages? This question becomes more urgent 
with climate change and species extinction. What might be the role of educa-
tion, of learning, as a resource of hope? Some of us are changing our habits, 
caring for garbage and energy, bringing more attention to the life of plants and 
animals, listening to our bodies. But what of our psyche? And soul? How is our 
mental health and well-being influenced by such changes and the narratives, 
practices and assumptions that surround them?

A new branch of psychology studies the impact of climate change on men-
tal health (Clayton et al., 2017), signalling an increase of depression, suicidal 
ideas, post-traumatic stress, as well as feelings of anger, hopelessness, distress, 
and despair. The Alpine area where I worked has the highest rates of suicide 
in Italy. Cunsolo and Ellis (2018) coined the term ‘ecological grief ’ to address 
feelings related to experienced or anticipated loss in the ecosystem, espe-
cially when meaningful landscapes are submitted to irreversible change. They 
undertook research with Inuit people in Arctic Canada and farmers in Aus-
tralia, in locations where climate and environmental changes are dramatic: 
they found commonalities despite the differences as people struggle to cope 
with ecological loss and the prospect of an uncertain future. They grieved in 
fact for lost landscapes, ecosystems, species, or places that carry personal or 
collective meaning. If you are living off agriculture, or hunting, as many peo-
ples in the world do, you may be worried for your future. But there is more: 
living in contact with the land is part of life, within as well as without. For 
Indigenous peoples, the land is foundational to their way of life and values, 
hence for mental health and cultural belonging, as Chan shows in her chapter 
in the present book. Climate change – and before it, industrialization and the 
exploitation of finite resources – can make activities like hunting, fishing, or 
cultivating impossible. The impact is more than economic: it is cultural, and 
there is anger, sadness, frustration, and hopelessness when life is disrupted. It 
is unbearable to see something you love – your farm, your favourite place, your 
world, maybe a link with ancestors – blown away.

But what happens when one is already disconnected? People like me, who 
go to the mountains for a holiday, who maybe have a pet, but never learnt the 
bond of dependence with ‘Mother Nature’. Can I go on thinking that I do not 
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depend on the land for my living? Many people experience ‘the land’ as exotic, 
an ‘other’ place, to which they do not belong. If we have no relationship, or a 
very mediated one, can there be ‘grief ’?

I have been doing research with Silvia Luraschi using sensobiographic meth-
ods (Murray & Järviluoma, 2019; Formenti & Luraschi, 2020), walking together 
with participants, using senses, and evoking biographical memories about 
the place. This way of doing research nurtures my sensitivity to the land, to 
the changes occurred in the area where I live. The stories reveal how people 
are structurally coupled with their physical environment. We ask them to 
choose ‘a place of the heart’, and the relationship between inside and outside 
is immediately evident. No matter if you do not have an ecological education, 
or you were not born there, you still feel the wounds. Knowing, being sensi-
tive, means mourning: is this why so many people prefer not to know and keep 
anaesthetizing themselves? Is it possible that we underestimated the psycho-
logical effects of distancing ourselves from nature? We need more research to 
understand our relationship to the landscape, to the more-than-human envi-
ronment, and what we learn by and through our relationship to it.

We are connected to our environment, no matter how conscious we are, and 
when this bond is threatened, we react in different ways, to be understood at 
a micro, meso and macro level. These feelings are healthy: not ‘symptoms’ of 
insanity, but the sign of a connection. The real insanity, as Bateson said, is dis-
connection. A collective experience of ‘ecological grief ’ could bring a strength-
ened sense of commitment to the places, ecosystems, and living beings that 
inspire, nurture, and sustain us. I believe that the global pandemic will exac-
erbate this need.

3.1 Linden, My Space
I, Linden, am a psychoanalytic psychotherapist, a researcher and adult educa-
tor. Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, believed in the principles of the Enlight-
enment, of the importance of reason’s triumph over illusion but was aware that 
empiricism often lacked a language to explain mental phenomenon. Science 
he observed had little or nothing to say about sexuality, for instance, towards 
which not one ray of a hypothesis had penetrated this dark hinterland (Syming-
ton, 1992). Freud heroically wrote about this taboo subject, shocking the bour-
geois world of his time (Kahr, 2020). Yet Freud was something of a romantic 
and returned, despite himself, to classical and other literary myths, to explain 
clinical phenomenon, famously the Narcissistic and Oedipus complexes.

How we are caught in our own idealized image, locked into empty worship 
of self, closed to life, love, others and experience. Freud thought the infatua-
tion in one’s own person, including one’s genitals, could helpfully draw on the 
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Greek myth of the beautiful youth dying of self-infatuation, and in the pro-
cess, killing love, represented by Echo. The narcissist loves what s/he is, and 
was, and would like to be (Gay, 1988). Or, in the case of the Oedipus complex, 
we get trapped in the triangle of traditional parental relationships: captured 
and enraptured by the mother, for instance, against the father whom we might 
learn to hate. What Freud had in mind, (his ideas developed over time), was 
ubiquitous evidence of sibling rivalry, rivalry between mothers and daughters, 
fathers and sons, and even death wishes against other members of the family. 
This was the stuff of myth and literary tragedy. Such dynamics find expression 
in the rivalrous academy, and in education, in our ambivalence towards teach-
ers, knowledge and our rivalries with other students. Transformation, from a 
psychoanalytic view, has to do with engaging with the unconscious, with what 
is difficult to see and acknowledge – like our sexuality or competitiveness – 
and to release some of the energy consumed by repression. It is a choice for life 
over death, Eros over Thanatos, learning over denial.

One trouble with psychoanalysis has been a tendency to stick too rigidly 
to the micro, and maybe meso level, although Freud wrote about culture too 
(Freud, 1919/2009). The micro-level is insufficient, if important, when thinking 
about sustainability in our lives and our relationships to others and a fragile 
earth. The other dimensions, one way or another, get in the way of seeing things 
afresh and more openly: whether familial, socio-cultural, economic, political, 
psychological, spiritual or ecological. There is no clear boundary between 
external and internal worlds, the social and psychological, the human and non-
human. I use a psychosocial/cultural as well as historical frame in the search 
to understand others, and myself. I am increasingly aware of how modernity’s 
religion is called capitalism, with its passion for unregulated growth, which 
evokes destruction, despoliation and profound feelings of anger and loss.

What lies ‘out there’ – the ‘context’ – shapes the internal world as well as vice 
versa. All that we know is a product of our perception, which is mediated by 
the body, by cultural presuppositions, by previous learning. I am a product of 
a profound disassociation with the natural world called industrialization. As I 
write these words, I feel torn by complex, confused auto/biographical feelings: 
partly of anxiety about Coronavirus, but also of loss alongside memories of the 
ugliness of the industrial revolution, with its many benefits, too in reducing 
domestic drudgery, as Raymond Williams (1989), the adult educator and cul-
tural historian, forcefully reminds us. I grew up in a city landscape disfigured 
and polluted by unregulated mining, pottery manufacture and iron and steel 
production. I was surrounded by slag heaps, as well as new housing estates that 
embodied, after the Second World War, a spirit of a New Jerusalem. A world 
of trade unions, cooperatives, workers education, municipal confidence, and 
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socialist politics, much of which has dissipated. It was a world of a reactive 
commitment to nature, too: of ramblers’ associations, cycling in the country-
side, and a love of gardening and ecological beauty, in the presence of ugliness. 
Not on everyone’s part, for sure, but many. Now, biographically, I see a different 
kind of ugliness and neglect in this post-industrial city, called Stoke-on-Trent, 
in the English Midlands, like many other similar places, wounded by over-
rapid deindustrialization, neo-liberal austerity, poverty, individualism and the 
decline of the welfare state. Basically, by lack of care.

It was a world where adult education was once strong, created by commit-
ted men and women who dreamt of a better world and strived for a meaningful 
well-lived life. Their stories have been of forms of education, different to now, 
where groups of learners constituted microcosms of a better social order, even 
of the Kingdom, where beauty or truth could be experienced, however fleet-
ing and contentious. Where organized religion still held some sway and the 
churches, especially the non-conformist, provided hope and spirit in the diffi-
cult business of adult education (Goldman, 2013; Rose, 2010; West, 2016, 2017). 
Questions were asked such as, how can we create a better socially just world? 
What does history have to teach us? Does life have meaning? Why is there suf-
fering and death? How can we pursue happiness? What is the ‘good enough’ 
life? Why do events so often feel beyond our control? And what of hate as well 
as love in our relationships? And what of taking better care of the land, the soil, 
the water where we live? Questions like these still matter.

Psychoanalytically, I am well aware of the difficult business profounder 
forms of learning can be. Knowledge is often resisted as well as embraced. Trou-
bling thoughts are often repressed, alongside the feelings that prompt them, 
but anxiety is ever present, even if anaesthetized by alcohol or other drugs. If 
in Freud’s fin-de-siècle Vienna, anxiety surrounded sexuality, and dangerous 
desire in a rigid bourgeois world, in our world, it might have to do with narcis-
sism, fuelled by capitalism’s seductive enchantments, false gods, and antipathy 
to thought. There can be antipathy to thought even in educational contexts, 
where the cash nexus shapes interactions with students, who, as customers, 
demand an easily digested product. Zygmunt Bauman (Formenti & West, 2018) 
has written of the seductions of junk food, of cheap, easy to digest educational 
sound bites, of a conspiracy against troubling thoughts. Keep it simple, get the 
grades, sell the institution. Creation groans.

The neglect of the spiritual dimensions of human experience also matters. 
Secularism, at least of an overly rational kind, may be insufficient when inter-
rogating profounder forms of learning. It is interesting that Paulo Freire – so 
central to radical struggles to learn, in many parts of the world – is often secu-
larized and stripped of his fundamental grounding in liberation theology. Irwin 
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Leopando (2017) writes of how Freire had a deep sensibility towards the divine 
in everyone. His convictions were rooted in faith, not least in a God coming 
down to earth in solidarity with the poor. This God died the most brutal of 
deaths, on a cross but transcended this, mythopoetically, in ways signifying life, 
strength, and solidarity in the face of hubris and brutal, raw power. Suffering 
as strength, learning as transcendence: here lie ways to revitalize and sustain 
education practice. R.H. Tawney, the British adult educator, saw glimpses of 
the divine in the other too, while Raymond Williams, the humanistic Marxist, 
was spiritual in his attachment to dialogue and I/Thou dynamics in good adult 
education practice. Tawney and Williams may in fact have had more in com-
mon as educators than what divided them ideologically (West, 2017). What 
may be happening in our time is a kind of re-sacralization of our relationships 
with one other, and with the ecologies of which we are a part. Extinction rebel-
lion and other forms of activism are forging a new language of I/Thou-ness, 
to encompass the other and otherness, diverse species, forests, mountains, 
oceans, lakes, and the air we breathe. The health of Lake Erie matters in these 
terms to our own well-being, to our livelihoods as well as to the fish and diverse 
species that rely on clean water in a profoundly interconnected eco-system.

4 Weaving Our Ideas Together

An image of a golden thread helps both of us to weave together fragments 
of knowledge about ourselves, unconscious life, and the other, of what s/he 
represents, as well as to appreciate the wisdom of nature. This resonates with 
Bateson’s idea of the sacred as a celebration of wholeness (Bateson & Bate-
son, 1987). Something not excluding science, mathematics, technology, or con-
scious purpose, or for that matter reason, but woven together with aesthetics 
and ethics, unconscious, narrative, mythopoetic and spiritual imaginations. 
An epistemology of the sacred reasserts certain values and insights lost in the 
Enlightenment’s embrace of positivism and narrow empiricism: if there lies 
an element of the sacred in all human beings, maybe other species, perhaps 
in the natural world too, in the sense of an astonishing, connected but vulner-
able whole, then this is worthy of recognition and respect. It becomes easier to 
compose universal ethics emphasizing responsibility and obligation, a sense 
of shared sacredness, and the unacceptability of oppression, objectification, 
commodification and environmental abuse.

We have tried to celebrate the possibility of many truths, including subjec-
tive truth, so often silenced in evidence-based mantras. Rituals, metaphors, and 
poetry are relevant here: they can heal the splits of inner and outer, objective and 
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subjective truth, by conveying experience that includes elements of mystery, that 
cannot easily be communicated in words. Presentational knowledge (Heron, 
1996) can liberate our complex, lifelong struggle to understand, including our-
selves. What does it mean when Lake Erie is poisoned our psyches are poisoned 
too? What is happening when a pandemic threatens us all? What does it mean 
for a species to be annihilated or a rain forest desecrated? There is a sense of 
tragedy on an epic scale here. But we can recover feelings of awe, mystery, epis-
temological desire, and transcendence by taking time to notice, to see eternity 
in the palm of a hand, in Blake’s evocative phrase. And through participation in 
enactments, rituals and ceremonies of resistance and healing, including in adult 
education. These are not optional extras, but fundamental necessities in the 
struggle to protect a whole fragile ecology and ourselves. We need myths to teach 
humility, and our place in the sacredness of a fragile earth, replete with goodness 
but also danger. Myth and ritual can inspire us to action, to keep us keeping on 
when everything seems hopeless, and others are contemptuous of what we do.

5 An Enhanced Form of Selfhood

We also need to recognize the limits of individual minds. Deeper collabora-
tive learning is necessary, including re-evaluating the relationships among 
us, and with the more-than-human world. And in facing our shadows, and 
capacity for evil, the death wish, and destruction. In our relationships, in our 
work, we often witness violence and destructiveness, even in university com-
mittees redolent with petty spite and competitiveness. It has to be faced and 
challenged, not avoided. Openness and reflexivity, and encounters with dark-
ness are important disorientating dilemmas (Mezirow, 1991). Sometimes learn-
ing of a higher order, as Bateson noted, is like a ‘conversion’, which Buddhism 
terms an ‘awakening’, Jung, ‘individuation’, and other psychoanalysts, ‘integra-
tion’. Encounters with the suffering of a lake, the Amazon ablaze, or Covid-19’s 
power – are painful but essential to profounder forms of learning. We mean by 
this to seek qualities of learning that embrace both life and death, the damage 
we do alongside the possibilities of reparation. It is an intellectual, imagina-
tive, reflexive, emotional, practical, material, relational and spiritual transfor-
mation of perspectives. It is a kind of soul work.

Here lies a task for adult education: the nurturing of qualities like curios-
ity, emotional openness, critical and self-reflexivity, responsiveness, respect, 
the capacity for listening and cooperation. Such qualities need good enough, 
shared spaces to grow. They depend on experiencing (in childhood and adult-
hood) the good enough love of the (m)other, the attentiveness of a  teacher/
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educator, the presence of a loving, caring but also curious and courageous 
group of fellow pilgrims on a quest for enlightenment. To retain hope in such 
a task, we need faith to imagine that reparation and healing are possible, how-
ever difficult our fragile lives and ecologies can seem. An agentic, question-
ing, challenging, authentic and empathic selfhood, formed in the company of 
others, can be reborn in adult education, a women’s group, a sensobiographic 
walk, in community action, in psychoanalysis or in respectful research.

6 Conclusion?

Our dialogue has brought us to a complex, changing and fragile landscape. Our 
different perspectives have been helpful in composing deeper understanding 
of adult learning, education and the ecology of life, and death. Our quest is 
limited by who we are, the experiences we have had, the languages we speak, 
and the hidden perspectives we enact. But we are determined to learn our way 
to a better place, with the help of our ESREA Network, via our writing and 
encounters with the darkness as well as sweetness and light of being human.

Transformation might lie in questioning our relationships and the stories 
we have inherited from our families, groups, and wider cultures, as well as in 
our growing relationship to diverse eco-systems and a whole planet. Maybe it 
is too late, and pollution and destructiveness, as well as thoughtless globaliza-
tion and worship of capitalism, have gone too far. Maybe it is wiser to be a 
pessimist in such times. We disagree with this, at least in part. As research-
ers, adult educators and human beings, as mothers, fathers, grandparents, sons 
and daughters, we recognize a responsibility to struggle and to seek a re-con-
nection of what is pathologically separated: selves, souls and ecologies; minds, 
hearts and bodies; the social, cultural and the psychological; the conscious 
and unconscious, human life and the ‘natural’ world. The auto/biographical 
narrative research we do offers glimpses into the complex stories of learners, 
including our own, and heroic struggles to face the damage done, and to con-
sider how this might be repaired, individually and collectively. The ESREA Life 
History and Biography Network itself represents a whole and vital ecology of 
learning and life, to inspire us on our way.
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Chapter 2

Biographical Interviews and the Micro Context 
of Biographicity: Closely Listening for Meaning, 
Learning, and Voice

Rob Evans

 Abstract

The chapter examines the capacity of the biographical/life history interview for under-
standing closely heard talk in interaction. The chapter seeks to question how the emer-
gence and sharing of biographical discourse in interview talk may be identified and 
described; what evidence is found in interview talk of biographical self or ‘biographic-
ity’, a concept derived from Peter Alheit (2006, 2018); what is the relation between 
language and voice in a biographical narrative, with particular reference to the notions 
of ‘synthesis’ (Löw, 2001) and ‘verbalisation’ (Schiffrin, 1996). To do this, the author 
presents experiences related and shared in the micro context of interview interac-
tion and for this purpose, a section of a biographical narrative of a Polish teacher is 
introduced and discussed. The private history of the teacher Daria is understood as 
biographised talk, which is structured both temporally and sequentially. Through the 
changing interaction between Daria and the researcher and through the wider out-of-
frame interaction of both with their respective social worlds, it can be seen that strong 
elements of interdiscursivity and insight into wider ecologies of learning and living 
enrich the work of meaning-making that learning biographies represent.

 Key words

biographical interview – biographicity – synthesis – verbalisation – ecologies of 
learning

1 Introduction

This chapter will seek to examine and assess the fitness of the biographi-
cal/life history interview for understanding closely heard talk in interaction. 
Questions that this chapter will seek to answer are: (a) how the emergence 
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and sharing of biographical discourse in interview talk may be identified and 
described; (b) what evidence of biographical self or ‘biographicity’ (Alheit, 
2006, 2018) is encountered in the interview interaction; what is the relation 
between language and voice in a biographical narrative; how do we encoun-
ter and recognise biographical learning? A consideration of the temporality, 
contextuality and reflexivity (Alheit, 2018) of biographical processes will help 
to comprehend how meaning, learning and voice can emerge from the accu-
mulated layers of experience that represent a stock of resources of experience. 
These can potentially be ‘used’ to create a kind of intuitive sense of an own 
biography, that is self-referential and yet remains ‘porous’, transforming and 
being transformed in ongoing interactions.

The emphasis in the following pages will be on the experiences related and 
shared in the micro context of the interview interaction and for this purpose, 
a section of a biographical narrative of a Polish teacher will be introduced and 
discussed. The private history of the teacher Daria (connected with that of the 
researcher Rozalia Ligus who originally conducted the interview) is listened 
to and understood as biographised talk, which is structured both temporally 
and sequentially. Through the changing interaction between Daria and Rozalia 
and through the wider out-of-frame interaction of both with their respective 
social worlds, strong elements of interdiscursivity enrich the work of meaning-
making that these learning biographies represent.

Context, therefore, is centrally important here. Adopting Norman Fair-
clough’s “three different ‘levels’ of social organization” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 25) 
for the production of social discourse, we can see the level of the interview 
itself to be an acutely interactive context which encompasses the physical 
setting and the joint accomplishment of understanding in interactive talk. 
At a further remove, the interview is embedded in wider interactive contexts, 
including the institutional character of the research interview and its organi-
sation, the workplace, family and generation, region and community. Finally, 
there is the broader context of social discourses, the social, national or supra-
national context in which the participants and the institutions involved live 
out their roles and positions.

Their encounter in the interview entails very concretely a revisiting in bio-
graphical narrative of former communist Poland (1945–89) and its ideologi-
cal values and language uses told, however, in the personal and professional 
vernaculars of post-communist Polish society. Thus, the micro interactions of 
the interview are heard within the meso and macro contexts of complex insti-
tutional and social relations, and through the lens of political and personal 
transformations.
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2 The Biographical Interview and Interview Interaction

Qualitative research addresses the most vital areas of individual and group 
experience of social reality by observing, questioning and recording the tes-
timony of the actors themselves in sites of social interaction chosen for the 
collection of data. The relationship between social actors involved in processes 
of change and learning and the researcher is part of any such learning process 
which is studied through various types of interview. The nature of the interac-
tion and relationship that arises in qualitative interviews has been the object 
of much research writing through the successive methodological turns of the 
last few decades. Of particular importance was the move from the more ‘real-
ist’ kind of ethnographic interviewing originating in the Chicago school to a 
critically reflexive methodology strongly influenced by feminist discourse (for 
an early discussion of this transition see, for example, Denzin, 1989). Another 
important strand of research is represented still at present by the originally 
German-Austrian sociological ‘narrative interview’ founded in the phenome-
nological tradition of Husserl and the ‘Lebenswelt’ (‘life world’) (Husserl, 1986), 
and developed notably by Fritz Schütze in a number of dense methodological 
articles (e.g. Schütze, 1976, 1981) and since deployed by generations of social 
scientists and educational researchers (Fiedler & Krüger, 2016, pp. 7–9). This 
branch of biography research is traditionally concerned to leave respondent 
data ‘uncontaminated’ by researcher influence. It can with some justification 
be criticised for reliance, too, on a relatively narrow and outdated theory of 
speech practice (e.g. Schütze, 1976, pp. 224–230; Kallmeyer & Schütze, 2016, pp. 
173–175) and an inadequate theoretical accommodation of the rich pluri-vocal-
ity of interview interaction. While Schütze himself could show a committed 
openness for the “presentational capacity of autobiographical extempore nar-
ration” and its singular modes of expression (Schütze, 2016, p. 112), more fre-
quently the “formal-structural textual features” (2016, p. 112) of narrative come 
to the fore in this field of research and the researcher’s voice is dominant.

The exact nature of the researcher/respondent relationship can vary, of 
course, though most frequently today it is characterised by the shared nature 
of meaning-making in (mostly dialogic) interaction, by a participatory, empa-
thetic style of communication, and by a self/reflexive approach to the encoun-
ter as a whole and its many-faceted ‘results’. Examples of such relationships, 
whether, by way of example, involving single mothers’ narratives in West’s or 
working-class women learners in Merrill’s work show how the interview can 
serve as a catalyst for biographical narratives of change (Merrill & West, 2009, 
pp. 133–141). The ESREA Life History and Biography Research Network has 
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contributed in the last two decades to an opening of interpretive and analyti-
cal methods to encompass more areas of empathetic, creative, psychosocial 
or therapeutic dialogue in interaction, transcending the single interview form, 
even if the interview, understood as co-creation of meaning in talk, for the 
author, remains the cardinal tool for approaching the life stories of others.

As a research methodology, the understanding of discursive-biographi-
cal interviewing as a branch of qualitative research assumes, then, that the 
biographical research interview is interactive, co-constructed, flooded with 
inter-discursivity, and that it constructs and constitutes local action and mean-
ing-making in the rich ecologies of learning and living.

3 Biography and Context: The Ecologies of a Told Life

The layers of experience of accumulated and consciously accessed biographical 
resources can be looked upon as a new form of knowledge. This biographical 
knowledge, emerging out of the precarious balance-act between the life-being-
lived and unlived or potentially-liveable life, is nourished by the stock of experi-
ence that is not unconditionally accessible, but which nevertheless represents 
more alternatives for filling out the social field we live out our lives in than we 
can realistically grasp or take control of. Alheit refers to this as the ‘over-spill’ of 
potential lives we accumulate that feeds our knowledge of ourselves, our life-
stories and their meaning in relation to others (Alheit, 2006, p. 5).

3.1 The Relational Nature of Biographical Knowledge
Central to this understanding of biographical knowledge construction is the rela-
tional nature of biographical narratives and biographical ‘work’. Learning and 
knowledge acquisition, predicated as they are on biographical experience, are 
embedded in social learning environments or ‘Lernumwelten’ (Ecarius, 1997). The 
contexts of learning identity formation are analogously understood here as inter-
connected ‘ecologies of knowledge” (Anspach, 1987, cited in Miller, 1997, p. 167) in 
which situation-specific interactional meanings are organised. According to this 
view of things, subjects make use of the resources of different, socially organised 
settings to which they belong (or to which they are positioned as belonging, for 
example) in order to discursively constitute and reconstitute themselves and the 
institutional settings in which they interact (Miller, 1997, pp. 167–169).

To understand such ecologies of knowledge and learning, we must think of 
the spaces in which talk is unfolded. When telling their lives, people use lan-
guage to recreate lived spaces in their talk. Martina Löw calls this ‘synthesis’: 
speakers establish the spaces in their stories as existing in tension or opposi-
tion to their own present-time location as they perceive or claim that to be 
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(Löw, 2001, p. 214). Such an action of synthesis, which connects, includes or 
excludes people and things through the acts of understanding, memory and 
imagination, constitutes and ‘fixes’ the spaces inhabited by, and accessible to, 
the subject and others.

Biographies, their narrative forms, and their subjects are conspicuously con-
structed in relation to ‘others’ (Mason, 2004). Memory, too, as Halbwachs has 
argued (Halbwachs, 1997, pp. 65–66) arises in the relationship to others, in the 
physical and emotional company of collective experience. Ricoeur underlines 
this centrality of shared experience and shared memory of body and place, of 
ecologies of knowledge and experience. Memories of places lived in or visited 
“interlace in one and the same moment an intimate memory and a memory 
shared among those close to one …”. Our relationship to this intersection of the 
bodily and the spatial opened up to us in recollection and narrative remains an 
“arduous” effort of memory work, so to speak, and of perception of the roads 
followed and obstacles surmounted (Ricoeur, 2000, p. 184, author’s translation).

Experience mediated by memory is voiced and constructed in narratives 
held together by language which draws, in Habermas’ words, on ‘grammars’ of 
telling (Habermas, 1981, p. 207). These ‘grammars’ can be thought of as shared 
language-worlds for telling life-stories and co–constructing biographical knowl-
edge. Shared understanding of narrative practice (how to begin, how to finish, 
how to express judgement, emotion, reluctance, and so on) is used to build the 
theories and standpoints that emerge in narratives as pieces of such ongoing 
effective biographic knowledge (for the discourse components of narrative see 
Ochs & Capps, 2001, pp. 18–20). Embodied experiential memory, seen like this, 
is the basis of the life (lived, unlived, to be lived, re-called) told in the interview.

3.2 Interaction, the Construction of the Social and the Self
Interactions of all kinds, then, family or work situations, social relations, social 
or cultural practice(s) must all be seen as sites in which ‘doing biography’ is 
practiced, that is, working on the construction of, and deployment and use of, 
biographical resources. The discourse practices involved in the biographical 
co-work ‘done’ in the biographical research interview context reach out across 
times of the life and connect with the materiality of social life, but their pro-
duction – in the interview – is local. Therefore, the detail at the micro level 
serves to document openly how this meaning-making takes place, how this is 
affected by group belonging, ethnic or cultural discourses, gender, age, politi-
cal events, global environmental issues, and so on.

The language in which pieces of our life-stories and events which we have 
experienced directly (or vicariously through the narratives of others) are 
welded together is ‘multivocal’ (Schiffrin, 2006, p. 204) and multi-layered. 
Alheit and Dausien compare the spatial complexity of narratable biographical 
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resources with a “landscape made up of different strata and regions of differ-
ent levels of nearness and distance” (Alheit & Dausien, 2002, p. 578, author’s 
translation). The temporal organisation of discourse, too, involves multiple 
time-planes, and non-linear trajectories through lives.

4 Biographicity: Time, Context, Reflexivity

Life stories, Alheit argues, are essentially occupied with the necessity to syn-
chronise two disparate levels of experienced time: firstly, the dimension of 
events and experiences which usually have a routine, daily, everyday frame, and 
secondly, those which operate on the life-time scale/horizon, which “links long 
past events with past experiences, past with present experience and ultimately 
present with conceivable future events” (Alheit, 1983, p. 189, author’s transla-
tion; on frames see Tannen, 1993). To re-work the reserve of experiences with 
the newly experienced and bring about new associations between the new and 
the already-lived means that the narrator draws on their collected and layered 
biographical resources. These resources we can think of as the individual sum 
or distillation of many different learning processes. They are the result of the 
individual meaning given to experience which produces subjective forms of 
knowledge. This knowledge in its turn is the basis of new cultural and social 
structures of experience. This social practice of accessing (and constructing) 
life-wide biographical resources – ‘biographicity’ in Alheit’s words – enables 
and shapes temporal and continually emerging and changing context-bound 
reflexivity in order to meet the everyday requirements of an individually 
steered life-course. As Alheit points out: “This biographical structure virtually 
constitutes the individuality of the self. It can be understood to be a temporally 
layered, individual configuration consisting of social experiences – including, 
of course, embodied and emotional sentiments” (Alheit, 2018, p. 14).

Accumulated experience cannot simply be understood, however, as an 
absolute sum, a mere wholesale collection of impressions, memories, emotions 
that can be accessed freely, limitlessly, effortlessly. The laying-down of experience 
itself structures ulterior learning processes and narrows or widens the room 
for learning. This narrowing and enabling that is a hallmark of ‘biographicity’ 
is interesting, Alheit suggests, because it can only be accessed, used or steered 
consciously by the individual to a limited extent. It remains only partially 
accessible to Others (e.g. in pedagogical input) and can ‘surprise’ the ‘owner’ by 
the life-openings it makes possible or, too, those it closes off (Alheit, 2018, p. 15).

Biographical narratives, then, are to a large extent reliant both on the many 
details of the everyday and the ambiguous and re-used words shared in inter-
action with others. As each narrator of a life history dialogues with others 
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whose voices speak from the near and distant contexts in which the narrated 
life is embedded, biographical (self-) knowledge is more grasped at through 
intuition and feeling, more guessed at in language, than ‘known’ in certainty. 
Memory and recollection, recall – reaching ‘back’ to reclaim what has happened 
in our past – remains always the “enigma of the presence of what is absent” 
(Ricoeur, 2000, p. 9, author’s translation). Recall and memory are incomplete 
and unreliable, yet, as Ricoeur reminds us, “Put brutally, we have nothing 
other than memory to show that something took place, happened …” (2000, 
p. 26, author’s translation). Notwithstanding, recollection of biographical 
experience through the inclusion of the absent past in the narrated present 
does provide, Schiffrin writes, “gradual understanding of ‘what happened’ and 
leads to reconstruction of the meanings of past experiences” (Schiffrin, 2006, 
p. 205).

5 Daria’s Story

Taking up Schiffrin’s remarks and Alheit’s notion of the workings of biogra-
phicity in life-wide biographical resources, I shall turn now to examine short 
extracts from one of a number of interviews with Polish teachers carried out by 
Rozalia Ligus in Polish Pomerania between 2002 and 2004 (Ligus, 2009; for the 
transcript see pp. 267–277). I provide an impressionistic English translation of 
the Polish, but analysis of the language refers at all times to the Polish original. 
The discussion here of the extracts is based on Ligus’ transcription. As far as 
possible, faithfulness to the original language of the interaction and therefore 
to the intercultural pragmatics of the reception process and the explication 
of the results of data analysis should be attended to in research of this kind 
(Pavlenko, 2007, p. 172). Transcription is, of course, as Elinor Ochs pointed 
out many years ago, theory put into practice (Ochs, 1979, p. 44) and specific 
transcription methods reflect specific research aims and affect research 
outcomes. The shape of speech, with all its slurring, accelerations, repetitions, 
self-repairs, pauses, changes in volume – in short the prosodic-affective features 
of natural talk (see for example Tannen, 2007, pp. 22, 32) are largely absent 
in the extracts used here. The language used in the extracts, too, quite apart 
from any regional or dialectal features, remains a foreign language the author 
has understanding of without spoken linguistic fluency and as such there 
are certainly whole dimensions of meaning in the talk that are inadequately 
understood. It is therefore imperative, when examining the talk of others, 
to be aware always of these and other constraints on understanding. This is 
a further reason for serious caution and restraint when offering explanations 
and interpretations of what is said in the interview.
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5.1 Daria: First Story and Second Story
Daria, in this part of her story about her decision to become a teacher, is 
describing an experience which significantly transformed her biography. Dar-
ia’s account is divided into a ‘first story’ (for a lengthier discussion of this part of 
Daria’s biography see Evans, 2013, pp. 238–240) and a ‘second story’. Daria sig-
nals at the outset that this is the beginning/początek of a series of experiences. 
Such signals are an important signpost for a coming structuring of events and 
are important for the contextualisation of the interaction and enhance the 
sequential coherence of the flow of narrative. Harvey Sacks draws our atten-
tion to the ‘work’ that such prefacing does in preparing the co-speaker for the 
outcome which has yet to be unrolled. First stories implicate the telling of ‘sec-
ond stories’ (Sacks, 1992, pp. 19–21). The ‘outcome’ here – Daria’s identity as a 
mature teacher – will be justified in her account by the beginnings. This strong 
“general teleological focus” is found in all autobiographical narratives, Schif-
frin remarks (2006, p. 205), by virtue of which former events in lives assume 
a greater directedness than they may have had when they first occurred; the 
story is told/re-told with the “final point” in view which provides the narrative 
its sense of direction (Ricoeur, 1983, pp. 130–131).

She became a teacher in communist Poland in 1979. By deciding at the age 
of eight, as she recounts it, to be a teacher, she was looking beyond her regional 
and family background in which there was no previous history of any higher 
school education. Her narrative, therefore, must justify the choices she made, 
must explain her ambition, and has to take account, too, of her path from her 
family origins and rural social class to her adult self and her current profes-
sional identity (for a detailed discussion of Daria see Ligus, 2009, pp. 151–156; 
see also Ligus & Evans, 2016).

5.2 Shared Discourse and Ecologies of Knowledge
Before Daria comes to her ‘second story’ which will propose a meaningful 
explanation and justification for her decision to become a teacher, she proposes 
an equally interesting rationalisation for the ‘strangeness’ of her career 
choice. In fact, she chooses the explanation perhaps most expected by both 
participants – the narrator and the interviewer, Rozalia Ligus. As an example of 
the notion of ‘tellability’ (Ochs & Capps, 2001, pp. 33–36), Daria makes explicit 
reference to social-political frames of reference which she knows will be famil-
iar to Ligus. In doing this, Daria establishes complicity, based on comparable 
experience, but also based on the assumption (at the start of the 2000s in 
Poland) that Ligus will understand fully what she says: literally, that her family 
was working class/country folk and that becoming a teacher represented a 
significant social ‘leap’ upwards. The researcher will equally understand the 
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layers of irony and humour (and resentment) that linger on in such terminology 
in post-communist Poland. They will, it can be assumed, understand tacitly a 
whole range of arguments about the social ‘suitability’ or ‘political maturity’ 
of the rural population, and will share experience and knowledge of the role 
and distribution of individual social and political capital in Poland in the 1970s 
and 80s and how these changed after the fall of communism (Popow, 2015, pp. 
26–33). Deeper still, we can assume possible shared knowledge of the post-
war history of the region in which Daria’s life-history and career was played 
out (Ligus, 2009, pp. 21–57). Ligus puts it thus: “My choice was made because 
I presumed it would be easier for me to follow her story, even if I started my 
career 500 kilometers away from her place of work. That was the reason behind 
the choice of Daria” (Ligus and Evans, 2016, p. 690).

Daria’s narrative leads us very skilfully to an intimate explanation of her early 
career choice. Daria leads into her ‘second story’ with a cautious- suggestive 
może/perhaps and proceeds to lay down a description of a significant figure 
in her life.

Extract 1 Daria’s ‘second story’

Może w sąsiednim 
bloku, raczej pode mną, 
mieszkała taka pani, ktora 
już była kształcona właśnie 
przed wojną.

Perhaps because there was 
this lady who lived in the 
neighbouring block quite 
near me who was educated 
you know before the war

Localisation: w sąsiednim 
bloku, raczej pode mną
Hedging. Może
Adverbs of time/evaluation: 
już była kształcona, 
właśnie przed wojną.

Ona była nauczycielką 
muzyki. Już wtenczas, w 
tym okresie, była tak, koło 
emerytury, ale już miała 
za sobą ten okres … Mogła 
odjeść [na emeryturę] w 
każdej chwili.

She was a music teacher 
at that time in that period 
it was like that with 
pensioners but she was 
already beyond that she 
could go into retirement at 
any moment

Categories of place, 
profession:
nauczycielką muzyki

Diffference: Mogła odjeść w 
każdej chwili

Afffective

I ona właśnie była dla mnie 
takim może (.4.) wzorem – 
ja wiem?

And she was really for me 
a possible sort of (4) model 
– I think

Hedging: właśnie, takim 
może (.4.) wzorem
Negative epistemic position: 
ja wiem?
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This description begins in a straightforward way: we are introduced to a 
‘lady’ who lived in a neighbouring block of flats. The important content of 
this introductory description is communicated by a delayed unfolding of the 
information: for the lady in the neighbourhood was educated before the war. 
The demonstrative adjective used – taka pani/this woman emphasises that 
something is yet to come. She was ‘already’ – or rather had been educated/had 
got her education, to render the idea in a simple grammatical sense – educated. 
The simplicity of these words belies – almost – the evaluative force contained 
in them. The tell-tale modal particles of time and manner (już already/właśnie 
just), however, underline the import of what Daria is beginning to say. Against 
the background of her own family upbringing, which in her own words (as 
indicated above) possessed no tradition, no experience of higher education, 
this lady from the neighbourhood represented an entirely different world of 
culture, education, and social behaviour. In some European countries, I would 
argue, the epithet ‘pre-war’ might be construed as backward-looking, old-
fashioned, conservative, or ‘pre-democratic’ and so on. Raymond Williams, for 
example, characterises the vote of the British working-class in the UK General 
Election of 1951, “still in conditions of post-war austerity” as a vote to “reject 
the conditions of pre-war society” (Williams, 1965, p. 356, my italics). This is not 
necessarily the case in Poland.1 These words were used by Daria to conjure up 
a commonly shared and idealised alternative to the degradation of the present. 
‘Before the war’ was an intact world of values, of beauty, of refinement, of 
culture. ‘Old Poland’. All now gone. And doubtless understood by Rozalia Ligus.

Daria evidently does not understand it negatively. Quite the contrary, for – 
though hedged and ostensibly questioned (właśnie just/takim może sort of like/
ja wiem? I think) – this educated lady (taka pani, … kształcona) is proposed as 
her (possible) model who in some way influenced Daria’s decision to become 
a teacher.

6  ‘Synthesis’ and ‘Verbalisation’: Explanation through Language of 
Place or Objects or Period

In this next small stretch of talk Daria unfolds an atmospheric narrative that 
complements the social and emotional reasons she has already proposed for her 
decision. In her interaction with Rozalia Ligus she is doing significant ‘work’ of 
‘synthesis’ (Löw, 2001) to construct a coherent story and reach a level of shared 
understanding. The turn to suggestive detail of place, of time and of person 
are convincing examples, too, of what Schiffrin calls ‘verbalisation’. This is, she 
says, “the way we symbolize, transform, and displace a stretch of experience 
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from our past … into linguistically represented episodes, events, processes, and 
states”. Bringing cultural knowledge and past experience to bear, verbalisation 
“provides a resource for the display of self and identity” (Schiffrin, 1996, p. 168). 
Daria presents the music teacher as cultured and educated, and she puts the 
person into a highly telling relationship with the cultured space she occupies 
or is encountered in: Wykształconą osobą, kulturalną, właśnie z tym swoim 
domem/An educated person, cultured, and that flat she lived in! Actual contact 
with the person and the space is described as rare. The impression left on her 
is all the stronger, and this is recreated by the almost dream-like inventory of 
the unusual, thrillingly out-of-the-ordinary objects encountered, no doubt 
with fascination, the few times Daria was able to see them. The language is 
strongly evaluative. It works by employing the cumulative effects of listing, 
of repetition, and the details are allowed to occupy the foreground as Daria 
recounts her experience as an observer, allowing the interviewer (and us) to 
see the scene she evokes through her (inquisitive or dazzled) eyes.

Extract 2 Daria’s ‘second story’ continued

Wykształconą osobą, 
kulturalną, właśnie z 
tym swoim domem. Ja 
rzadko bywałam w tym 
mieszkaniu, ale to było 
właśnie takie i takie rożne 
stare, stylowe meble, 
fortepian, były skrzypce, i 
takie rożne

An educated person, 
cultured, and that flat 
she lived in! I wasn’t 
often in that apartment 
but there were really 
these these diffferent old 
things stylish furniture 
a piano old violin and 
various things like that

Categories of person, space 
and objects:
Personal traits: 
Wykształconą, kulturalną
Spaces of diffference: z tym 
swoim domem, Ja rzadko 
bywałam w tym mieszkaniu
A diverse world: takie 
rożne stare, stylowe meble, 
fortepian, były skrzypce

7 To Conclude

Our worlds are complex, we agree. By carrying out micro-analysis of language 
in interview talk, it becomes possible to hear and see some of that complexity: 
how biographical discourse emerges and is shared and understood. Attention 
to evidence of biographical self or ‘biographicity’ (Alheit, 2018) as it is co-con-
structed in the interview interaction requires that we recognise the tension of 
different life-time planes within the narrative; that we are aware of the dove-
tailing of contexts and spaces that clothe and house the protagonists with the 
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props of power, culture, position; that we can listen for biographical learning 
taking place in the tension between co-constructed language and an own voice.

The close examination of a biographical narrative such as that produced 
by Daria and the researcher Rozalia Ligus demonstrates, I argue, how the self-
reflexive language of biography is capable of creating in the moment of telling 
multiple ecologies of learning and living that enrich the understanding, in an 
immediate sense, of those involved, but which has the potential to reach and 
influence much broader ecological interactions – in family and work, in edu-
cation, communities, and at the level of societies – creating hope, defeating 
exclusion.

When Daria employs carefully-constructed language, with all its incompa-
rable textures and nuances, to recreate lived spaces in her talk, she performs 
a ‘synthesis’ (Löw, 2001, p. 214), putting people and things, in the told life into 
relationships, deploying efforts of understanding, memory and imagination, 
and, we may hope, providing in this way some view onto different worlds in 
which learning lives are located. And, quite possibly, her process of building 
‘biographicity’ can be a valuable aid, too, to the researchers who worked with 
her and with each other on her narrative, and to their ecologies of practice and 
theory, their colleagues and networks, in the struggle for better, more sustain-
able ecologies of learning and living.

Note

1 Indeed, a discussion of this transcript with a young Polish sociologist encountered by chance 
on a Polish train in 2010 brought our very different understandings of the words ‘pre-war’ 
very rapidly to the brink of a heated discussion, happily averted in time to alight from the 
train together with a rapidly enhanced sense of the range of viewpoints possible and neces-
sary in 21st-century Europe (see Ligus & Evans, 2016, pp. 697–698).
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chapter 3

Narrative Regimes: An Alliance between 
Descriptive Phenomenology and Biography

Hervé Breton

 Abstract

The wholeness of a narrative can be thought of from different parameters. One of 
them use to be underestimated or absent in biographical narratives: it is the ecologi-
cal sphere from which the narrator experiences the “physical world”. Integrating the 
dimensions of the sensitive life into the practices of self-telling requires a combination 
of different narrative regimes. The processes of this form of inquiry are the subject of 
the study proposed in this chapter.

 Keywords

biography – ecoformation – narrative regime – microphenomenology

1 Introduction

Narrative inquiry can be, and is more often, understood as an investigation 
ref erring to an epistemology of singularity. By paying attention to life history 
and to the lived experience of human people, in fact, narratives contribute 
to understanding, from the subject’s point of view, the process of self-devel-
opment and the constitution of experiential knowledge. However, as Pineau 
(1983/2012) suggested, it is possible to consider each story’s singularity and 
subjectivity as containing/contained by the collective and social as well as 
biological life: this ecology is central to Pineau’s proposal, his tripolar theory 
being inspired by Rousseau’s three masters and Bachelard’s work on imagina-
tion and matter. This led Pineau to coordinate four collective books devoted 
to human formation in contact with the four elements: earth, water, air and 
fire. Part of his work on “ecoformation” is marked by the concept of formative 
transaction, which imp lies an awareness of the relationship maintained with 
the environment, this relationship being taken in a dialectic between the habit 
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of exploitative relation ships and those relating to the awareness of an ecosys-
temic and reflexive world.

In this  chapter, I will address the ecologic dimensions of human lives and 
learning that can be grasped by comparing and combining different narrative 
regimes, namely in analysing my own experience and epistemology about 
narratives, time, and the constitution of a researcher’s identity and thought. 
I will propose a dialogue between different frames, that together may enrich 
our view of narratives and biographies. I will refer mainly to the French speak-
ing world and the long-standing tradition of histoires de vie, that is a way to 
frame life histories in adult education and learning by developing settings for 
self-narration. This brings French – and maybe Southern Europe’s – biographi-
cal researchers nearer to the field of intervention, if compared with other 
traditions of inquiry in Northern Europe. In this approach there is no rigid 
 separation between research and education, and no claim for the researcher’s 
distance or objectivity, but a desire to celebrate complexity and relationality 
in human lives and learning. The learner is a researcher of his/her own life, 
indeed (and viceversa, a researcher is a learner).

In the French speaking tradition of histoires de vie, the biographical account 
is largely used to design life history group sessions, where narratives allow to 
grasp the social, cultural and historical determinants of individual lives and 
learning. This narrative approach seems to leave aside aspects that are never-
theless fundamental for experience, in particular the sphere of bodily experi-
ence,1 which makes it possible to apprehend the world through perception, 
in direct contact with matter, impressions and “atmospheres”. Understanding 
embodied experience through words and language may be difficult, and this is 
a challenge for the biographical researcher. The ecological reciprocity – both 
physical and phenomenological – between human life and the physical envi-
ronment (animate and inanimate) falls within the sphere of the sensitive. To 
be grasped, and recovered from oblivion, it requires a thorough description of 
the perceptions, impressions and inferences produced in the subject by the 
lived situation. Descriptive phenomenology (or microphenomenology when 
this description aims to name sensorial experience) is a way to translate the 
processes of affordance and enaction into language.

Indeed, whether it is from the concept of enaction founded by Varela (2017), 
which postulates a co-emergence of the world in relation to the dynamics of 
perception of the subject, or from the concept of affordance (Gibson, 1979), 
which deals with the potentialities perceived in the environment by the 
individual (human or animal) to orient his actions, it is possible to find what 
Chalmers (1995) has called “the hard problem of experience”: what is given 
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to living in the environment is perceived in the mode of the obviousness, 
while the processes of donation, which is a matter of the sensible and the 
incorporated (Merleau-Ponty, 1969), remain unnoticed.

Based on these  considerations, I propose to examine the complementarity – 
and maybe the generative dialogue – of these two “narrative regimes” – the 
description of lived experience and the narration of life history – and their spe-
cific contribution to the understanding of the ecological, social and historical 
dimensions of human lives. The first encourages the use of words to describe 
embodied experience (Merleau-Ponty, 1976) and brings to words the primary 
roots of existence, i.e., the sphere of sensitive life, based on perceptions and 
sensations emerging from body-matter interactions. The second form of nar-
rative, derived from hermeneutics and biography (Ricoeur, 1986; Pineau & 
Legrand, 2019), promotes meaning by weaving the historical conditions, social 
interactions, and experiential learning process.

2  The Narrative Regimes: Phenomenological Description and 
Biographical Narration

Each experience told within the life story can be grasped as a temporal unit, a 
more or less extensive fragment of the person’s story. The temporal dimension 
is a crucial one in human experience, correlated to the narrative process and 
necessary for the investigation of the different aspects of daily experience. In 
his book on the constitutive relationship of time and narration, Ricœur (1986) 
considers the reciprocity between different forms of temporalisation of expe-
rience and the relative narrative processes. The theory developed by Ricoeur is 
the following: the narration of the lived experience presupposes establishing 
the temporal structure of the experience on the basis of a principle: that of 
succession. It is this principle of succession that orders the facts experienced 
in time and prefigures the causality connections whose function is to associate 
the facts among themselves in order to ground the story and configure the self-
narrative. This is what makes Ricoeur (1983, p. 85) say that narrative activity 
transforms the episodic into a logic.

He assumes the existence of different “narrative regimes”, based on a prin-
ciple of co-determination between the duration of lived experience as grasped 
during the narrative activity and the processes used for the composition of the 
narrative. The main difference between these regimes is the duration of exp-
erience grasped by the narrative activity. In fact, the narrative investigation of 
sensitive life would privilege description over experience: the narrator will seize 
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a short moment to examine it in detail. Conversely, the biographical account 
would be characterised by the long duration of the experience captured by the 
narrative activity. Ricoeur’s theory, however, is the subject of heated discussion, 
especially in narratological studies (Adam, 2012), where description is usually 
considered as a suspension of duration. If this may hold for an object’s des-
cription, it seems to me more problematic when it comes to describing lived 
experience, which appears as “naturally” taking place over time, if with diffe-
rent degrees of graininess

If a relationship can be established between the time lived and the time told, 
a third factor must also be taken into account: time to say. Its  consideration 
makes it possible to define and interrogate the notion of “speed of the narrative 
text”, as producing effects that can be distinguished according to whether the 
experience is described in detail (for example, by choosing a short moment of 
life) or narrated “en bloc” (for example, a period of ten years of life).

The diagram in Figure 3.1 distinguishes “lived” and “narrated” experience, 
presenting a dialectical tension between duration and narrative forms. This 
relationship generates effects regarding the detail in wording some aspects 
of experience, thus the possibility itself of telling. The variation of the rela-
tionship between “time lived” and “time told” may explain those effects. In 
the following sections, I will consider how the emphasis placed on short-term 
experiences, during the narrative activity, leads to microphenomenological 
description, that makes it possible to explores the embodied dimensions of 
existence, while the understanding of a longer period of time directs towards 
 biographical narratives, hence highlighting the social and historical dimen-
sions of life.

 figure 3.1 Time lived and time told during the self-narrative activity

Lived experience
Previous experience
Date, place, extent of time

Narrative of the experience
compression or expansion of time in the narrative

Text or discourse: number of characters
or time available for the expression

Narrative situation: temporal distance between
the moment of the lived experience and that of
the narrated experience
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3 Ecology of the Sensitive World and Embodiment of the Lived World

While  working on my computer, sitting in my favourite café in the morning, 
a situation comes to my mind, and reminds me of another café, six months 
ago. It is ten o’clock, I am in New York and the rather vast, very bright space 
where I am sitting resonates of movements and discussions, all around me. 
My workspace is very narrow, and I can hardly find room for my computer, 
on the same table where three businessmen are having a meeting and dis-
cussing aloud. I start sipping my coffee, which is awfully weak. New York’s 
coffee … It reminds me of other coffees, drunk in a previous trip to Quebec … 
Gradually, my thoughts gather, and orient themselves towards the text that 
I am writing about “narrative regimes”. Now, noises are fading around me. 
Even the coffee has become more flavourful, and I feel its necessity, as a fuel 
for the activity that is about to start. Now, I feel compelled to write … and 
here I am, in a state of absorption …

The first-person microphenomenological description (Depraz, 2013) focused 
on a short moment (or instant) of life, as in the story here above, provides 
access and expression to the sensitive and experiential aspects of lived expe-
rience and to the “sensory strata of the experience” (Petitmengin, 2010, p. 
168). Attention to details (“qualia”) offers a specific learning opportunity, that 
is linked to feeling and understanding the sensitive qualities of the specific 
lived experience, by grasping the atmosphere, listening to the lived body, and 
expressing the structure of perception. These sensitive dimensions of experi-
ence manifest themselves in presentational form: “Rather than saying that we 
have the experience of representations, it would be better to say that our expe-
riences are presentational and that they present the world as having certain 
characteristics” (Zahavi, 2015, p. 91). In other words, the sensorial is the way in 
which the “world of life” is given to consciousness and, by extension, the way 
by which we live and inhabit the world. Before being represented or imagina-
ble, the world is experienced.

This “first and immediate” dimension of experience has the effect of over-
laying the underlying models of ecological relationships that govern our 
interactions with the environment. We forget that our perception is itself the 
outcome of interaction (enactment). Thus, the recognition of the ecological 
dimensions of existence demands that we become attentive to what consti-
tutes the nearest and most obvious part of existence: our sensations in rela-
tionships with objects and matters, perception of atmospheres, affordances 
(Gibson, 1979) and enaction processes (Varela et al., 1993). To access these sen-
sitive dimensions of experience, and be able to “translate” them into words, we 
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use a specific narrative form, that moves towards detailed forms of explora-
tion. The narrator pays attention to short moments of lived experience, and 
proceeds by careful examination of each strata.

In fact, micro-phenomenological description can distinguish and put in 
word different strata of the sensitive experience, the as follows:

 – The stratum of affordances: action is described here from an ecological 
point of view, illuminating the narrator’s interaction and reciprocity with 
what is perceived in the situation.

 – The physical stratum of perception: here, words try to express the 
sensations felt by the body in contact with objects, things or living 
beings: tensions, relaxation, agitation, texture of materials, smell of 
the place, sound of voices … The narrator’s attention is focused on the 
proprioceptive sphere.

The identification of these strata may be helpful in clarifying how it is pos-
sible to translate into language those aspects of the experience that are not 
grasped by language or reasoning. The story that I used to open the paragraph 
illustrates these strata. I told a specific moment (an instant) in my history, that 
resonates with another story told by Jean-François Billeter (2012), who pro-
poses a microphenomenological description of the atmospheres experienced 
in public places such as coffee shops, that appear to inspire reflection. Billeter 
dedicates this work published in 2012 entitled “A Paradigm” to the study of the 
process of incorporating gestures, whether physical or psychological, into situ-
ations. Through the phenomenological descriptions of moments and the auto-
biographical narration of his life’s path, it allows readers to grasp the temporal 
character of learning processes and the forms of participation arising from the 
environment in the development of the individual’s agentivity.

The short text that I narrated, written in the first person, was meant to grasp 
and present different aspects of my embodied experience in the café: sensory 
perception, atmosphere, and the dynamics of the place. The narrator’s atten-
tion is focused both on the qualitative dimensions of the experience, and 
their reciprocal effects with the writing and thinking activity: the background 
noises fade out, absorption in the writing activity, the coffee’s taste and mean-
ing change … At another level, the effects of composition could be examined, 
which, beyond each of the identified aspects, contribute as a whole to the con-
stitution of an Umwelt which produces the propitious conditions for reflection 
and thought. These data are revealed by the mobilisation of a specific form 
of narrative, that prioritises phenomenological description, using the present 
tense (which is the time of lived experience). The process entails an extreme 
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slowing down of narrative speed and and opens access to different aspects 
(strata) and modes of experience for the narrative activity.

4  Life Stories as a Narrative Regime in Andragogy and Lifelong 
Learning

I first became interested in the effects of time compression and dilation 
within the narrative activity during my master’s degree at the University 
of Tours in 1997. In that period, I experienced Pierre Vermersch’s “explicita-
tion interview” and the training sessions with Alex Lainé, using life stories. 
It was then my first experience of life storytelling practice in an adult collec-
tive at the university. I was then 25 years old: I discovered the infinite diver-
sity of possible ways life stories can exist. I then spent fifteen years doing 
research within two different frameworks: on one side, microphenomenol-
ogy, within the framework of a research seminar led by Claire Petitmengin, 
Natalie Depraz and Michel Bitbol; and, on the other side, “les histoires de vie 
en formation”, within the framework of my doctorate supervised by Gaston 
Pineau. This is what led me to seek to bring together two streams of nar-
ration: biographical narration, which apprehends the experience on the 
basis of signification and duration; and microphenomenological descrip-
tion, which explores the experience on the basis of its perceptive and sensi-
tive components. This research has been reflected in various publications, 
gradually becoming the central theme of my work.

Detailed exploration may also occur in biographical narratives, as shown in 
the 192 word-text above. If the description of experiential and sensitive dimen-
sions implies an “extension” and “slowing down” of the narrative time, in order 
to put in words the sensitive strata, the biographical inquiry proceeds in the 
opposite direction: it compresses experience in order to contain multiple 
events and spheres of adult life (family, social, professional …) in one text. In 
other words, while description brings attention to specific moments in history, 
the biographical narrative apprehends whole periods of life, or phases that can 
last several years.

If micro-phenomenological inquiry attempts to grasp the ecological and 
embodied dimensions of existence, biographical inquiry reveals its social 
and historical dimensions. It is not a difference in objects or content: rather, 
it should be emphasised that the main difference between the two narrative 
regimes is in the way they capture experience by the narrative activity. How-
ever, they can ally and create a more complex text. From this point of view, 
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what Genette (1983) calls the “pause” in his study of Proust’s literature could be 
associated with the activity of phenomenological description.

To illustrate this process, the narrated time should be slowed down to the 
extreme in order to create the possibility of an intensification of the level of 
detail of the description, thus creating the possibility of putting into words 
micro-processes revealing the forms of pre-reflective adjustments between 
my modes of action and the lived environment. Thus, if I return to the 
moment I am in New York, in the coffee shop, I can focus my attention on the 
instant when, in the first sip of coffee, I perceive the singular taste of that cof-
fee that sands me light, almost too liquid. Several directions are then open to 
me: describe the “texture” of the liquid; describe the taste and the intensity 
perceived as attenuated; characterise the temperature as it is given when 
the liquid pours into my mouth … However, among all these aspects of the 
lived experience, one dimension stands out because of my intention: that of 
showing that coffee participates in the constitution of my objects of thought. 
I am then led to examine the effect produced by coffee on my progressive 
immersion in the activity of writing. I then note a phenomenon that seems 
almost paradoxical to me: while I physically feel a kind of awakening, an 
intensification of the volunteer, at the same time, I feel myself surrendering 
myself in writing. The computer keyboard attracts my fingers, the process of 
absorption begins.

The previous passage may be considered as a pause in the story. The 
speed of the narrated time has slowed down to the point where it only lasts 
a few seconds, the time needed for the first sip of coffee during the narrated 
moment in NYC. Baudouin (2010) has shown this dynamic in his work on the 
“kinetic regimes” of texts. In his examination of the configured dimensions of 
the autobiographical narrative – what Ricoeur (1983) calls “the framework of 
the plot” – Baudouin brings attention to the variations of the kinetic regimes 
of the narrative, that may be rich and diversified. A first modelling of these 
kinetic regimes has been formalised as in Figure 3.2.

Pause Suspended action Important slowing down factor
Scene Action narrated Slowdown factor
Summary Summary action Summary acceleration factor
Ellipse Action omitted Important factor of acceleration

figure 3.2  Narrative processes and kinetic variations in the life story narration (from 
 Baudouin, 2010, p. 419)
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This model distinguishes four ways of composing a life history narrative:
 – the “pause”, that produces a discontinuity in the development of the 

story, hence making it possible to describe the experience, its strata and 
aspects;

 – the “scene”, that proceeds to a detailed description while preserving 
the dynamics of temporal development; so, while the “pause” indicates 
a moment of interruption of the temporal flow in the text, the “scene” 
contains a dynamic of temporal expansion (or even dilatation);

 – the “summary”, that makes an acceleration (therefore compression of 
time) in narration;

 – the “ellipse”, which is a “hidden time” within the life narrative; it represents 
the maximum compression of time in the text.

The story that opened this paragraph illustrates this modelling, by present-
ing a part of my life using some of the kinetic variations. This second account 
of experience maintains the focus on the processes of constitution of ideas 
and thought, so it approaches the “same object” as the first account, but adopt-
ing a biographical perspective. Thus, unlike the fragment on the café in New 
York, whose purpose was to illustrate the effects of microphenomenological 
description in focusing the sensitive dimensions of a given situation, this bio-
graphical account provides chronological and logical continuity in the process 
of developing choice of topics and methods within significant relationships 
(mentors) and academic contexts.

My 192-word autobiographical narrative compresses a duration of 20 years 
of lived time by synthesising and aggregating many moments (summary), 
which would deserve to be narrated, or even described in detail, in order to 
clarify the relationships between these moments and the meanings that shape 
the story. The level of detail, in this case, is so reduced that it hardly allows to 
understand the dynamics that contributed to the emergence and constitution 
of a research object that became a life-long research project. However, the few 
uncovered data can be characterised as follows:

 – a narrative of continuity and an associated duration;
 – the identification of “training mechanisms”;
 – the designation of resource persons and reference authors;
 – a biography of writings and research articles that contribute to the 

construction of the researcher’s identity?

The biographical narrative, even extremely compressed, reveals the sing ular, 
collective, and social spheres of existence. In other words, putting the singularity 
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of stories into words makes it possible to manifest both the anthropological 
and the ecological dimensions of human existence and different ways to learn 
from it (Dominicé, 2000; Formenti & West, 2018).

5  Conclusions: Connecting Description to Narrative in Adult 
Education and Social Science Research

At first glance, the phenomenological description and the biographical narra-
tive seem to rely on a similar process of “translation” of lived experience into 
words and configuration of these words into a narrative. In fact, the process 
is different: in order to access a specified point in the flux of time of my life, I 
must make myself available for a memory to come, while, on the other hand, if 
I want to understand a phenomenon experienced over time, I must go back to 
its starting point, then adjust the wording to reflect its evolution. The narrative 
challenge is thus modified: during the phenomenological description activity, 
the narrator is confronted with the question of relevance and graininess, that 
is what level of detail is necessary to describe a phenomenon. This intensifica-
tion of the level of detail produces the slowing down of the text and give access 
to the spheres of the sensitive. On the contrary, with regard to autobiographi-
cal narrative, the narrator must deliberate on the relevance of the moments 
grasped in relation to the whole, and on the rhythm that their temporal order-
ing generates in the narrative framework of the story.

However, what seems to make sense, and to bring narratives to a deeper 
level of understanding, is often a mix, or an oscillation between the descrip-
tion of experience (embodied, authentic) and the configuration of the whole 
narrative (meaningful, coherent, continuous). This may generate in the long 
run a double perspective, and a composition of different levels of experience, 
producing an effect of self-understanding in context, and the awareness of the 
relationship between one’s life and the social, collective and ecological spheres 
of the lived worlds.

This is what I have sought to show by proposing two stories of mine, 
telling about experience, and focused on a common theme – the alternance 
between the emergence of ideas and their i nclusion in shared research objects 
within research collectives and academic networks – and by differentiating/
composing two modes of narrative investigation (narrative regimes): the first 
based on phenomenological description; the second on biographical narrative. 
Investigation via description makes it possible to explore the contribution 
of interactions – with the physical, natural, and social environment, with 
atmospheres and places – by capturing an instant, a particular moment, and 
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exploring it by active and sensitive dynamics. This perspective offers innovative 
ways to understand the contribution of natural environments, places, even 
food and the body’s experience in the construction of a researcher’s identity, 
thought, and scientific work (Lawrence & Shapin, 1992). Investigation via 
biographical narrative opens up other perspectives: that of an understanding 
of the deployment of the processes of constitution of thought over the course 
of life, by identifying significant moments, by bringing out the processes of 
continuity because of the configurative power of the narrative (Collinot, 2012).

On the epistemological level, the powerful effects of the oscillation between 
two narrative regimes brings light on the processes of (self)understanding, 
training and research in the social sciences. We can imagine it as a step 
forward in the definition of an ecological narrative epistemology. Storytelling 
research is an important axis within the ESREA network, as shown by the 
recent publication of the book entitled “Discourses we live by: Personal and 
professional narratives of educational and social practices” coordinated by 
Hazel Wright and Marianne Høyen which contains several texts presented at 
the 25th conference in the ESREA network, Life History and Biography Network 
(LHBN). The opportunity to think in narrative styles that explore the pre-
reflective and sensitive dimensions that connect the person to the world opens 
up promising research perspectives, situated at the interface of educational 
sciences, hermeneutics and experiential phenomenology for both the French 
and  English-speaking networks of biographical research in adult education.

Note

1 I mention here, following an exchange with Laura Formenti, the existence of a working group 
within ASHIVIF dedicated to research on sensitive experience, which led to a seminar in 1994 
in Montreux, Switzerland, organised by Pierre Dominicé and Christine Josso.
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chapter 4

Biographical Research at the Boundary: 
A Careful Listening for the Micro, Meso, 
and Macro in End-of-Life Care

Kjetil Moen

 Abstract

Death is an intrinsic part of the ecology of life. Yet in Western societies, end-of-life care 
has to a large degree moved out of the home and into institutions. A pressing question 
for educational institutions and employing healthcare organizations is how to train 
for and facilitate quality and resilience among those working at the boundary between 
life and death. Any such endeavor must rest on knowledge about how encounters 
with the death of others inform the self-understanding and praxis of end-of-life care 
professionals.

Applying a biographical narrative approach to the narrative accounts of healthcare 
workers from palliative care and intensive care units, the chapter undertakes a careful 
reading of free-associative narratives, in order to elicit the entangled relation between 
the subject and his or her contexts, past and present. The chapter is thus an empirically 
based exploration of how the individual’s fear of death (micro), organizational feeling 
rules (meso), and societal discourse (macro) simultaneously and mutually inform the 
life and narrative of the end-of-life care professionals.

 Keywords

death – end-of-life care – biography – free-associative telling – discourse

1 Introduction

In the ecology of life, death plays an undeniable and significant part. However, 
the context of death and dying has changed to a large degree in Western socie-
ties, as the initiative for care of the dying is passed from community, family, 
and friends to welfare institutions. Today, for most people the process of dying, 
and the actual moment of death, take place in hospitals, nursing homes, and 
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hospices. End-of-life care has become a discipline within mainstream medi-
cine and is thus predominantly the focus of professionals who deal with death 
as part of their work (Ariès, 1976).

This major cultural change raises pressing questions relevant to the field of 
adult education, one of which is how to prepare and support health profession-
als working in end-of-life care. As a hospital chaplain and teacher at a univer-
sity offering education for both future and current health-care professionals, I 
can testify to the relevance and legitimacy of this question. In order to address 
it, we need empirically based knowledge about how this major cultural shift in 
the care of the dying influences both the experiences of end-of-life care profes-
sionals and the socially constructed languages (discourses) within which their 
experiences and narratives are embedded.

In the following, I will present one such endeavor in which a biographical 
narrative interpretive approach is applied in order to help elicit the relations 
between the societal (macro), institutional (meso), and individual (micro) in 
the narrative accounts of end-of-life care professionals – physicians, nurses, 
and hospital chaplains from palliative and intensive-care departments in Nor-
way and the US. The rationale, philosophical underpinnings, findings, and 
theoretical discussions of the study are presented more comprehensively else-
where (Moen, 2018). In line with the aim of this book, focus on the following 
is methodological – on how a biographical approach can make for contextual 
reading of the personal in the professional.

2 Allowing for Free-Associative Telling

A premise for the study is that when asked to reflect on ourselves or another, 
we often respond to the question of self by telling stories (Ricoeur, 1988). There 
is no difference in the case of health-care professionals. Yet, as self-under-
standing is not only expressed by what is said, but also how it is said, it takes 
careful listening to both the explicit and implicit, to omissions, contradictions 
and paradoxes, in order to identify self-understanding – the thin sense of sub-
jectivity, the subject’s characteristic way of receiving and organizing experi-
ence – making itself evident in the telling.

In order to remain open to other contexts in life being as, or even more, 
influential to the health professional than what is taking place at the bedside of 
the dying patient, it was important to let the invitation to tell be open enough so 
that the professionals could narrate life both from inside the clinic and beyond. 
Hence, a carefully designed invitation to induce a free-associative telling was as 
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important as the later careful reading of it. Leaning on Biographical Narrative 
Interpretive Method (BNIM) (Wengraf, 2001), which insists on the uninterrupted 
telling of stories, only a single question was offered to the participants:

As you know, I am interested in how health professionals as persons have 
changed, or not changed, due to working with terminally ill and dying 
patients. Therefore, can you please tell me your life story: all those events 
and experiences, which were important for you personally? Please take 
the time you need! I will just listen and won’t interrupt you with ques-
tions. I will just take notes so that I can remember what I want to ask you 
about when you have finished telling me about it all. Take the time you 
need. Start wherever you like.

Dina, the palliative care physician, finished her first narrative after 35 minutes. 
Jacob, the intensive care physician, shared over 30 clinical incidents and spoke 
uninterrupted for two hours, while the other participants placed themselves 
somewhere in between. After the first un-interrupted telling there was a sec-
ond session, in which I asked follow-up questions, committing to the sequence 
and language of the first narrative they had shared.

3 A Contextual Reading

Most participants included stories from both inside and outside the clinic. In 
the next paragraphs, the cases of Fiona, Eric, Dina and Herbert will serve to 
illustrate how a biographical approach allows for identification of how experi-
ences outside the clinic may inform the professionals’ self-understanding and 
impact their practice of care.

Fiona, an anesthesiologist, working in an ICU for children, very much centers 
her account on questions pertaining to her choice of occupation. However, she 
spends the first part of her account talking about how she grew up with “a 
steady flow of illness and death in the family”, including the death of her own 
father when she was a toddler, and subsequently those of her grandparents 
and aunt. They all stayed in her home during their terminal phase. At one 
point, somebody even made the comment, “Gee, you are really growing up in 
a hospice”. As an eight to nine year-old, it left her “afraid that all around me 
would die”.

The presence of death combined with growing up with a partly non-present 
mother who, as a nurse, served as “the health department for the entire family”, 



68 Moen

triggered strong ambivalent feelings towards healthcare: “Not something I 
wanted by any means … sick people was the worst I could think of. They were 
everywhere and took too much time”. The impatience with the sick back then 
may resonate in her encounters with dying patients’ relatives who, here and 
now, rage against the injustice implied in their beloved facing death: “How can 
this happen to me and mine?” The physician must temper herself in order not 
to exclaim, “How in the name of heaven could you believe it couldn’t happen 
to you?”

As a coping strategy in relation to her fear of those around her dying, Fiona, 
looking back on her life, states that she “wanted to fix most things”. This desire 
seems to linger with her and inform her choice of pursuing critical and inten-
sive care and the desire to master “special and difficult patients”. At one point, 
she even makes the statement: “Being a physician, doing intensive medicine, is 
a way of saving my own psyche”. Yet, she concludes that ending up in end-of-
life care is “a coincidence”, and thus she seems to be overlooking obvious clues 
in her biographical account, which, to the researcher at least, make her choice 
of vocation, and lack of patience with certain relatives, more comprehensible 
if not less paradoxical.

Herbert, an expert in palliative care, is similarly paradoxical, considering his 
biography. He tells about his anger related to how the life of his family of origin 
revolved around his mother’s continuous complaints about her pain and sickness 
as he was growing up. According to Herbert, she was “too absorbed in her pain”. 
The anger was particularly related to how this limited the life of his father. Yet, in 
his early clinical assignments, Herbert is, according to his own account, paradoxi-
cally, particularly drawn towards patients with pain issues: “I began to collect a 
group of patients that nobody wanted, they tended to have chronic pain”.

A related paradox, not mentioned in his account, is related to him growing 
up in a context dealing with pain, emotions, and intimacy in a “stoic” manner: 
“To me personally it felt awkward to say something consoling, encouraging … 
in our family we just didn’t know how to react to that stuff”. In his present 
marriage, he says he still finds it hard to be emotionally transparent. Yet, in his 
professional life he explicitly treasures the intimacy by the deathbed, as it is 
“those interactions with patients where we ‘touch’ each other that really get to 
me … It fills my vessels back up to have those relationships”.

Dina is a disconfirming case in that she almost steers clear of clinical expe-
riences in her narrative. This physician has dedicated her professional life to 
the well-being of terminally ill and dying patients. Such a life, one may expect, 
would bring forth stories about life-changing encounters at the boundary 
between life and death. Yet, there is another selective principle for her account, 
for what is included, and what she leaves out.
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What “first comes to mind”, when Dina is invited to share the experiences 
most significant to her, is an emancipation process from oppressive religios-
ity. The quest for freedom, opposition towards any confining structure, as 
well as the importance of speaking one’s mind, run like red threads through-
out her narrative account, as she repeatedly speaks about herself in terms of 
“always” having been a seeker and speaker of truth. She regards being a notori-
ous  truth-seeker her most characteristic trait, one she relates to being a truth-
speaker. Dina relates the urgency she felt to speak truth to an upbringing with 
too many lies and double standards. “[I am] never going to tell another lie in 
my life”. This “ability” to be “open and direct”, she “use[s] it a lot” in her work, 
even though, at times, it feels like “breaking through a wall in order for people 
to understand stuff”.

Even though it is a concern that originated outside the clinic, the urge to be 
a truth-speaker informs Dina’s encounters with dying patients and their fami-
lies within it. In this, she sees herself as parting not only from those she regards 
as hypocrites in her faith community of origin, but also current colleagues who 
are scared of talking about death and dying.

The concern for truth-speaking eventually brings her narrative to the bed-
side of a terminally ill and dying patient, and fierce accusations from relatives 
that her truth-speaking about imminent death was neither called for nor wel-
comed. This could be a legitimate response on the part of the relatives, as it 
should largely be the patient’s call to decide how and when matters of ultimate 
concerns are to be communicated. At the same time, the response may also 
speak of a more general uneasiness with death in the culture – a conspiracy of 
silence – I will explore this further in the last part of the chapter.

The fact that Dina, Fiona, and Herbert did not make links between their 
contexts of upbringing and choice of vocation may simply relate to the fact 
that all human beings are limited to a first-person perspective. It takes some-
body else’s careful listening for omissions, paradoxes, and contradictions to 
identify links and tensions between different parts of a biographical account. 
This is no less true when considering the notion of “the defended subject”.

4 Exploring Individual and Social Defense

In the second session of Biographical Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM), 
immediately following the first, the researcher commits to the wording and 
sequence of the initial account but invites the narrator through open invita-
tion to get beyond the rehearsed narratives and closer to marginalized experi-
ences. These may be events and experiences that have become defended parts 



70 Moen

of the biography, but which may be of key importance when trying to under-
stand why this life is told this way. As in Anne’s case, it may take several nudges 
before the interviewee is comfortable visiting more challenging parts of her 
life and story:

When I worked at the other unit there was a man who was dying, and we 
had someone attending to him at all times. I remember I got in there and 
he had such a frantic anxiety in the eyes, horrible anxiety. I was afraid, 
really, and then I ran out to grab a drink and when I came back, he was 
dead. That I struggled with … in hindsight, I could say almost that I ran 
out to grab the drink to get out of there. It was like vicarious, right. That 
I struggled with for a while. I remember I had to sleep with the light on 
afterwards. I was a brand-new nurse.

Stories that haunt health-care professionals (Rashotte, 2005) may have orig-
inated 30 years ago, as in Anne’s case, but still continue to carry shame and 
guilt. Situations that “stick” thus have the potential to inform both the self-
understanding and practice of the professional throughout his or her career. It 
takes another’s capacity “to contain” (Bion, 1962) painful and shameful experi-
ences in order to turn them into sources of life-long learning for the profes-
sional. Hence, a pressing question, crucial for Anne, is whether the angst in 
relation to her own finitude, against which she defends herself, resonates with 
a social defense (Menzies-Lyth, 1960) against the same basic condition estab-
lished in her professional context.

Glaser and Strauss’s (1965) classic grounded theory study from hospitals in 
the US identified that hospital units collude in varying degrees in “conspiracies 
of silence” in regard to death, holding back information or providing wrong 
information to the patient, in order to prevent awareness that death is at hand: 
“The patient does not recognize his impending death even though the hospital 
personnel have the information” (p. 29).

Jacob, the ICU physician, shares an encounter in which he is more knowl-
edgeable about the imminence of death than the dying patient: “[I] remem-
ber one of the days before he died he took me by the hand and kind of … felt 
that ‘we are going to overcome this’ … and … deep inside I knew already at 
that point that he is not going to make it”. Herbert, similarly reflecting on an 
encounter with a young man who passed away just a couple of days prior to the 
interview, questions himself: “Did I fulfill my role? Was I honest enough? Did I 
short-change him in any way?”

At times, according to the participants in this study, it is patients who do 
not want to know, and relatives who do not want to disclose, as in Dina’s case, 
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which implies an expectation of holding back information, which can have a 
detrimental impact on staff (Noble, Nelson, & Finlay, 2008).

An ontology of defended subjectivity – philosophical (Heidegger, 2002) and 
psychoanalytical (Klein, 1959) underpinnings for, and possible methodologi-
cal implications of (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000) – are accounted for in another 
book (Moen, 2018). Suffice it to say here that the shared existential burden 
implied in finitude and death is something we defend ourselves against, both 
as individuals (micro), groups (meso), and societies (macro) (Becker, 1973; 
Yalom, 2008).

Repression can serve a purpose, make life manageable, a “strange power of 
living in the moment and ignoring and forgetting” (Becker, 1973, p. 23), ena-
bling the forward momentum of activity without which people may suffer psy-
chotic breaks. Hence, we need to be tolerant of the fact that we deal with death 
differently. Yet, it is of existential and ethical importance, relevant to the qual-
ity of healthcare, that health professionals are willing and able to address it 
when called to do so. Awareness of death can keep end-of-life care profession-
als from unnecessary and unethical treatment, which may bring prolonged 
suffering to patients and moral stress to themselves.

The above considered, research methods are called for that can identify how 
the death of patients triggers a defensive stand in health professionals in ways 
that may have a profound impact on patient care. Allowing for free-associative, 
non-directed telling is one methodological answer to such a call. An uninter-
rupted telling of stories, in which the narrator gets to “choose what to tell and 
how to tell it” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 27), may reveal rehearsed stories and man-
ners of speaking, but also omissions, contradictions, and paradoxes that leave 
hints of what is beneath the surface.

We have seen how “feeling rules” (Hochschild, 2003) residing in the contexts 
of the professional (meso) may inform the experience of end-of-life care. Not 
all of these socially constructed and agreed-upon discursive manners of speak-
ing (Bourdieu, 1977), or not speaking, about death originate within the clinic 
or healthcare system though; some are shared and implicit in the culture as a 
whole (macro), which is where we will turn next.

5 Investigating Discourse

Eric, a chaplain in a palliative care context, finds that his experience of death 
contrasts profoundly with what is experienced by people outside the clinic, 
and that him being more at ease with death represents something “peculiar” 
for them, and leaves him with a sense of being different. Whenever he conveys 
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to those who ask that “it is not so bad and difficult” to work with death and 
dying, he is left with the feeling that they think: “It can’t be right, it is not pos-
sible to state things like that”.

Carl, also a chaplain, once took it upon himself to facilitate a gathering 
around the open coffin of one of his own family members: “[I] was told after-
wards that it was a little too much … it wasn’t totally okay”. He recognized his 
former attitude to death in that of the other family members: “They were in the 
same situation as me when I was young”.

Gail expresses a similar sense of being different: “When people ask me ‘how 
do you work with dying children’ … I want to say I enjoy being with people 
during the death process …. That’s a weird thing, you can’t say that to anybody 
who is not a chaplain”.

Considering the marginalization of death in Western society – how it is 
institutionalized and thus out of sight – it makes sense that there is something 
strange, perhaps even repulsive and “tainted” (Kessler et al., 2012) about profes-
sional end-of-life care. The interviewees’ articulation of their “natural” relation 
to death is uttered in a society in which death is “forbidden”, if we follow the 
argument of the French historian Phillipe Ariès (1976, p. 85), and thus anything 
but natural, potentially even a provocation. The end-of-life-care professional 
thus represents a “discredited attribute” in the ecology of life and, as such, he 
or she may be regarded as a social anomaly (Douglas, 2002).

Working with death and dying in a society in which death is “forbidden”, 
thus informs the experience and self-understanding of the professional. Even 
though most participants conveyed similar thoughts, feelings of resembling 
a social anomaly seem to resonate more strongly with those in palliative care 
than in intensive care. Perhaps because most people associate the latter with 
saving lives to a greater degree than facilitating preparation for death.

Herbert and Jacob, both physicians in end-of-life care, question colleagues 
who refuse to acknowledge the inevitability of death, and who continue to 
treat the dying patient as if he or she will survive. Both expressed indigna-
tion when the belief in treatment represented a “triumph of fantasy over real-
ity” (Levine, 2013, p. 94). Nevertheless, both had to acknowledge being caught 
in the same dynamics, as they also continually encounter the expectations 
and demands of co-workers, employers, patients, and relatives to protect the 
notion that death can be prevented – even when it is clearly impending. For 
example, in one case, Jacob and a colleague decided to stop resuscitation, and 
the patient’s son “got furious because we had given up on his father and he 
jumped onto the bed and continued resuscitation”.

The above may be illustrative of how in a secular age (Taylor, 2007), follow-
ing the decline of meta-narratives – religious and political – there is no shared 



Biographical Research at the Boundary 73

discourse on death and dying. Nothing resembling the “Ars moriendi” (Ariès, 
1976, p. 34) – the culturally shared, and very much religiously informed, ways 
of referring to the meaning of death in the Middle Ages and later. Rather, in 
the current situation, there are several discourses which may compete with 
one another – treatment philosophies, like palliative care (Leget, 2007) and 
the principle of autonomy (Beauchamp & Childress, 2013), but also organiza-
tional models, like New Public Management (Hood, 2015), and finally health-
care jurisdictions.

In the final part of this chapter, we will undertake a careful reading of 
Jacob’s account, in order to show how a biographical approach may allow for 
the identification not only of dominant discourses (macro), but also how they 
may be related to, and enhanced by, personal experience (micro). One such 
link is made manifest in Jacob’s repeated talk about the importance of “being 
professional”:

But anyway our unit is very professional, I think. It is important to behave 
in an orderly manner, be professional, that is what I think. That is a very 
important message … we have to act professionally … and do what we are 
supposed to in a way without mixing in too many emotions and feelings.

This, according to Jacob, is a message he makes an effort to “convey to other 
colleagues”, thus eliciting the interrelatedness between micro and meso. He 
then moves on to elaborate what he understands “professional” to imply in 
different clinical situations: when communicating a request for autopsy, when 
giving out information, when responding to requests for documents from rela-
tives, when responding to the same requests from authorities.

What is common to all these situations is that they are regulated by law. 
Hence, Jacob is implicitly making a case for the importance of staying on 
the right side of the line between professional conduct and misconduct. The 
degree of regulation, and thus the risk of legal consequences, increases with 
every new typical situation he mentions. Eventually, the free-associative telling 
takes Jacob to an unpleasant memory, which perhaps explains the reason for 
his focus on this issue:

[I] have had unnatural deaths that have been reported to the police, and 
reported to the health authorities, and then a file is opened and … one 
has to give out all the documents of course … one possibly gets a feed-
back that something is blameworthy. One can get a warning. That sort of 
thing one must be prepared for … one gets hung up on details … so it is 
very important to be orderly when it comes to such journal notes.
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The methodological point to be made is that merely recording a memo about 
Jacob’s concern with behaving in a professional manner and adding it to simi-
lar utterances in other cases, leaving the individual case unexplored, would 
miss a deeper understanding. On the other hand, “being faithful to the unique 
histories, circumstances, and meanings” (Hollway, 2013, p. 99) by taking Jacob’s 
biography into account, not only provides insights but also explains why “being 
professional” is so important to him.

Another link between discourse (macro) and the psychic (micro) is iden-
tified when Jacob tells about how he suffered “soldier’s heart” – chest pain 
without any identification of heart failure – a few months prior to the inter-
view. He relates the incident to the “violent organizational change” that was 
taking place at his hospital: “You are sucked in and whirled around with it, it 
never stops … feels life threatening”. The focus is on making services profitable, 
which is stressful according to Jacob, and the dilemmas are felt in particular 
when “playing musical chairs” regarding who, among the patients, are to be 
prioritized at the intensive care unit in which he is head physician.

Jacob is thus explicating what other participants also report, and what is 
echoed in the literature (Hood, 2015); namely, the stress felt related to New 
Public Management, which has been the organizational model in Norway and 
other countries since the early nineties. A major critique is that professional 
and ethical concerns are subject to managerial imperatives. It is this, more 
than the demands of encountering death and dying on a daily basis, which 
evokes stress, according to Gail: “The death and dying is not driving me away. 
I want to stress that health-care politics really sealed the deal for me”. Retiring 
early, because she does not want “to die in my job” due to “the rat race” – the 
ever-increasing expectation that one must do more in less time.

6 Concluding Remarks

The accounts of Jacob and Gail echo a concern, evident in the literature, about 
a lack of recognition for the welfare professional as an experiencing subject 
(Froggett, 2002; Clarke et al., 2008). In professional contexts marked by rapid 
change, technological development, demands for efficiency, and profitability, 
it is critical to make space for personal testimonies. Allowing for narratives 
through open invitation, a free-associative telling and a careful reading is one 
way of re-humanizing, and thus it is an essential, ethical, and ontological neces-
sity to counter de-personalizing tendencies in both healthcare and research.

Another gift of biographical narrative research is that it provides “thick” 
descriptions (Geertz, 1973) – rich contextual data marked by “detail, complexity 
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and contradiction” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 24). Hence, it provides in-depth 
knowledge about complex human beings and reduces the possibility of over-
simplification and one-dimensionality that can take place when “reducing 
complexity to single scores” (Hollway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 101). It allows one to 
elicit how the ecology of the life of the individual must be understood in context 
(micro, meso, and macro), as “the given uniqueness of every voice” (Cavarero, 
2005) is interwoven with “the universe of the undisputed” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 
18) – contextual manners of being and speaking both past and present, local 
and global.
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chapter 5

Trying to Capture the Value of the ‘Live’ Conference 
Using an Ecological Approach

Hazel R. Wright and Marianne Høyen

 Abstract

With ‘live’ conferences challenged by global climate and health crises, Wright and 
Høyen, consider what might be lost if these are ultimately replaced by online meet-
ings, drawing on the ESREA Life History and Biography Network adult education con-
ferences, particularly the Copenhagen meeting that they organised, to contextualise 
their discussion. They examine the usefulness of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model 
as a way into such a complex topic, finding that its structures supported initial think-
ing but were too restrictive to enable a logical but linear narrative on the value of the 
conference to participants, how it encourages attendance and by whom, and the ways 
this was examinable using publicly available sources and focused ‘insider’ reflection.

In a moment of epiphany, the authors understood that the conference, as a series 
of co-relationships, can be interpreted as a meso-level interaction, positioned between 
the micro-systems of everyday academic life and the macro- and external structural 
conditions that press down on it. Enabled to discuss how these different levels interact, 
the chapter considers the significance of disciplinary and knowledge boundaries and 
how biographical research challenges and transcends them in pursuit of the human 
life story, reflecting, too, on the precarious nature of the academic workplace within 
the neoliberal economy.

 Keywords

academic conferences – Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model – interdisciplinarity – life 
history and biography – higher education

1 The Contextual Landscape

When the content of this paper was being finalised, the entire world was being 
held to ransom by the coronavirus, Covid-19. As we are writing, normality is 
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on hold. Across Europe and further afield, entire countries are in lockdown, 
their offices, schools and entertainment centres closed. For many, even local 
travel is banned, and international travellers are forced to quarantine. Routine 
everyday activities – teaching, shopping, social contact – have to take place 
online or not at all for many people. These are both frightening and interest-
ing times, the way ahead uncharted territory, the potential for radical change 
at a global level immense: we are repeatedly told – in the press and on social 
media – that life will never be the same again, that this is a ‘defining histori-
cal event’ (Walsh & Millard, 2020, p. 130.) We cannot accurately predict the 
future, but it may be that massed gatherings, which are already a concern from 
an environmental perspective, will remain virtual as people fear, refuse, or are 
simply not allowed, to meet in large numbers in any one place. In this con-
text, at a time when face-to-face academic conferences both local and trans-
national have all been cancelled, it seems particularly appropriate to consider 
the ecology of an academic conference and what might be missed when these 
take place in a virtual environment. We wonder: “What is the value of the ‘live’ 
conference as a phenomenon?” “Why (and which) academics allocate time, 
funding and energy to travel to meet with others to discuss their work?” We 
aim to examine these issues within the context of ESREA’s Life History and 
Biographic Network (LHBN) conference around its 25th anniversary, seeking 
answers in relational terms, considering the interaction of influences at the 
micro-, meso- and macro-levels, in keeping with the ecological approach that 
underpins this book.

We write, having met a decade ago at a LHBN conference which took place in 
Geneva. Over this period, our growing familiarity with the network and devel-
oping friendship enabled us to reflect on it from both outsider and insider per-
spectives. Initially our experience was that of the isolated attendee. We saw the 
LHBN conference through independent eyes, unaware of the network’s aims 
and intentions or its connections to the broader association, ESREA; barely 
aware of the work that goes on behind the scenes concerning mailing lists, con-
ference organisation and publication. In annual steps, we progressed to chair-
ing sessions, to scrutinising abstracts and thence to organising a conference 
ourselves, and subsequently a publication, choosing for both a conference in 
Copenhagen and an edited publication to focus on the theme ‘Discourses we 
live by’. Thus, we write as people who have attended and organised the annual 
LHBN conference and with a perspective that continues beyond the experience 
of hosting to once again attending chiefly to present a paper and meet with 
colleagues. Our medium-term perspective, and our separation from the overall 
organisation of the Network enables an element of detachment but, neverthe-
less, we acknowledge the subjectivity that underpins this chapter. However, we 
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are positioned differently to the established convenors –  guardians of the aims 
and principles on which the Network is run – and the newcomers approaching 
it afresh; we are sufficiently familiar to have an overview.

Like most of those who support the Network we are adult educators, both 
accustomed to working predominately with students slightly older than the 
typical undergraduate, often those who seek to enter the educational profes-
sions – social educators and teachers in Marianne’s case, early years educators 
in Hazel’s. We have visited each other’s country many times, met colleagues 
and friends and looked around the educational settings, co-devised and co-
taught narrative inquiry courses for MA and Doctoral students in Denmark; 
eventually, working collaboratively to support each other’s writing and co-
editing Discourses we live by: Narratives of educational and social endeavour 
(Wright & Høyen, 2020) which is both extensive and diverse in its coverage. 
So, we felt that we should be well-able to negotiate the creation of a shared 
chapter but still found the chapter hard to write, perhaps, because our initial 
degree subjects established different epistemological expectations – Hazel 
was a Geographer, Marianne a Civil Engineer – and an ‘ecological approach’ 
held specific meanings for each of us that seemed difficult to apply in other 
contexts as we will demonstrate later. We had both studied widely to move 
from semi-scientific disciplines into the humanities. Marianne embraced 
Sociology (making a commitment to Bourdieu) and thence to work with this 
within Education, Hazel moved into Education where a practical and profes-
sional route took her research into Sociology and the Humanities, always in 
the thrall of interdisciplinary approaches. We became interested in narrative 
research initially as a tool to capture what people really think and feel, and 
like many others, found this a position that is hard to reject once adopted and 
(fortuitously) a sense of community within the LHBN Network. So now we will 
look more closely at the Network conferences but first we start by considering 
what constitutes a conference.

2 What Is a Conference?

The term conference, as conferentia meaning conversation or talk, was in 
use in the 16th century but derives from the Latin conferre, to bring together 
(Lexico, Oxford online). In its main definition it involves attendance: ‘A for-
mal meeting of people with a shared interest, typically one that takes place 
over several days’. As yet, in its usage as: ‘A linking of several telephones or 
computers, so that each user may communicate with the others simultane-
ously’, it is seen as modifier; the complete phrase being ‘a conference call’. 
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Even a brief comparison of these definitions identifies ‘duration’, ‘live contact’ 
and ‘structures’ as important aspects; foundational characteristics that shape 
 relationships around ‘conference’.

At this point we could simply launch into a reflective account of confer-
ence experiences but choose instead to adapt an ecological model as a way 
to establish a degree of structure for our discussion, believing that this may 
enable us to look more widely than the individual conference we organised 
in Copenhagen. Looking wider is important as our positioning is as ‘insider 
reflectors’ – not ‘researchers’ who negotiated ethical agreements – so we must 
keep the discussion broad to preserve the anonymity of attendees. To this end, 
too, the chapter draws on our personal viewpoints, remaining reflective, rather 
than using quotations from other attendees.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model was used as a tool to assist our thought 
rather than a means to systemise our thinking, as it would facilitate the task of 
capturing the relationality between the different aspects of academic life. We 
are aware that with his model Bronfenbrenner (1977, p. 513) sought to heal the 
dichotomy between ‘rigor’ and ‘social relevance’ of concern in the 1970s, and 
we also seek to achieve both but from a different starting point as times have 
changed. Rather than using experiment and hypothesis to conduct our social 
analysis in a systematic fashion like Bronfenbrenner, we employed informal 
naturalistic observation, reflection and recall. This was supported by analysis 
of material that is in the public domain through the conference website (LHBN 
Copenhagen), and the model (theoretically) works as a focusing structure, at 
least as a way into examining a complex subject.

3 Exploring Bronfenbrenner’s Model

Bronfenbrenner’s model places the individual (in his case a child) at the cen-
tre of his/her world, surrounded by a set of distinctive spheres of influence or 
levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). In the model we find four systems (the micro-, 
meso-, exo- and macro-) relating to the individual child who is seen as an active 
participant in the process of development, engaged in continually adapting to 
the environment which is continuously changing; the notion of time concep-
tualised as a surrounding chronosphere. In our version of the ecosystem, the 
conference   attendee occupied the central position and we were mindful that 
this was an adult whose interactions with and in the world would be consti-
tuted differently.

Our context for using Bronfenbrenner’s model is the Copenhagen confer-
ence, and we worked as he did from micro- to macro-level, driven by our shared 
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concern that each LHBN conference ends with uncertainty for the future, par-
ticularly around where we might meet the following year. This initial appli-
cation was not too taxing. As Bronfenbrenner’s focus is developmental, his 
underlying interest is in the transitions as the child moves from the micro- to 
other systems, his spheres are populated with centres that serve children, like 
preschool and day-care settings, orphanages and hospitals (Shelton, 2018). In 
our initial discussion we, too, follow this directional pattern needing to look at 
microsystems before mesosystems, and to establish the way that the exosys-
tem influences the macrosystem. We use the spheres to identify the different 
layers of influence that may impinge on the conference attendees who sit at 
the core of our model. For our purposes, it is the specification of the different 
levels of influence that matters, the relationships they enable and constrain 
and conversely the constraints and affordances they establish. We are mind-
ful, too, that each conference will present a unique set of affordances to those 
who attend it but speculate that these are diminished when a conference goes 
online and loses its sense of place, its tangibility, the ‘colour’ that emanates 
from belonging in the real world. But, here, we are actually working to reduce 
difference, for in drawing out the aspects that populate each sphere we are 
seeking to simplify complexity into sets of influences.

The micro-level for the attendee has two aspects: the patterns, roles and 
relationships relating to the home university to which s/he belongs and those 
that relate to the actual conference. In terms of the home university we would 
position colleagues and managers as important and see their relationships 
with the attendee in terms of practicalities: teaching schedules, willingness 
to provide cover for absence and to allocate elements of budgets to finance 
the attendance, the extent to which they view a particular conference, topic 
or staff member as worthy of support. Many of these are potential barriers 
to attendance. Within the conference there are relational issues around the 
location (is it attractive, is there affordable accommodation, are the organisers 
helpful in answering questions by email), relationships with colleagues from 
the home university (peers, supervisors, those of similar or different academic 
status) and with the other conference delegates whose names may be publi-
cised in advance and with whom the attendee may or may not already have 
a relationship. Notably those who supervise doctoral students bring a steady 
stream of new researchers into the Network demonstrating how contact in 
the home university can translate into relational issues within the conference. 
Conversely, a conference can also represent an escape from everyday connec-
tions. It is only since Hazel became an Honorary Fellow that she has invited 
colleagues and students along. When she worked full time, she preferred to 
attend alone to meet new people. Marianne, too, came by herself prior to 
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becoming conference host when departmental support was both useful and 
achievable. We wonder, does the LHBN attract academics seeking new con-
tacts and sufficiently independent to ‘come solo’? For we recognise now that, 
alongside those who attend with supervisors, there are many who travel alone. 
And looking back to those early experiences as a newcomer we recall how, 
despite the welcome, there was a sense that everyone knew everyone else and 
of an inner clique of people with years of shared experiences that bordered 
on the exclusionary. Seeking to belong, we were aware, too, that there were no 
formal structures to facilitate this, no committee to join, no posts to volunteer 
for, no tasks to take on short of offering to host a conference; all points we will 
return to later.

The meso-level holds the interrelations among two or more settings. This 
is a little confusing as ‘settings’ more commonly means physical spaces, but 
Bronfenbrenner’s examples are conceptual – family, work and social life. The 
meso-level is where aspects of individuals’ lives begin to mesh, forming a web 
of relationships that may combine or conflict, thereby supporting or con-
straining the individual’s development and it is this personal web of connec-
tions that constitutes a unique mesosystem. If we claim that for conferences 
generally, groups of researchers within a network, the conference conven-
ors, academic publication systems, and the conference hosts are examples 
of microsystems, then the links they make with the individual and with each 
other constitute the mesosystem, with them remaining discrete entities. LHBN 
provides a gateway to a broader meso-level for those who seek this, providing 
an entrée to other subject networks within the broader ESREA framework, and 
the parent society that offers opportunities to set up a new network, to join the 
central organising committee, and to access further publication opportunities 
in books and the European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning 
of Adults (RELA), too.

In the exosystem we find structures/settings that indirectly affect the indi-
vidual attendee. Our suggestion for populating this level consists of discursive 
settings (discourses understood as talk and practice), namely: the political 
frameworks shaping research and education; funding systems; an  d the media 
as gatekeepers to success, whether as reporters of events or publishers of aca-
demic material. These arenas differ from country to country as does the extent 
to which they influence ‘what it is to be a researcher now’ and hence affect the 
attendee. As it is based in Western Europe, even though the emphasis varies 
across nations, the conference is shaped and constrained by prevalent neo-
liberal forces. Funding is a major consideration and also the ‘pressure’ for aca-
demics not only to research and publish but also to teach to higher and higher 
standards. LHBN members are not exempt from such expectations and can 
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find it difficult to get their universities to recognise the value of small-scale 
research and ‘stories’ when others are solving global problems or serving the 
local community.

It is the macro-level, which holds the culture, value systems and underlying 
ideology that shapes the other spheres and although globalisation is continu-
ally challenging difference, this also varies according to country. Arenas here 
include the labour market (especially the academic job market), overarching 
disciplinary discourses, and the predominant knowledge paradigm. These 
arenas were once straightforward but are continually changing in today’s glo-
balised society (Lyotard, 1984; Nowotny et al., 2001) where they are increasingly 
affected by ch  anges in the exosystem (the Covid-19 pandemic being an extreme 
example). Within a context – ours being academia – these arenas rarely func-
tion in isolation. In terms of conference attendance, attendees must navigate 
within these framings and position themselves within the possibilities that 
are available. They must cope directly with the consequences of the macro-
level systems acting on the lower (meso) level, making negotiation even more 
complex. Academic culture is under pressure, our value systems challenged by 
structures in the exosystem. LHBN conference attendees annually face these 
challenges. For us, as authors, the challenge was more structural, one of trying 
to simplify real-world complexity to align with a theoretical model.

4 Working with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model

For then we struggled with the model. It served to support our thinking at 
a theoretical level, enabling us to identify different influences affecting and 
affected by the conference attendee, but however we approached it, working 
outwards or, even worse, trying inwards, it became unwieldy and restrictive 
as a format to shape discussion. We realised that, in part, the problem is the 
centring on an individual when in reality all the influencers affect each other, 
sometimes directly, sometimes filtering through other influences. We had fol-
lowed Bronfenbrenner in actively seeking to place individuals at the centre of 
their own lives, to set those lives in context, and to promote agentive behaviour 
but this was at variance with our understanding that interactions are multiple 
and multi-directional. Trying to apply the model in real life clearly highlighted 
this conflict, identifying the model’s limitations. Because of the complexity of 
interactions, to shape our discussion to address each level in turn would lead to 
much unnecessary repetition and artificially constrict the discourses.

Only at this point, about to give up on the ecological model, did we grasp 
an important point. In an ‘aha’ (Mezirow, 1975) or epiphanic moment (Denzin, 
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2001) we realised that a conference is a mesosystem as it only exists in the 
 coming together of disparate elements – the interrelation of people, places, 
papers, plenaries, social events, in all their different ways. Our interpretation 
of the mesosystem and our earlier analyses had whispered this, but we hadn’t 
listened carefully enough! Our editors alluded to it, too, but in the context of 
a longer trialogue on our first draft where it remained unread, lost in words. 
But suddenly we knew it, without knowing how. To explain thoroughly (if 
we could) would be to reject the notion of ‘aha’ moments and epiphanies for 
the causes of that transformative moment when you ‘just know something’ 
are essentially elusive. For Marianne the moment equates with a sense of 
enlightenment, for Hazel this conviction is also embodied as an inner calm, 
a feeling that she is fully in the present moment; for both it signifies a puzzle 
solved even a new understanding that was unsought but is now irreversibly 
known.

So, Eureka! Our discussion of actual conferences, and specifically the one 
in Copenhagen sits within the meso-level but our further discussion needs 
to follow its relevant themes, with only casual reference to levels when we 
bring in specific key influencers. So, with structural problems to some extent 
addressed, we can turn at last to our core interest in what makes going to a ‘live’ 
conference valuable?

5 Exploring the Value of the ‘Live’ Conference

We look now more closely at the LHBN conferences, and specifically at the 
Copenhagen one when detail is useful. We will look briefly at aspects that span 
the levels – ever mindful that hostile conditions in the exosystem (like pan-
demics) react on practices at the macro-level (like lock down), together creat-
ing challenges at the micro-level (like staying home) – but the main focus will 
be on the meso-level, particularly those things that serve to make the confer-
ence hospitable. We gave up trying to deal with levels and their content as dis-
tinctive entities – that was useful only at a theoretical level – and accepted that 
it is the relationality between entities and across levels that matters, mindful 
that Bronfenbrenner was trying to demonstrate connectivity and at least point 
to the complexity of causality.

Under neoliberalism (which we consider to be a facet of the exosystem), 
academics are increasingly expected to cope with a heavier workload, to teach 
more students for longer periods, and to publish regularly; all factors that 
potentially lead to more standardised approaches and less space for creativity. 
We struggle with these expectations – Hazel even moved from paid to honorary 
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status to reduce their impact – and find they make it harder to ‘get away’ any-
where. Yet we find the time to come to ‘live’ conferences and so do those others 
who attend. Perhaps this time pressure is even reflected in the abstracts sub-
mitted to the Copenhagen conference. Researchers choose their methods to 
suit their projects but quite possibly the predominant use of biographical and 
narrative methods over full life histories is a sign that researchers have limited 
time available to carry out their work and need to use quicker methods in order 
to publish more frequently for career progression in a competitive labour mar-
ket. We are not suggesting that this is ‘quick and dirty’ (Petre & Rugg, 2010, p. 
70), only that evaluative regimes favour speed and quantity, and data that ena-
bles generalisation. It may even be that biographical and narrative methods 
are too slow. Collecting and interpreting such data is a time-consuming pro-
cess and this is reflected in the costings that accompany bids for funding and 
maybe makes them uncompetitive. Often funded research is required to have 
a social ‘impact’, too, but we found this to be evident in most papers whether 
or not the research was funded. Quite possibly, in educational and caring disci-
plines, professional and client interaction makes social impact inevitable.

Abstracts to the Copenhagen conference reflected the adult educational 
theme of the Network and most were found to pursue themes within the dis-
ciplines of education, social work or health. These are all non-traditional dis-
ciplinary areas that sit within the public services sector and themselves draw 
material from other disciplines (facets of the macrosystem). These are sec-
tors, too, that operationalise policies devised at macro-level as services for the 
individual, demonstrating that biographic methods serve a useful function in 
establishing people’s views. In talking freely, end-users provide insights that 
relate to ‘how’ rather than simple ‘what’ questions, revealing the shortcomings 
or benefits of social provision for those to whom it matters.

Most contributors had an affiliation to a specific disciplinary area, whether 
traditional or more recent, and would have encountered its inherent value sys-
tems as exemplified by our difficulties in reinterpreting ‘ecological approaches’. 
However, it is likely that they had also looked beyond disciplinary boundaries 
to achieve the broader understanding of the human required for work with life 
stories. In this way, biographical research serves to disrupt traditional knowl-
edge boundaries, to avoid ‘fragmentation’ (West, 1996) of lives by disciplinary 
boundaries. In conversation, attendees appeared to privilege inter- or trans-
disciplinarity as a more compelling and inclusive way of researching. In this 
way, the LHBN conference could be seen as innovative, and this is self-perpet-
uating as its ‘live’ nature provides opportunities to learn from colleagues in 
other disciplines, to work co-operatively with them and to make the first steps 
beyond the security of the disciplinary boundary. Thus, it follows ecological 
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principles of constant and harmonious adaptation. Attendees may not fully 
anticipate this, but it is clear from chatting to them at this and subsequent 
conferences that once they have experienced it, they appreciate the chance to 
meet with others who also work across disciplines. This sense of shared values 
is not always easily found within the traditional disciplinary structures of the 
university; in education we are privileged to have some learning in common 
but may still reside in separate subject silos, utilising a previously acquired 
qualification set.

The conference abstracts also drew attention to value systems through their 
content. Many dealt with the consequences of external constraints on working 
life – cuts in educational budgets, the narrowing possibilities to care properly 
for those for whom we are professionally responsible, the effects of external 
evaluation criteria of various sorts. Harking to the exosystem, the label neolib-
eralism appeared in several titles as well as within abstracts. That many attend-
ees were insider researchers showed clear links between what is happening 
externally and concerns for how this affects individual sectors in education, 
social care and health. Abstracts also reflected significant events in the real 
world, migration, for example. This was a commonly studied topic, individu-
ally but also within larger funded projects, demonstrating the importance 
attached to this issue at higher levels but also the significance of funding (part 
of the exosystem) in shaping what happens elsewhere. There are definite link-
ages confirming that the component elements in a system affect each other, 
supporting an ecological interpretation.

Examining the abstracts as a group, also provided a snapshot of ‘who’ attends 
the conference. At a number of conferences, we have been part of discussions 
about the nature of the membership and whether it is sufficiently diverse, 
again a reflection of the conferences’ values. Our records for  Copenhagen 
enable us to comment on this but we recognise that the picture may be very 
different in other places in other years. In Copenhagen, the majority of the 
abstracts were from the English-language world (47%), with a high percentage 
from women (71%). It was also clear that although many of the researchers 
had a university affiliation a considerable number were either at an early stage 
of their academic career or the opposite, close to retiring officially (61%). The 
largest national group were from the UK (35%), followed by Italy (11%) and 
then Denmark (6%), the home of the conference this year, demonstrating that 
the network still has work to do in extending its geographical cover and par-
ticipant range. The remainder were individuals from other European countries 
and a number of regular attendees from further afield who often extend their 
visit to include holiday, maybe with their partner. We have no means of accu-
rately establishing class or ethnicity but know from the conference itself that 
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some openly claim working class (or other) origins as a ‘badge of honour’, yet 
very few identified as, or were identifiable as, belonging to an ethnic minor-
ity. There was a significant gender imbalance, a marked Anglocentric skew for 
a society purporting to be pan-European, and attendees were predominantly 
white, socially mobile working-, if not yet middle-, class. More unusually, the 
age of attendees was polarised, early career researchers and a significant pro-
portion of elder academics. Overall, the attendees did not represent the diverse 
group that we, as that year’s organisers, were keen to attract.

The abstracts fitted into one of four categories and it is tempting to specu-
late that these related to career stages. Many were personal projects pursued as 
part of a higher education qualification, usually a doctorate, and these clearly 
aligned with early career researchers. Others were personal projects discussing 
work that the individual had pursued over a considerable period of time, and 
here the timeframe suggests mid-career status. In a third category were a small 
number of larger projects with groups of researchers working together over a 
number of years, usually supported by external funding from the EU or other 
official establishments or administrative bodies, for example within health. We 
have seen that it is often the experienced academics with established contacts 
who manage to acquire such funding. The last category comprised a significant 
number of small-scale individual projects possibly devised and carried out to 
provide material specifically for the intended conference presentation; others 
were retrospective reflections on projects carried out earlier. Some of these 
we know to be the work of retired individuals who no longer command the 
resources to undertake larger-scale projects.

Despite its lack of refinement, our overview of the content of abstracts may 
partly explain a problem that the Network regularly faces but so far has man-
aged to overcome, namely a shortage of conference hosts (and consequently, 
but of secondary importance, difficulty in finding new locations). The neolib-
eral expectation that members of educational establishments will be directly 
charged to use their own premises and facilities has surely exacerbated mat-
ters but the polarised membership in terms of age and career status may also 
play a part. We wonder why the Network attracts so few mid-career research-
ers or lecturers, those with established positions who might be able to host 
new conferences? Perhaps they judge a bigger conference to better meet their 
needs. Maybe they are forced to pursue more quantifiable topics – biographi-
cal and narrative research, being interdisciplinary but at a personal rather than 
team level, may be difficult to submit to national evaluations. Perhaps they 
are too busy teaching or working on externally funded projects to get to con-
ferences not held during the long vacation, constrained by fixed budgets that 
restrict international travel or make it more difficult. It is also possible that 
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they are being replaced by cheaper, digitally, competent, more malleable(?) 
younger staff in line with the neoliberal agenda. We can only speculate but see 
this last fear reflected in Standing’s (2011) claim that the precariat (those with 
unstable working conditions, such as hourly paid lecturers) now dominate the 
academic labour market. Finance features significantly in the issues raised 
here and certainly at the micro-level it had a direct influence on attendance. 
Some 25% of people who submitted abstracts later cancelled and many cited 
lack of funding as the reason for doing this, but, inherently, their withdrawal 
prevented further explication.

As adult educators, we wonder whether higher-level value judgements 
about useful methodologies are at play here. Despite the very different cir-
cumstances, are there echoes of the nineteenth century call for ‘really useful 
knowledge’ (Johnson, 1988)? We also question whether the conference could 
do more to support its own continuity. Earlier we talked about the lack of 
structures to enable a newcomer to find a niche (another term appropriated 
from ecology) but finding ways to do that whilst respecting the central role 
of the convenors may be a challenge. To threaten the Network’s established 
practices could be counter-productive, and the fluidity of the ‘gatherings’ we 
hold in place of ‘meetings’ is important. But the convenors have now started 
to invite people to volunteer to take on specific tasks to spread the workload 
beyond themselves, and a prudent formalisation of such roles, could afford 
opportunities to those who want to commit. Such volunteers might also share 
the work of organising a conference with sensitivity, so that people who attend 
alone and lack a ready-made network of colleagues with insider knowledge to 
support this task, could be assured of useful assistance. At present, it is possible 
that the mid-career researchers keen to broaden their external influence and 
enhance their CVs, more easily find a niche elsewhere. Perhaps we need to find 
ways to harness the energy of those who can ‘do more’ to support the network 
practically. These are suggestions but not answers, and we should continually 
probe for hidden discourses and question whether the appearance of equality, 
the lack of other roles, masks a reluctance to share power?

To return to conference hosts, we have to hope that the shortage is a tempo-
rary problem, just a case of waiting for some of these early career researchers 
to become established, for our observations show that most of those who do 
attend value the biographic method highly and we know that this is a method 
increasingly acknowledged to be important (O’Neill et al., 2015), despite its 
time demands and costliness. As an icebreaker at the Copenhagen conference, 
we invited attendees to form small groups to discuss why they favour narrative 
research methods and how they came to use them. Unfortunately, we did not 
seek permission to quote their comments directly, but we did note the depth 
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of their commitment and, often, the passion with which they talked about 
this. Clearly the methodology itself, working with biographical materials, is an 
intrinsic reason for attending the LHBN conference, but so is the chance to 
hold such informal and personal conversations around a shared interest.

To specifically address our main question about the value of the ‘live’ con-
ference, it is self-evident that for people to attend a conference the benefits 
and attractions of doing this must outweigh the reasons not to bother and no 
doubt motivators differ. Some conferences are hierarchical with elite com-
mittees keeping themselves apart from the masses, setting aside significant 
funds to attract eminent keynote speakers. Attendance at these is prestigious 
and there is always the possibility that your work may be noticed by someone 
important. In contrast, LHBN eschews displays of status, deliberately avoid-
ing the use of academic titles on name badges and documentation, avoiding 
expensive keynote speakers and striving for a semblance of equality even 
though we usually know the professors from the doctoral students. Other con-
ferences attract attendees through their choice of venues, visiting a new ‘place 
of interest’ each year. Hazel used to attend a significant conference that never 
fails to locate in a popular tourist location, until she became disenchanted by 
its size, the consequent difficulty in finding proximate accommodation and, 
finally, a decision to offer many established presenters a poster slot in order to 
accommodate the numerous new participants. Neoliberal values with regard 
to finance and status resonate here but also, disciplinarity: those colleagues for 
whom the focus is more ‘central’ continue to attend.

In contrast, the locations of LHBN conferences are determined by which 
members are able to access suitable but non-costly venues and willing to be 
hosts. To encourage attendance LHBN tries to minimise conference costs, 
offering reduced rates for doctoral students, advising on low-cost accommo-
dation and providing as many meals as possible. Often, especially in more 
expensive locations, the academics and their colleagues themselves manage 
the catering. In Geneva, members brought in food, in Magdeburg and Turin we 
were fed informally on campus, in Bergen we were invited in small groups into 
colleagues’ homes for a meal ‘en famille’. Similarly, conference dinners are held 
in interesting places rather than formal restaurants: in the old bath’s changing 
huts on Lake Geneva, at the communal diner in the hippy colony of Christiania 
in Copenhagen, in a historic boathouse in Bergen. Pre-conference events are 
informal and low cost too, walking or bus trips around the city we are in, visits 
to local landmarks – to the ruined abbey and cathedral archives in Canterbury, 
for example.

By popular request we now build ‘free time’ into the programme so that there 
is time to shop, to visit galleries or museums, to attend local events (a concert 
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in Bergen, evensong in Canterbury cathedral), to socialise in small groups or go 
to a pub or café in a big one, to meet and plan shared ventures with colleagues 
whose interests overlap with your own. This informality enables people to 
relax and make friends, creating a sense of community within the Network 
that would be difficult to establish in an online conference. In turn, genuine 
friendships lead to working relationships that really ‘work’, making it possible 
to survive the ups and downs of collaborations later managed at a distance. 
In contrast, we all know other conferences where the papers are presented 
continually from an early hour until late into the evening. Last year Marianne 
and Hazel arranged to meet up at a different European conference. This was 
much larger than LHBN’s, catering for a single-discipline, and aspiration and 
inspiration were clearly focal. It attracted many mid-career researchers sug-
gesting, as might be expected, that for them perceived career opportunities 
influence conference attendance. It was an interesting and stimulating event 
but very intense. We found it did not even schedule a lunch break, one had to 
decide which event to miss to eat at mid-day. It is hard even to find your exist-
ing friends at such an event, even harder to make new ones, but this can be 
an important step in developing a collaborative partnership for future work, 
making all conference attendance potentially valuable – an insight that man-
agement may find hard to grasp!

A Network with a ‘live’ conference like LHBN, in creating a safe space for 
sharing and co-operation, may also serve as a site of resistance. The social con-
tact of the ‘live’ conference offers opportunities to find others to support your 
cause or find a cause you wish to join, the chance to co-publish material rather 
than stand alone, to petition collectively for policy or other change. Not least it 
offers chances to ‘test the water’, to find out discretely if the problems you are 
encountering are commonplace or exceptional, to share solutions or ways to 
ameliorate the undesirable, perhaps simply to empathise. We remember the 
relief in finding that other academic colleagues were struggling with overwork; 
the sense of perspective gained from finding that Iberian colleagues were even 
worse off, facing pay cuts as well as increased workloads. We hope they found 
some benefit in our sympathy and doubt that a digital meeting would offer 
such opportunities to ‘share’ and reflect on the realities of academic life. Yet 
this is important for an academic’s sense of wellbeing.

Thus, through valuing equality, informality, sociability and, importantly, 
by promoting a methodology that is intrinsically attractive, the LHBN confer-
ences encourage attendance. Structurally – by offering free time, safe spaces 
and shared experiences, chances to get to know people properly and make 
friends, alongside the normative agenda of papers, plenaries, workshops and 
a dinner – our conferences are relaxed and welcoming even for newcomers. 
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There is a dark side to this – informality can leave people unsure what to do, 
close relationships can mean that people disagree and fall out (and we have 
some experience of picking up the pieces here), built in free time can leave 
some people wondering whether they are getting their money’s worth – but 
we deal with it as individuals and as a collective. By setting out our values we 
open the conference to criticisms that we fail to practice what we preach – but 
short-term challenges, if addressed, can ultimately strengthen the Network. 
Twenty-five years on, it is still flourishing and attracting new members to its 
‘live’ conferences. Many return year after year; confirmation that they deem 
the conference to have value. Whether this will continue under the post-pan-
demic ‘new normality’ remains to be seen.
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CHAPTER 6

Dynamic Ecologies of Person and Place: Dialogic 
Ethnographies as Public Engagement

Richard D. Sawyer

 Abstract

In this chapter I explore the intersectional ecology (both physical and discursive) of 
dialogic ethnographic research and place. I suggest that agency is not located entirely 
within individual action, but is generated within an intertwined material/collec-
tive relationship within a lived ecology. For my theoretical framework I draw from 
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and place, Barad’s theory of posthumanist performativity, 
and finally my and Norris’s conception of duoethnography. I provide one illustrative 
example, a duoethnography (more specifically a trioethnography) of place walking 
around a college campus. Vonzell Agosto, Travis Marn, and Rica Ramirez conducted 
their trioethnography as they “place walked” around their college campus, encoun-
tering a landscape actively imbued with symbolic power. Through conversation and 
movement, they explored the symbolic codes mediating thought and action within 
their space. Their study made the invisible, visible and the symbolic, concrete. Fur-
thermore, their study was a meaningful context for their own growth: it facilitated a 
reflexive change in their stance and engagement on their campus. And finally, I suggest 
that their study itself became a public pedagogy of resistance.

 Keywords

embodied inquiry – duoethnography – multi-cultural inquiry – life history inquiry

1 Introduction

Examining relationships between humans and larger socio/cultural/political/
environmental/and historical contexts, life history research has long focused, 
often implicitly, on ecologies of human living within a complex world. Recent 
examples about the examination of the interdependence of life (human and 
otherwise) and ecological justice include studies by Chan (2017) on land and 
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Indigenous postcolonialism in Canada, Bainbridge and Del Negro (2020) on 
human transformation in relation to ecological biodiversity, and West and 
Carlson (2006) on autobiography and the claiming and sustaining of space.

These contexts for life history research expand knowledge systems in rela-
tion to language, culture, and power. Being culturally constructed, they may 
be culturally deconstructed and then reconstructed. While obviously there is a 
focus on human epistemologies, new forms of life history research are begin-
ning to not just examine the relationship between human life and ecology, but 
much more: they seek to explore how such inquiry may decenter and replace 
discourses of eco-injustice with discourses of ecological wellness.

In this chapter I discuss the intersectional ecology (both physical and dis-
cursive) of dialogic ethnographic research and place. For my theoretical frame-
work I draw from Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and place (1983), Barad’s (2003) 
theory of posthumanist performativity, and finally my and Norris’s conception 
of duoethnography (Norris & Sawyer, 2020; Sawyer & Norris, 2013). As part of 
this discussion, I provide one illustrative example, a duoethnography (more 
specifically a trioethnography) of place walking around a college campus.

2 Theoretical Framing

Duoethnography is a collaborative and dialogic form of autoethnography 
(Sawyer & Norris, 2013). Working with a research partner, duoethnographers 
critique and question their positionality in relation to critical issues and con-
structs and reconceptualize their own narrative constructions in the face of 
the other person. Foucault (1990) and others have theorized how individuals 
are socialized into discursive genealogies – scripts which direct how people 
live their lives. It is these scripts and inscribed discourses, running through 
their lives, that duoethnographers often examine.

For their inquiries, duoethnographers are guided by central tenets. These 
tenets include an engagement in currere, the examination of difference as a 
heuristic, and the separation of voices within the produced text. I view cur-
rere (Pinar, 1975, 1994, 2012; Sawyer, 2017) as life-history curriculum with which 
people (e.g., teachers, students) engage in an embodied deconstruction of the 
past to reconstruct the future through engagement in the present.

Duoethnography is not focused on concrete research questions, but rather 
on cultural translations created within a third space (Bhabha, 1994; Sawyer et 
al., 2016; Wang, 2006). It is focused on the contingent, relational, emic, interdis-
ciplinary, critical, phenomenological, and generative movements within these 
spaces (Norris & Sawyer, 2015; Sawyer & Norris, 2013). Duoethnographers do 
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not record what was; rather, they reimagine and transform views of the past, 
framed by the inquiry topic. Finally, as researchers engage in duoethnography, 
they use language in an intentional yet playful way. They set up the page as a 
script from a play, with the different speakers indicated by name. The goal is to 
not blend the voices together into a monolithic text, but rather to emphasize 
difference and voice.

Bourdieu (1983) is frequently used as a theoretical frame for duoethnogra-
phy. A central concept that Bourdieu explored is that of habitus. Habitus is the 
“socially constituted system of cognitive and motivating structures” (Bourdieu, 
1977, p. 76), the codes embedded within situations and places (Lefebvre, 1991). 
Habitus creates a mutually mediating field, with the setting itself relaying 
social structures that guide thought and practice, and with individuals inter-
preting these internalized codes. Seemingly normative, the guided thoughts, 
motivations, and practices appear taken-for-granted and may even operate at 
an unconscious level.

One aspect of habitus is its symbolic power, the often taken-for-granted 
interpretation of codes by people within specific spaces. Within duoethnogra-
phy, researchers attempt to excavate the codes related to “that invisible power 
which can be exercised only with the complicity of those who do not want 
to know that they are subject to it, or even that they themselves exercise it” 
(Bourdieu, 1991, p. 164). Within Bourdieu’s theory, space becomes place by way 
of this mutual activation of codes and meaning structures. These structures, 
part of the representational space, are embedded in the history of the place 
(Lefebvre, 1991). In this way “social life is materially grounded and conditioned, 
but material conditions affect behavior in large part through the mediation of 
individuals, dispositions, and experiences” (Brubaker, 1985, p. 750).

Another theorist who examines space, specifically in relation to materiality, 
is Barad (2003). She ascribes a much greater independence and agency to mate-
rial spaces. She suggests that agency is not located entirely within individual 
action, but is generated within the intertwined material/collective relationship. 
The material space is inhabited by humans, non-humans, and objects. It is not 
a representation of human culture or language, but rather aspects of matter, of 
which the human body is part. Material space and the human mind are not sep-
arate, but rather entangled in a dynamic and mutually constitutive relationship.

3 Placewalking on Campus: A Trioethnography of Person and Place

In Biracial Place Walkers on Campus, Vonzell Agosto, Travis Marn, and Rica 
Ramirez (2015) conducted a trioethnography in which they “physically and 
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dialogically revisited locations on the campus (primarily within a college 
of education) at a large, urban research university to share past and current 
experiences at the intersection of race, place and power” (Agosto et al., 2015, p. 
113). While some of the description and analysis in their study were conducted 
after the campus exploration during moments of individual and collaborative 
reflection, much of it took place in “real time” as they walked through different 
buildings, offices, hallways, and classrooms on their campus. They call their 
approach in their trioethnography “place walking” (p. 109).

In their study, they used currere both in a regressive way in order to consider 
earlier experiences and in a progress way to reconceptualize those perceptions:

Here they discussed their use of currere:

Currere guides our walk around the curriculum of our lives (the past, pre-
sent, imagined future, and integration of all) and how we go about “laying 
down a path in walking”. (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991, p. 236)

… [with] the questions we often confront: What inhibits or inspires our 
sense of belonging or isolation on campus? What can we learn in the 
interactions between us and the place (epistemological, social, and phys-
ical)? (p. 110)

In the above quote, they first emphasized how they were exploring the inte-
gration of self, society, and subject matter together. Their statement suggests 
that a critical part of this process is the transtemporal process of currere, with 
the analytical and synthetic phases related to their conceptions/movements 
within the past, present, and future. By using the word “interactions”, they 
acknowledge the agency of place. They added that,

Place walking brings a literal re-visitation to sites where our past, present, 
and imagined futures converge through dialogue. Through place walking 
we were able to explore how our biracial identities are expressed in con-
nection and disconnection from the cultural environment and consider 
how our sense of membership is strengthened or diminished. (p. 113)

Place walking, they immersed themselves into the material environment 
and described aspects of the physical space that caught their eye. Their 
descriptions included the thin, brightly colored walls separating small offices, 
the hospital-like ambience, and the lack of art. Here they described entering a 
classroom where Marn and Ramirez had taken classes. The classroom is empty 
“and the only adornment was the American flag” (p. 116). They examined how 
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the space became animated during class with racial and cultural meanings: 
“This classroom [with the flag] is significant in Travis and Rica’s memory for 
how the topic of race has come up during courses” (p. 116). Later, they told a 
story about a class discussion that took place in this room:

Our professor … always tries to get us to think about different things, and 
race is included. But it was so interesting because there are a couple of 
Hispanic students in the class and the professor is Hispanic so I don’t 
feel like there have been a lot of racist things that have been said about 
them. But there is not one Black person in there. And we were talking 
about African American English or Black English Vernacular and they 
were doing a presentation that was based upon how they talked, they 
would say it out loud and make fun of it – sort of. They would laugh after 
every example like, “Ain’t got no job”. And they would all laugh. I looked 
back and said to a friend, “I wonder if we would be speaking like this and 
laughing after every single example about how they talk if there was a 
Black person in here?” She said, “Oh no, we wouldn’t be”. (p. 117)

As can be seen, their situated analyses were sometimes expressed as reac-
tions to practices found in the different locations. In this classroom, with 
the American flag perhaps visually underscoring the classroom banter, they 
described how one student actually admitted to feeling safe enough in class to 
take a racist stance. Marn and Ramirez’s comments suggest a question of the 
level of congruence between the discourses within the classroom and discus-
sion and their classmates’ personal narratives.

Their descriptions of enclosed spaces contrast with more open spaces as 
they walked around the campus. In one of these walks they encountered both 
an explicit and implicit (null) ecology of space. In the following passage, Ago-
sto described a liminal awareness of how space both foreclosed some aspects 
of identity, while opening up others:

This sentiment surfaced as I walked with Rica and Travis through stair-
wells in the College of Education that I did not know existed. They 
showed me routes that left me asking: Where are we? I grew painfully 
aware there were places I had not traveled because there were few invita-
tions for me to know the landscape more thoroughly and therefore few 
opportunities to develop a deep sense of belonging. In conversation, Rica 
reminded me of the adage in Spanish, mi casa es su casa. Although I knew 
this phrase well from childhood it seemed to be archaic when it came up 
in our conversation. It helped me to pin down the hidden curriculum, 
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the cultural norms of the institution that conflicted with what I believe 
learning environments should provide: a welcoming climate character-
ized by invitations, tours, and hospitality. (p. 124)

As seen in the above quotes, space communicated diverse cultural messages 
to the researchers. These messages were communicated on institutional, class-
room, group, and individual levels. At times these levels appear to rein force and 
possibly even to amplify each other; at other times the discursive inter sections 
clashed, as counter narratives hit more institutional and dominate ones.

Part of the actual (material) structure of the paper itself presented a dia-
logue of contrasting spaces. As part of this spatial dialogue, they entered and 
discussed their own offices (and included photos):

3.1 Agosto’s Office
Of all the places to which they walked, her office was the place they spent the 
least amount of time and spoke in the quietest of voices.

Scene Direction:  As they exited the office, the door nicked the lavender 
wind chime hanging from the ceiling. The chimes 
remind Dr. Agosto to seek evenness of temperament, 
or equanimity. They also work as an alarm to alert 
her/others that someone has entered or exited the 
office.

Agosto:  So I worried about doing even this walk today because 
I feel like even talking with my door open now with 
people around they can hear. I don’t know why I 
feel kind of protective. And maybe I don’t feel really 
trustful of my colleagues.

Rica:  Would you like to close the door?
Agosto:  No we can walk out of here.

3.2 Marn’s Office

Scene Description:  A newspaper clipping is taped to the wall in Travis’ 
office between two bookcases. It reads, “What they 
didn’t tell you in graduate school”.

Agosto:  [It is] hidden out of the way.
Travis:  So no one sees it. To that’s the extent of my 

decorating. I have students coming in and most of 
them are white female. The students don’t usually 
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spend longer than two minutes in here. I don’t 
have any personal relationships or connections 
with them. It’s a functional relationship. The walls 
are for the most part undecorated. […]

  My office has two pieces of academic art. I share an 
office and worry about [how] others might react. 
What would I say?

Agosto:  You would say: What is it that about this that 
bothers you – [what do] you want to talk about? 
[Laughter]

Travis:  [Laughter]. Yes, but I depend on these people. I 
only exist here with the support of as many people 
as possible.

Agosto:  I think that is true for many of us. We [faculty] 
have a contract but we serve at their leisure, until 
we get tenure. But even then there are other ways 
to push us out – withholding support. (p. 122)

3.3 Ramirez’s Office
Interestingly, they provided little verbal description of Ramirez’s office but did 
include a photo. Examining this photo I found it compelling that they shifted 
(perhaps unintentionally) from verbal to visual representation, allowing me to 
give my own analysis. The photo shows a cluttered space. No windows appear 
on the three visible walls and the office furniture displays a stylistic hodge-
podge. Full boxes are stacked around the space, suggesting a storeroom office. 
No decorations appear on the walls. The room is devoid of individual personal-
ity, communicating a message of institutional, secondhand space.

Their discussion of their offices suggested that the larger campus discourses 
frame meanings within their own spaces. The drab institutional nature of 
the offices became a dominant narrative, filtering their own individual and 
collective narratives. The dominant narrative, perhaps acting as a form of 
institutional bullying, engendered reactions of apprehension and powerlessness 
(the institutional power expressed in processes related to faculty tenure, 
student funding, and student assistantships/teaching positions) within the 
trioethnographers.

The structure of contrasting spaces within their paper also promoted a form 
of praxis within the study. This approach may be found in their exploration 
of the progressive stage of currere. They encountered one of these spaces ser-
endipitously. Walking through their campus they found themselves looking 
into the open door of an inviting and culturally inclusive office. The occupant 
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of the office, Professor X, invited them into his office. They see a postcard of 
Gloria Anzaldúa on the door and decorative wall hangings covering blandly 
colored walls. They tell Professor X about the study and he introduces himself 
and mentions that he teaches courses about race, class, ethnicity, and sexual-
ity. He then makes a subtle parallel between discourses and meanings within 
his classes and the appearance of his office:

Professor X:  I came to this career knowing that I wanted to create this 
kind of environment for my students and for my teaching. 
So it’s not just for my pleasure but it also has a pedagogical 
point too.

Agosto:  I get it. It carries over into what you do and how you teach. 
It’s not just for show. (pp. 119–120)

This particular conversation mirrors a pedagogy of hope embodied within 
Professor X’s office. Within this study of a dehumanizing environment, even 
as they identified a sense of oppression, they did so in a way that showed 
and even built solidarity, a reimagined narrative of hope. They stated in their 
conclusion: “We came to this trioethnography talking from a victim’s stance 
but have learned from one another’s stories how to talk back from a survivor’s 
stance” (p. 125). They concluded their study on a hopeful, artful (and witty) 
note, using a metaphor that referenced an American television show, The 
Walking Dead, about zombies trying to survive:

… we act as place walkers searching for feeding grounds to share and 
nourish our cultural selves through a relationship to the campus that is 
symbiotic rather than parasitic. Rather than be deadened into walkers by 
an institutional culture and climate that breeds alienation, intolerance, 
and neglect of cultural difference we seek places and people that imbibe 
the campus with social, epistemological, and physical hybridity, intersec-
tionality, and eclecticism. We are place walkers eating (away/our way out 
of) cultural starvation. (p. 125)

Remarkably, as they suggested possibilities for a more inclusive and culturally 
equitable future – replacing normative with inclusive discourses – they con-
structed these possibilities partly from places they visited during their study. 
Later, when they reflected on the situation, their thoughts moved them to an 
ideological analysis and a greater sense of hope and connectedness outside the 
actual space. Laying down a path in walking and research itself shows agency, 
altering the material world.
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4 Discussion

Agosto, Marn, and Ramirez’s (2015) study suggests that agency is not located 
entirely within individual action, but is generated within an intertwined mate-
rial/collective relationship. Conducting a trioethnography as they “placed 
walked” around their college campus, they encountered a landscape actively 
imbued with symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1983). Through conversation and 
movement, they explored the codes mediating thought and action within their 
space. They observed “traditional” discourses related, for example, to patriot-
ism, acceptable knowledge, entitlement, voice, and art. However, this symbolic 
and lived ecology was not closed and defined. Instead, they destabilized nar-
row, normative meanings related to identity through their discussions of inter-
sectionality, subversive art, and tolerance and acceptance of difference. When 
Agosto used the expression “mi casa es su casa” as a metaphor for a new way to 
think about and experience their campus, they reimagined the space.

Their research illustrates the words of Barad (2003), who stated that “particu-
lar possibilities for acting exist at every moment, and these changing possibili-
ties entail a responsibility to intervene in the world’s becoming, to contest and 
rework what matters and what is excluded from mattering” (Barad, 2003, p. 827). 
These possibilities for acting are entangled in and partly generated by multi-
ple tensions. The authors revealed tensions between their agency in their local, 
specific place and their unwilling reproduction of regulatory ideology and dis-
courses related to race and privilege that actively stretch across time and place.

Ironically, they generated their possibilities for greater liberation within a 
relatively hegemonic space. A number of years ago, Massey (1984), exploring 
feminist geographies, suggested that the experience of oppression within set-
tings that constrict and marginalize might ultimately produce a reimagination 
of those settings. Rose (1993) called this tension and conflict paradoxical, act-
ing both to regulate but also to highlight problems. This latter action may thus 
provide a context for critique and imagination, releasing an awareness of new 
possibilities. For example, Professor X’s office, holding a more inclusive mes-
sage of equity for all, became an embodiment of new possibilities and ways 
of being in time, space, and place. Valorizing difference, Bondi and Davidson 
(2005) wrote,

The challenge we all face entails using the tension of our contradictory 
positionings to critique and undermine hegemonic space, and to reveal 
what lies beyond it, elsewhere. By speaking out about the complex and 
multiple spaces in which we live, and about the ways in which we expe-
rience space differently from each other, all of us can seek to disrupt, 
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rupture, and perhaps partially transform the masculinist and heterosex-
ist status quo. (p. 25)

As they explored spaces containing normative discourses of privilege and 
possibility, their physical presence problematized these spaces.

In terms of the material space’s agency, Agosto, Marn, and Ramirez acknowl-
edged the active messages of place by contrasting spaces with both positive 
and negative meanings. They focused on the meanings and codes within Pro-
fessor X’s office, for example, scaffolding their newer views of self and envi-
ronment. Part of this process was consistent with Bourdieu’s (1983) notion of 
habitus in that their mediation animated and activated codes and meanings 
embedded within the places they explored. At the same time, consistent with 
Barad (2003), their inquiry and dialogue were shaped by the agency of the 
material places they visited.

Critically, Agosto, Marn, and Ramirez deconstructed their place-based 
dynamics of inequity with a goal of restorying their and the location’s narratives 
in a more inclusive and equitable way. They decentered deeply engrained nor-
mative views that they encountered. They also surfaced and began to delineate 
counter-narratives – tracing and contrasting their positionality in relation to 
these normative structures and discourses. As Barad (2003) mentioned, “Dis-
course is not what is said; it is that which constrains and enables what can 
be said” (p. 819). In this sense, their trioethnography was an exploration and 
reconfiguring of the discursive web they experienced in different locations. 
They also traced the convergences and connections of these discourses across 
different places on their campus (Webb et al., 2002).

In their study, they surfaced discourses that were important to the research-
ers but missing from the places they visited. These discourses centered on cul-
ture, ethnicity, power, and even educational equity. The null curriculum they 
described was, on one level, about inclusion – discourses that were evident due 
to their absence. On another level, it was about how place can operate in a larger 
and more beneficial pedagogical way. Unfortunately, as they show, in this case 
it did not. They were aware that the different places they visited created a larger 
interlocking system that failed as the pedagogical space it could have been.

The researchers’ use of space also created a context for their engagement of 
the regressive stage of currere – their examination of past memories in the light 
of present meanings and associations. The layers of ideology they encountered 
on their walk told a meta-story about how they should act and see themselves. 
However, as they told each other their stories about their lives and experiences 
and as they in turn heard new stories from each other, they developed a new 
collective story that reframed the narrative chauvinism of their campus. In this 
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process they did not so much construct “counter-narratives”, as engage in a 
reimagining of the present – based on healthy memories that contrasted with 
their “real time” experiences with their physical campus.

In many ways, theirs was a ground-breaking study. Their descriptions made 
the invisible, visible and the symbolic, concrete. They used a methodology that 
helped them to surface the mediating codes in their lived environment. Sec-
ond, their study was a meaningful context for their own growth: it facilitated a 
reflexive change in their stance and engagement on their campus. And finally, 
their study itself became a public pedagogy of resistance.

5 Conclusion

In the face of ecological disaster, research that claims to be neutral and value 
free will no longer suffice. New questions and approaches to life history inquiry 
are taking up the challenge of examining intertwined relationships within 
diverse ecological contexts. In this chapter I have tried to raise both possibili-
ties and questions about how to examine the ecology of person and place.

As we engage in ecological life history research, we attempt to intertwine 
and create synergy among a number of academic fields, including environ-
mental education, place based education, curriculum theory, and popular 
culture. We attempt to create a praxis-based ecological/life history research, 
changing its boundaries as its boundaries change us. This research has a goal 
of praxis, operating, in a complex way, as a form of pedagogy. Agosto, Marn, 
and Ramirez’s work suggests that inquiry may be situated within and interact 
with place: as place may hold discursive symbolic power, so too may inquiry. As 
their study suggests, a dialogic engagement of inquiry and place may engender 
a sense of praxis, a transformative pedagogy of hope.
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chapter 7

Beyond Truth: A Pragmatist Approach to Narrative 
Pedagogy in Professional Learning for Healthcare 
Practitioners

Laura Mazzoli Smith

 Abstract

This chapter is focused on adult professional learning in healthcare by focusing on 
an innovative narrative-based training platform for seniors that uses transformative 
learning theory to better support person-centered healthcare. It is suggested that 
adopting the theoretical framing of pragmatism can support professionals to move 
beyond dualistic thinking with respect to medical knowledge and the lived experi-
ences of patients. Adopting a pragmatist perspective in this sense can therefore have 
practical consequences that supports the over-arching aims of the training, which is to 
move professionals from categorical to cognizant thinking.

It is suggested that the tenets of pragmatism offer adult learners a highly practi-
cal set of concepts that could support interpretive, narrative-based learning and more 
particularly the likelihood of transformative learning. Considering knowledge in 
action and for use, dialogue based on a pragmatist approach can facilitate the oppor-
tunity for narrative knowledge that broadens the conception of what knowledge itself 
it. This is reassuring the healthcare practitioner in how connected meaning frames are 
with many aspects of lived experience, and how complex, drawing on multiple levels 
of micro, meso and macro. Such a connection between research, theory and practice 
can facilitate a better ecology of learning in this area.

 Keywords

narrative – pedagogy – healthcare – transformative learning – pragmatism

1 Introduction

This chapter presents an overview of how pragmatism, alongside narrative 
pedagogy and transformative learning theory, can benefit adult professional 
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learning in healthcare and support a better ecology of learning. It is suggested 
that adopting a particular theoretical frame – that of pragmatism – for profes-
sional learning in healthcare, has practical consequences, in helping to break 
down, rather than reinforce, disparate bodies of knowledge and avoid dualis-
tic thinking amongst professionals. This chapter therefore explicitly addresses 
the section’s aim of considering the interaction between research and practice 
and how this links to ecologies of learning and living. The professional learn-
ing referred to here is developed as part of a European Union (EIT Health) 
funded project involving a multi-disciplinary consortium of researchers. The 
aim of the project is to develop professional learning for healthcare practition-
ers working with seniors, utilizing the narratives of seniors, to better support 
person-centered healthcare.1 This chapter reflects on how the methodology, 
or learning framework, for the training was developed. It considers particu-
larly how a pragmatist approach facilitates the over-arching aim of the train-
ing, which is to move professionals in healthcare from categorical, to cognizant 
thinking, as discussed further below. Early feedback from learners suggests 
that a pragmatist approach, alongside the narrative content, can support and 
potentially transform practice through a better ecology of learning for health-
care practitioners.

There has long been a concern that healthcare practitioners are not ade-
quately trained to be self-reflexive interpreters of meaning systems, but rather 
naïve realists (Kleinman, 1988). Fragmented and overly scientific and univer-
sal views of patients are said to be at the root of the problem (Marini, 2015). 
This can be described as a ‘difference between biomedical understandings 
of pathophysiological processes of a medical condition and the individual 
patient’s subjective experience of living with the condition’ (Powell et al., 2013). 
As Charon (2006) has pointed out in her seminal work on narrative medicine, 
patients’ explanatory models and their families’ understandings of the illness 
have clinical significance. However, ‘… it is charged that doctors’ innate empa-
thy, respect for the suffering of others, and ethical discernment diminish in 
the course of medical training and that doctors become hardened against the 
suffering they witness through their education’ (Charon, 2006, p. 8). Charon’s 
work underpins the development and aims of this professional learning and 
her reflections on the role of narrative are worth quoting at length:

To know what patients endure at the hands of illness and therefore to be 
of clinical help requires that doctors enter the worlds of their patients, if 
only imaginatively, and to see and interpret these worlds from the patients’ 
point of view … To accomplish all these goals – empathic and effective 
care of individual patients, candid reflection, professional idealism, and 
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responsible societal discourse about health policy – requires a unified 
set of skills. To do all these things requires what psychologists and lit-
erary scholars call narrative knowledge … Narrative knowledge provides 
one person with a rich, resonant grasp of another person’s situation as it 
unfolds in time … Unlike scientific knowledge or epidemiological knowl-
edge, which tries to discover things about the natural world that are uni-
versally true or at least appear true to any observer, narrative knowledge 
enables one individual to understand particular events befalling another 
individual not as an instance of something that is universally true but as 
a singular and meaningful situation. (Charon, 2006, p. 9)

What is significant here for the development of the learning framework 
being discussed in this chapter is how to foster narrative knowledge and a 
‘unified’ set of skills if this can be seen to stand in opposition to scientific or 
epidemiological knowledge. As an interdisciplinary project team we therefore 
drew on research in the development of a methodology that we felt would best 
enable learners to think across these dualisms in practice, or, attempt not to 
think of them as dualisms at all.

What we take as narrative determines its use in practice. Narrative is often 
said to be purposive, moving towards endings and aiming for closure (Andrews 
et al., 2002), idiographic and culturally dependent (Goodson, 2012), therefore 
context is essential for meaning and understanding. Drawing on MacIntyre 
(1987) and Ricoeur (1992), life is seen as meaningful, but the meaning is implicit 
and can become explicit in narratives. Thereby narratives can (but need not 
always) construct coherence and continuity (Taylor, 1989). Narrative-based 
learning can therefore foreground questions about how individuals endow 
experience with meaning in their own contexts (Rorty, 2009). An interpretiv-
ist framing demands that any phenomenon has to be contextualized in order 
to be understood: ‘Differences of interpretation proceed, in large part, from 
differences in how we contextualize the matter at hand’ (Charon, 2006, p. 26).

Unlike a more realist use of narratives in healthcare, whereby stories are 
seen to give an account of events and experiences from which better diagnosis 
can ensue, narratives are here conceived of interpretively. From this perspec-
tive, narratives are not realist reflections on the truth, but create the events they 
reflect upon. This differs from the long tradition in medicine and healthcare 
that utilizes narratives in a realist and largely content-based way, to support 
the professional knowledge of the practitioner in further ascertaining gener-
alizable properties of individuals, rather than interpretively in accessing indi-
vidual meaning-frames. As Hurwitz and Bates point out, ‘case reports are terse 
outsider views of a person’s situation recounted from a distinctively medical 
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or psychiatric standpoint, rendered in detached, depersonalized and factual 
terms’ (2016, p. 568), although these different approaches to using narrative are 
not mutually exclusive. In the case of our project however, the  narrative con-
tent of the training was oriented towards taking the trainee into the lifeworld 
of the teller, rather than viewing the narrative from the outside.

Professionals in the field of healthcare have a formalized knowledge-base 
that will, in large part, shape how narratives are heard. This professional 
knowledge contributes to the structuring of the world through our expec-
tancies (Bruner, 2009) and because this primarily positivist medical and 
health-related knowledge holds true in a general way, it is largely context-
independent. This links to the concern that both learning and human experi-
ence can be theorized in an overly rational, functional and logo-centric way, 
a criticism sometimes levelled against medicine and healthcare practice too 
(Charon, 2006). Countering this is the belief that life should be conceived of 
in a more fluid and unbounded way and the call not to view learning as solely 
cognitive and logo-centric (Formenti et al., 2014). This is also associated with 
the desire to challenge the common binaries of mind/body, person/nature, 
individual/collective, for instance. Whilst the constructivist paradigm clearly 
frames much narrative-based learning and professional training oriented to 
interpretive processes, it is suggested here that the tenets of pragmatism offer 
adult learners in this area a highly practical set of concepts that could also 
support interpretive, narrative-based learning and more particularly the likeli-
hood of transformative learning.

2 Pragmatism

In order to demonstrate the interaction of research and practice in the devel-
opment of the learning framework for this training, and its links to ecological 
learning, it is necessary to explore some of the key theoretical tenets of prag-
matism. Pragmatism is best understood as standing in opposition to a corre-
spondence theory of truth, that is, that language, and philosophy, are about 
reflecting the truth of an objective, real world. For the pragmatist, the question 
of truth, or an innate essence of things, is supplanted by the question of which 
vocabularies and cultures produce new and better ways of thinking and act-
ing. In this sense, pragmatism is anti-essentialist and opposed to the idea that 
there is any intrinsic nature to things. Rorty, a key contemporary proponent 
of American Pragmatism, refers to this as the development of a new intellec-
tual tradition (1982). Malachowski, writing about Rorty, says that what makes 
him ‘so provocatively ‘interesting’ is that he maintains we can do this without 
thereby having to lose our grip on effective standards of inquiry, useful norms 
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of behavior and so on’ (2002, p. 4). Ontological and epistemological traditions 
are just that – traditions;

[Pragmatism] views science as one genre of literature – or, put another 
way around, literature and the arts as inquiries, on the same footing as 
scientific inquiries …. Some of these inquiries come up with proposi-
tions, some with narratives, some with paintings. (Rorty, 1982, p. xliii)

The criteria that one uses to assess knowledge-claims cannot therefore be 
universal criteria about validity for instance, in terms of some conception of 
truth as would be the norm for scientific – and hence medical – knowledge. 
Rather, utilitarian criteria have specific ends in specific cases: ‘On the pragma-
tist account, a criterion … is a criterion because some particular social practice 
needs to block the road of inquiry, halt the regress of interpretations, in order 
to get something done’ (Rorty, 1982, p. xli). What is interesting here in terms 
of narrative learning is that narrative interpretation is not then perceived as 
infinite and unbounded, but there can be criteria of use about interpretations 
in practice and how to assess the utility of these. This link to practice is worked 
out in dialogue and the development of our learning framework drew on this 
specific sense of criteria for use as having a particular appeal to the adult pro-
fessional learner. The learners discuss the usefulness of particular interpreta-
tions of seniors’ narratives in the context of their practice, taking into account 
multiple levels; the micro of the individual in their own orientation – and their 
own narrative(s), the meso of the relationships which structure lives, and the 
macro of the wider structured system of healthcare knowledge and their insti-
tutions. The learning framework is structured to commence with exercises 
based on learner’s own narratives and it was interesting that in the stakeholder 
feedback collected to support design of the training this aspect was never men-
tioned. Most (but not all) stakeholders consulted could appreciate the value in 
working with the narratives of seniors, but did not consider a link to their own 
to be relevant.

As Rorty suggests, the question of whether the pragmatist view of truth is 
itself true is rather a question about whether a pragmatist position is useful 
and worthwhile adopting. For the adult professional learner in healthcare, the 
question is not about whether such learning gets at alternate truths, likely to 
fall in with subjective/objective, positivist/interpretive dualisms, but rather 
what usefulness there is in incorporating more and wider forms of interpreta-
tion into the repertoire of healthcare knowledge. ‘When the notion of knowl-
edge as representation goes, then the notion of inquiry as split into discrete 
sectors with discrete subject matters goes’ (1982, p. 203). So, the point here is 
that a pragmatist framing can enable the healthcare trainee to consider the 
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usefulness of differing interpretations, positioning different ways of knowing – 
medical and narrative – as closer together and more commensurate by unset-
tling foundational and dualistic thinking. The pragmatist approach does not 
suggest either/or – that narrative knowledge invalidates scientific knowledge, 
or vice versa – but rather that by considering knowledge in action and for use, 
dialogue based on a pragmatist approach can facilitate the opportunity for 
narrative knowledge that broadens the conception of what knowledge itself it, 
facilitating a better ecology of learning.

Put another way, pragmatism can help professional learners to move away 
from the normative disposition that there is a choice of methodologies on offer 
with allegiance to something either more positivist, or subjective/constructiv-
ist, in terms of understanding human beings as the only epistemological route. 
In Rorty’s terms, what is normatively construed as a difference of epistemol-
ogy and methodology (the positivist versus the interpretive understanding of 
human illness and wellbeing for instance), is better conceived as a difference 
in vocabularies. Of particular relevance is Rorty’s point that we fall too eas-
ily into thinking ‘that the irreducibility of one vocabulary to another implies 
something ontological’ (1982, p. 201). The implications of this, if we are to adopt 
Rorty’s pragmatism fully, are profound. In not being about the accurate repre-
sentation of reality, language – and the mind from which it springs – is not mys-
terious or numinous. Our awareness of the numinous is in fact awareness of our 
membership of a moral community of fellow humans, so potentially an orien-
tation to unity rather than the epistemic threat of division if one’s knowledge 
as a learner – i.e. scientific knowledge – cannot be embraced alongside that of 
another epistemic orientation, in this case narrative knowledge. The lack of a 
universal human nature or set of natural laws to which we all link, is not the 
same as the lack of a universal human solidarity therefore. In terms of an ecol-
ogy of learning, foregrounding narratives that take account of the micro, meso 
and macro in complex ways, and using dialogue as a primary mode through 
which interpretations are framed on this pragmatist account, helps towards 
an ecology of adult learning. This is elaborated further in relation to narrative 
pedagogy and transformative learning, which are also core aspects of the learn-
ing framework and how it was created to support an ecology of learning.

3 Narrative Pedagogy and Transformative Learning

Goodson and Gill refer to narrative pedagogy as ‘the facilitation of an educa-
tive journey through which learning takes place in profound encounters, and 
by engaging in meaning-making and deep dialogue and exchange’ (2011, p. 123). 
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As discussed, narratives are widely used in healthcare, the narrative case study 
being the most notable form, and in nursing, for instance, Diekelmann describ-
ing narrative pedagogy as ‘a new approach to schooling, learning, and teaching 
identified in the content of interpretive research in nursing education’ (2001, p. 
69). There is also much focus on use of patient narratives in professional learn-
ing in healthcare (e.g. Walsh, 2011; Sherlin & Quinn, 2016; Johnston et al., 2017) 
where it is common to find narratives presented primarily as content-based 
learning opportunities with respect to better clinical interpretation. Notwith-
standing the fact that narrative pedagogy is commonly used to refer to learning 
for the narrator (Goodson & Gill, 2011), or such content-based learning, in the 
context of this project it refers to adult professional learning aimed at fostering 
patient-centered care through skills and dispositions that can specifically be 
developed through the interpretation of narratives.

Transformative learning as conceived of here involves alienation from earlier 
established conceptions of values and one’s actions, and the reframing of new 
perspectives (Mezirow, 2000). Mezirow’s seminal theory characterizes this as 
praxis and ‘a dialectic in which understanding and action interact to produce 
an altered sense of being’ (2000, p. xii). Critical self-reflection at a cognitive 
level is seen as the core of adult transformative learning theory, being mean-
ing-making, since transformative learning can be ‘understood as a continuous 
effort to negotiate contested meanings’ (Mezirow, 2000, p. 3). Adult transform-
ative learning suggests itself as useful in the facilitation of person-centered 
healthcare, as a process of making sense of and interpreting experience, uti-
lizing heightened awareness and understanding, re-examining assumptions, 
synthesizing, justifying and creating and then being able to act upon new 
meaning perspectives is made possible in dialogue. This leads to what Mezi-
row describes as ‘perspective transformation’, which involves an empowered 
sense of self, more critical understandings of how social relationships and cul-
ture shape beliefs and feelings, and greater recourse to functional strategies 
and resources for taking action, all aspects of what we might also think of as 
an ecology of learning. The essence of transformative learning comes through 
critical self-reflection and active meaning-making with three main elements; 
critical reflection on assumptions, dialectical discourse to validate new mean-
ing perspectives, and the context of the learning experience (Greenhill et al., 
2018; Mezirow & Taylor, 2009), uniting theory and practice in dialogue.

Research demonstrates how a dialogic methodology is a positive means of 
supporting students’ maturing self-awareness about their epistemologies and 
perspectives (Formenti & Joria, 2018) and as a way of enabling transformative 
learning to develop over a series of learning activities. Formenti and Joria find 
three epistemic leaps in the process of sustaining transformative learning with 
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their adult learners in higher education, which have parallels in the learning 
framework developed for our training platform and which are also discussed 
further below. Firstly, an epistemic leap in personal reflection, which we refer 
to as mindset orientation at the start of our professional learning. The second 
leap Formenti and Joria identify is interpersonal learning, the dialogic space 
which they define as more than just a container for individual learning: ‘Dia-
logic groups are forms which transform, and not only given containers for 
transformative learning’ (2018, p. 16). This space is provided in the dialogic 
exercises that are designed to enable trainees to work with and through the 
narratives in the context of pragmatism, where epistemic orientations can 
conflict and meaning is seen in the context of practice. The third epistemic 
leap is about self-reflexive transformative learning, which entails a meta-the-
ory of self-in-context, where students themselves re-interpret their learning 
experiences and which we build into the final learning activity in our profes-
sional learning to support the meta-cognitive process of interpreting and then 
utilizing learning in the context of everyday professional lives.

Gadamer’s (1989) view that understanding starts from projection is useful 
here, that is individuals project meaning for the text or narrative as a whole as 
soon as they think they have grasped an initial meaning, based on particular 
expectations. This initial projection is revised and re-configured as the narra-
tive ensues, but the extent to which this is the case depends on the listener not 
holding to their own initial meaning and being open to having this unsettled. 
For Gadamer, in order to pay attention to the meaning implicit in a narrative, 
and thereby achieve understanding, the criterion of questioning is very impor-
tant. Goodson and Gill (2011) define this as the critically alert participant, as 
opposed to the critically detached observer, in direct contradistinction to how 
we might consider the clinical case study is often utilized in medical educa-
tion. The conditions in which such epistemic leaps of the critically alert par-
ticipant can best be fostered are not just important, but crucial. Rogers (1969) 
wrote that certain attitudinal qualities embedded in the personal relationship 
of narratives can lead to significant learning, through trust in the learner by the 
facilitator and the establishment of a space where there is a feeling of accept-
ance, an empathetic atmosphere and a dialogic environment.

These dialogic qualities could be seen as key criteria for enabling narra-
tive pedagogy. Dewey (1938/1997) further supports the idea that relationships 
are key to establishing a trusting dialogic encounter in talking about active 
‘constructive listening’, which underpins learning that can be achieved with 
conversation, dialogue, questioning, negotiating meaning and critical collabo-
rative interpretation. Whilst these relational and contextual factors are of great 
importance, conversations with healthcare practitioners in the development 
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of the professional learning discussed in this chapter revealed that framing 
the dialogic exercises around pragmatist tenets supported the disposition of 
the learner towards making such epistemic leaps. Feedback revealed this could 
facilitate a move from not understanding the place of narratives that were not 
of the case study variety and therefore directly linked to diagnosis, to seeing 
their potential value.

This was also linked to use of the words ‘stories’ or ‘story-telling’ rather than 
narratives, which was a somewhat opaque term for many. In their feedback 
during the initial phase of designing the training, one care home provider said 
that they would favor the term ‘true stories’, which led to a very deliberate dis-
cussion of pragmatism, albeit without use of the term, to explore what could 
be meant by truth here. The care home was invested in the idea of true stories 
as standing for one truth that objectively represents events that were open to 
distortion both by staff, or residents themselves, at different times. It became 
apparent that reflection on this concept of ‘true stories’, drawing on the tenets 
of pragmatism, was useful as a way into exploring the idea of multiple mean-
ings of stories without threatening this foundation entirely. This is explored 
further below, after outlining the structure of this professional learning.

4 A Pragmatist Framing for Adult Professional Learning

A core aspect of the professional learning that has been developed, drawing 
on this theoretical and applied work around pragmatism, narrative pedagogy 
and transformative learning, is the overarching learning outcome of a move 
from categorical to cognizant thinking. Categorical thinking characterizes 
routine performance and working under pressure, being largely resistant to 
change, whilst cognizant, reflective thinking, which is meta-cognitive, denotes 
a high level of cognitive responsiveness (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008). This is 
to be encouraged through enlisting the learners’ inner resources; curiosities, 
memories, creativity, associations, interpretive faculties (Marini, 2015). The 
training moves through a series of exercises, commencing with an invitation to 
reflect on and revise basic assumptions and beliefs situated and situating one’s 
professional body of knowledge, referred to as mindset reflection. Ryden et al. 
(2015) describe this as the mental models that we hold, which are both private 
and cultural and under-pin individual sense making in that they are viewed 
as the way the world works. Ryden et al. discuss how a shift from categorical 
to cognizant thinking depends on the reflexivity to sense dissonance between 
external feedback and the learners’ own sense-making, through dialogue and 
in particular, questioning. This is, in the words of Goodson and Gill ‘a dialogic 
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approach to being and becoming critical’ (2011, p. 47). In the case of the care 
home mentioned above, this would include questioning about not only the 
possibility, but the usefulness of multiple versions of one story – a not uncom-
mon occurrence in a care home, through reflection on the kind of categorical 
thinking that underpins much functional training in this sector.

Subsequent activities focus on interpretation of a narrative, firstly from 
a structural perspective and then on content. The structural interpretation 
comes first, as this is not what is commonly prioritized. Usually we read and 
listen for content first, with an understanding of structure working at a more 
tacit and implicit level. These activities are followed by a systems approach 
to thinking about interpretations across professional groups, or departments 
in an institution. The main aim here is to attend to the concern that learn-
ing theories can be oriented largely to individual learning, whereas it is often 
at the level of the organizational learning of the workplace that meaningful 
transformation can occur and that we might come across the barrier of seeing 
multiple versions of one story, or not knowing that there could even by other 
versions. Theories of expansive learning and Engeström’s boundary crossing 
exercises (2018) underpin how this activity is focused on the interconnected 
activity systems of an organization. Finally, there is an activity based on self-
reflection of the learning that has taken place at a meta-cognitive level, with a 
specific focus on the embedding of new skills and insights in professional life 
and renewed mind set reflection. This was found to be of value by the learn-
ers because it acknowledges the importance of the task and process-oriented 
nature of much work in healthcare and hence the importance of exploring 
new narrative knowledge in the context of such practice.

The challenge of a self-sustaining training building on the above, is that in 
a relatively short space of time – given the demands on healthcare practition-
ers and the practicability of releasing staff for professional learning – holistic 
learning based on transformation is the aim. This professional training is aimed 
at fostering practitioners’ awareness not only of the meaning frames of the sen-
iors they care for and how to better access these through increased interpretive, 
dialogic and listening skills, but also of their own personal meaning frames by 
increasing critical reflexivity and awareness of language and imagery. Reflect-
ing on the centrality of narrative pedagogy and transformative learning theory 
in the development of this healthcare training, it is arguable that a pragmatist 
orientation can support both methodological and contextual aspects.

The provocation of pragmatism, which could in turn function as a provoca-
tion for other professional learning courses such as this, where transforma-
tion of mindset and a shift from categorical to cognizant learning is the aim, is 
the question of what would a neutral standpoint, from which first principles 
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could be evaluated, look and feel like (Rorty, 2009). Pragmatism critiques the 
very idea of meta-practice, or meta-theory, from which vantage point all other 
social practices and theories are then assessed. The possibility of opening up a 
non-foundationalist position from which adult learners might re-imagine their 
own normative associations could be prompted precisely through the evoca-
tion of such meta-level thinking. Rorty’s profound scepticism about methodol-
ogy is a useful starting point from which to begin to disorient the professional 
adult learner whose methodology may well be largely taken for granted in the 
support of their epistemology. In the context of a learning activity delivered 
within a supportive environment, there is the potential to see this as playful 
with respect to one’s philosophical commitments and to inhabit, as an exercise 
in imagination, the possibility that there are no foundations or criteria from 
which to make particular kinds of epistemological claims about truth. Instead, 
there is the richness of interpretation and questioning arrived at through dia-
logue, and the openness of inquiry in engaging with a range of commensu-
rate methods and the knowledge claims based upon them, at micro, meso and 
macro levels of understanding. The challenge and hope of pragmatism is in 
the dismantling of constraints on knowing and what counts as knowledge, but 
in an unthreatening way and in this sense we might think of this approach as 
promoting an ecology of learning.

Rorty describes the efficacy of narrative as the medium through which to 
effect this transformative learning in being able to ‘induce the Gestalt-like 
switches that are needed to view philosophical commitments in a fresh light – 
one that reveals, for instance, that they are ‘optional’’ (Malachowski, 2002, p. 
55). This last point, about the optional status of philosophical commitments, 
could arguably function as a disorienting dilemma, as posited by Mezirow. A 
disorienting dilemma is usually a life event that causes an adult to question 
their frame of reference and their reaction to this pushes them towards dia-
logue (Taylor & Cranton, 2012). It is sometimes commented that not a lot has 
been written about disorienting dilemmas (Taylor & Cranton, 2012) and it may 
be that for some adult learners a life event is necessary to function in this way. 
However, conversations with healthcare professionals in the development of 
this professional training point to the fact that there is also the possibility that 
the specifically applied nature of pragmatist tenets – the focus being knowl-
edge in action – can facilitate a disorienting dilemma itself if introduced at the 
outset of professional learning as an explicit provocation and through the use 
of narrative to explain such an approach.

Rather than presenting narrative-based training such as this as occupying 
a different epistemic space to usual medical/healthcare knowledge, the sub-
jective or idiographic frame can be presented as a way of disorienting such 



118 Mazzoli Smith

foundationalism. Professional learners are introduced to the tenets of prag-
matism in the context of being introduced to the training and to narrative, 
to support openness and confidence in discussing meta-theories in this way 
(notwithstanding the fact that academic terminology need not be used and is 
likely to be unhelpful).

5 Concluding Comments

Charon draws a distinction between listening for stories and listening to them, 
the latter being important for more healthcare practitioners to be skilled in; 
‘… only this kind of narrative listening will hear the connections among body, 
mind, and self, and disease recognition and treatment cannot proceed, we are 
beginning to believe, without simultaneous attention to all three’ (Charon, 
2006, p. 67). The focus on pragmatism, not only as a paradigmatic positioning, 
but also as a pedagogical resource that unifies research and practice, could be 
introduced in an explicit way to orient professional learners to a context in 
which epistemological understandings are unsettled, and binaries lose their 
hold, as they become detached from particular essentialist realities to which 
they are supposed to refer. In adopting an approach in which ‘There is nothing 
to be known about an object except what sentences are true of it’ (Rorty, 2009, 
p. 55), we meet directly the idea that no-one but us, in what we say and how we 
choose to engage with each other, is responsible for meaning making. Learners 
previously unfamiliar with narrative pedagogy, or even working with narratives 
– or stories, appear to be aided by a pragmatist approach to narrative knowl-
edge if this is presented through the idea of a narrative that can have more 
than one truth. The anti-foundationalism of pragmatism offers reassurance 
against the stark dualism, and hence epistemic (and perhaps even ontologi-
cal) threat, of a divide between scientific knowledge and narrative knowing. 
Working with narrative content can reassure the healthcare practitioner in 
how connected meaning frames are with many aspects of lived experience, 
and how complex, drawing on multiple levels of micro, meso and macro. In 
the development of this learning framework, narratives, and pragmatism as a 
wider framing approach, can help to foster a better ecology of learning.

Note

1 Further details on this project are available at www.eithealth.eu/ccentre and the training 
platform is available at www.caringstories.eu
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chapter 8

A Key? Conflict, and the Struggle for an Ecology of 
Dialogue, Learning and Peace among Israeli Jewish 
and Palestinian Educators

Alan Bainbridge and Linden West

 Abstract

This chapter is about the potential for using auto/biographical narrative enquiry 
in teaching and research to build small ecologies of learning, healing, dialogue and 
peace across trauma, and profound difference. This as part of an educational project 
to encourage active citizenship and democratic values in teacher education in Israel, 
among Palestinian and Jewish educators. Auto/biographical narrative workshops and 
research were used to chronicle common experiences of trauma, hurt and insecurity 
within the unresolved conflict between Israel and Palestine. Here the other, for many 
Palestinians, is the Israeli Jewish coloniser over 70 years and more. For Israeli Jews, 
the other can be perceived as a would-be terrorist, uncivilised and bringing danger to 
the democratic, metropolitan light of Israel. The darkness of two unresolved traumas 
hangs over the work – the Holocaust for Jews and Al Nakba for Palestinians. The for-
mer is the murder of 6 million Jewish people in Europe during the 2nd World War. The 
latter, in English, means the Catastrophe: of the 1948 War with the putative state of 
Israel, and of dispossession and loss. How much can auto/biographical and narrative 
processes create small ecologies of light, hope and justice? The answer is not easy, but 
the effort worthwhile, if the alternative is continuing cycles of hatred and violence.

 Keywords

trauma – violence – auto/biography – narrative – dialogue – learning – healing and peace

…
The tragedy of … so many post-colonial experiences, derives from the limit-
ations of the attempts to deal with relationships that are polarized, radi-
cally uneven, remembered differently. The spheres, the sights of intensity, 
the agendas, and the constituencies in the metropolitan and ex-colonial 
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worlds appear to overlap only partially. The small area is perceived as com-
mon does not, at this point, provide for more than what might be called a 
rhetoric of blame (original emphasis)

Said (1994, p. 19)

∵

1 Introduction

This chapter draws on auto/biographical narrative research and forms of adult 
education designed to foster empathy, risk taking, storytelling, dialogue and 
hope across profound difference. We describe and illuminate the use of ‘psy-
chosocial’ perspectives and auto/biographical narrative adult education and 
research among groups of Israeli and Palestinian teacher educators living and 
working in the State of Israel. This is against the backcloth of two profound 
traumas: the Holocaust and, less well known, Al Nakba (or the Catastrophe, 
the forced evacuation of many Palestinians from their lands and communities, 
in the 1948 War and since). What may be colonialist oppression, intolerance, 
and violence against the Palestinians continues. The word trauma is chosen 
deliberately, begging questions as to its effects in the past and present, and the 
conditions in which it might be transcended in struggles for peace.

Jacqueline Rose (2019) has challenged the view that the Holocaust rep-
resents history, while Al Nakba is firmly contemporary in people’s lives. The 
effects of past trauma, she suggests, drawing on psychoanalytic perspectives, 
are visited on present and future generations, for both peoples. It is the failure, 
she insists, however difficult, of Israeli Jews to process the deepest experience 
of trauma that drives what is oppressively done in their name, here and now.

How much can adult education of an intensive, in-depth therapeutic kind, 
address these issues is a basic question of our chapter. We sought to create 
good enough, playful and experimental spaces for generating stories, and a 
culture of listening to self, and the other; to move beyond a rhetoric of blame 
in Said’s (1994) compelling words. To create, in short, a kind of ecology of life 
for some learning and healing. We were not there to smooth over difference 
but to engage with it, when possible, in manageable and developmental if also 
inevitably restricted ways. We wanted to identify common experience and to 
use this as a site for reflexivity, dialogue and self/other recognition. But we 
struggled to transcend silence and silencing. We wanted in fact to build a larger 
project, to include Palestinian educators living in the Palestinian Authority 
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and Gaza as well as in the State of Israel. We failed. Perhaps it reflected naivety 
and lack of understanding of how the trauma of the oppressed is experienced 
and responded to at personal, institutional, national and international levels. 
Maybe the weight, complexity and unresolved trauma of Palestinian and 
Israeli peoples illustrates the limitations of adult education and struggles for 
peace. How much, for instance, can projects like this represent a good enough 
therapeutic space, with the necessary time, empathic listening and processing 
required? Or is there some hope in what we sought to do, given the bleak 
alternative of rhetorics of blame?

Our initial project included educators from Georgia, living in fragile contexts 
too, born, as their country was, out of the disintegration of the old Soviet Union. 
The spectre of Russia haunts Georgian society, with one province, South Osse-
tia, occupied after the 2008 War, while the integrity of the border is constantly 
threatened. There are ethnic tensions as Georgia seeks to modernise, giving 
primacy to Georgian as the national language, which is resisted by Armenian 
minorities in the south of the country. They of course have suffered their own 
massive historical traumas. But the prime focus of the present chapter is Israeli/
Palestinian/Arab Israeli dynamics and our efforts to create good enough tran-
sitional and narrative space for dialogue and mutual recognition. Elias Khoury 
(2019) has written that the oppressed Jew of twentieth century Europe is not 
simply the mirror image of the Palestinian but of every human everywhere. 
The Palestinian is also the mirror image of expelled and oppressed peoples 
in all lands. The mirror image in fact of the refugee crisis engulfing the world 
today. Is it possible to recognise the other – Jew or Palestinian – as traumatised, 
hurting, like ourselves, as a basis for dialogue? For what Bashir and Goldberg 
(2017) call empathic unsettlement, where our stories and assumptions are lis-
tened to and challenged, humanely, as a basis for seeing things anew.

There are of course profoundly differing perspectives on the historical and 
contemporary Middle Eastern situation. Both Palestinians and Jews claim the 
same land and arguably have valid emotional reactions to conflict, displacement 
and existential threat. But their personal and historical stories dramatically 
diverge: on the one hand, there is the narrative that in 1897 there were around 
half a million Arabs, Bedouins and Druze living in Palestine, with only 30,000 
or so Jews. By 1935 the Jewish population comprised a quarter of the population 
and in 1948, Al Nakba represented, for Palestinians, ethnic cleansing of a people 
who were driven from their homes, land and communities in which they had 
lived for centuries. Here is a manifest asymmetry of power between the Israeli 
state, with its metropolitan pretensions, Western military guarantors, on the 
one hand, and displaced, stateless and colonised Palestinians on the other. 
Jewish people tell stories of waves of anti-Semitism, across centuries, in Europe 
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and beyond, culminating with 2 out of 3 European Jews being exterminated 
in the Holocaust. Israeli Jews celebrate the 1948 War as one of liberation and 
finding security, while for Palestinians, as noted, it is the catastrophe (Baron-
Cohen, 2019). Part of the problem however is the Holocaust tends to be cast 
as an historically unique event, in the dominant Jewish narrative, in effect 
downplaying or rejecting the significance of the Nakba altogether.

2 The Key?

We are two seasoned practitioners using auto/biographical narrative methods 
over a period of years, in a search to create what we call, in the spirit of Donald 
Winnicott, good enough transitional and even transformational space where 
significant and difficult life experiences can be engaged with dialogically and 
relationally (see Bainbridge & West, 2012; Formenti & West, 2018; Dominicé, 
2000; Merrill & West, 2009; West, 1996, 2016; West, Alheit, Andersen, & Merrill, 
2007). We seek to nurture deeper forms of self/other relationship, reciprocal 
understanding and shared commitment to social justice. Our teaching seeks 
to encourage empathic, reflexive listening, respectfulness, openness, dialogue, 
trust, playfulness, equality and learning about self and the other. But the pro-
cess is often difficult as the other’s presence and story challenge our own, and 
we, in turn, might freeze. It is not about smoothing over this difficulty rather to 
name and engage with it narratively, reflexively and developmentally.

We use the metaphor of the key as allegory and symbol of hope. The 
inspiration is an old Sufi parable from the tales of Mulla Nasrudin (Shah, 1985). 
Teachers from ancient times have used allegories to nurture knowledge and 
insight into messy, dark, and illusive aspects of experience. There are different 
versions of the story but in the original the traveller is walking home late at 
night when he sees an anxious Mulla Nasrudin crawling on hands and knees, 
on the road, searching, frantically, under a streetlight. ‘Mulla, what have you 
lost?’ the passer-by asks. ‘I am searching for my key’, Nasrudin says worriedly. 
‘I’ll help you look’, the man says, and joins Mulla Nasrudin in the search. Soon 
both men are on their knees, under the streetlight, searching. After a while, the 
traveller asks, ‘Tell me Mulla, do you remember exactly where you dropped the 
key?’ Nasrudin waves his arm back toward the darkness and says, ‘Over there, 
in my house. I lost it there’. Shocked and exasperated, the passer-by jumps up 
and shouts at Mulla Nasrudin, ‘Then why are you searching for the key out here 
in the street?’ ‘Because there is more light here than inside my house’, Mulla 
Nasrudin answers nonchalantly (Shah, 1985).

Superficially, the event is nonsensical. But there are different levels of mean-
ing. People may constantly look for the key to peace, happiness, or the good 
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life, or for bliss, freedom and tranquility, maybe even for love, and God, in the 
wrong place. They may frantically attach themselves to cults or immerse them-
selves in particular theories because they are popular or dominant. For a while, 
there can be a sense of belonging but quickly followed by disappointment. 
Maybe the key lies deep within, in our unconscious, and or in our biographies, 
cultures and suffering, but the light is hidden and the search arduous. Perhaps 
one educational and therapeutic key is to see the other, not as identical to 
ourselves, in a kind of conflation of complexity, but traumatised, too, in ways 
we find difficult to acknowledge. For many Israeli Jews, as noted, the Holocaust 
allows no comparison, everything pales in its presence. Palestinians may refuse 
its admission in the light of colonialist oppression, and their own pain. The 
world is easily divided into binaries of self and other, them and us, good and 
bad, violent and peaceful, to cope with trauma. Reparative work can seem too 
difficult in the face of the depth of all this while present Israeli politics – of 
downgrading the status of Arabic and of encouraging illegal settlements, for 
example, serve to make things worse.

The allegory however is infused by Sufi belief in the importance of a poetic 
sensibility in relation to difficult and disturbing aspects of the human condition 
and the need to cultivate greater tolerance of difference. It values inner qualities 
above external piety. Nasrudin is often regarded as an ‘Idiot’, an appellation 
Dervishes use in describing their Divine Madness. But he represents a rebuke to 
the dangers and excesses of the clerical, literal or fundamentalist mind. We need 
to look beyond appearances or outward show, to seek common understanding 
across trauma, injustice and the repressed, in and through the stories we tell. 
We draw in doing so on our experience as psychoanalytic psychotherapists as 
well as educators, entering a kind of conceptual and practical border country, 
between research, teaching and therapy (Bainbridge & West, 2012). But the 
territory is challenging, and we risk getting out of our depth even though the 
experiment is worth trying against the darkening backcloth.

It should also be noted that the metaphor of the key is a symbol of hope 
among Palestinian peoples: of return to homes, communities and lost lands; 
in short, for justice and reparation. Both Israelis and Palestinians seek in 
fact a ‘secure’ homeland, and there have been many and varied attempts, 
internationally, over many years, to secure agreement, security and peace, if to 
little or no lasting avail

3 Fragile Democracies

Although Israel has a formal representative democracy, there are deepening 
 socio-economic, cultural, educational and religious fragmentations, which include 
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the noisy emergence of an extreme ultra nationalist and Zionist religious 
fundamentalism. One cohort study of young people in Israel (Hexel & Nathan-
son, 2010) illustrates how, in such a context, they experience a world lacking 
any security and clarity. Their attitudes and values are influenced by life in the 
State of Israel, after 62 years of its existence. They still fear their neighbours 
while the challenges of the financial crisis of 2008–2009, of climate change, 
(and no doubt now coronavirus) bear down on them. What, the authors ask, can 
young people rely on in the contemporary world? Who or what might inspire 
them? Where can security and stability be found? Who might be role-models? 
Finding a key to create secure, confident, assertive and empathic citizens, with 
the will to engage, constructively, with the other, appears daunting.

Stephen Sheps (2019) has reviewed a range of studies and suggests there 
to be a clear link between particular versions of Zionism and the manifest 
and latent racism in Israeli society. He argues that successive generations 
of Israeli citizens (and non-citizens) are exposed to a single historical and 
cultural narrative rather than a pluralistic one. This is intentionally designed to 
strengthen the emergent ethno-national character of Israeli democracy. Shep’s 
own research engages a small sample of Jewish–Israeli teachers in reflecting 
on teaching in Israeli high school history and civics classrooms. He chronicles 
some of the institutionalised racism they encounter within textbooks and 
their students. The pedagogic space is riddled with dilemmas stemming from 
historical and structural conditions. Israeli teachers are forced to mediate the 
singular narratives within curricular materials; and any impetus they feel to 
teach counter-historical perspectives, and to creatively manage their own 
emotional responses, and students’ reactions, can be frozen. Sheps states the 
problem in blunt terms:

As long as the nation is imagined as both Jewish and democratic, Israeli 
teachers will have limited potential to engage with the content and their 
students in order to make the classroom a space for meaningful dialogue 
and transformative social change. However limited this potential may 
be, it is imperative that teachers … continue to address these challenges, 
despite the precarious and emotionally vulnerable conditions that they 
endure. (Sheps, 2019, p. 358)

Disillusionment with government and worsening racism render the class-
room deeply problematic. Government and its agencies are aware of these issues 
but do not prioritise forms of education to empower citizens to question and act 
critically. This point is especially important with regard to Teacher Education 
programmes, as teachers have a pivotal role in preparing the next generation 
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of citizens. But there are no official curricula committed to the promotion of 
active, inclusive and practical civic, democratic and environmental education, 
let alone engaging imaginatively with Palestinians for peace. The only cur-
riculum content takes a technical and legal perspective on political and state 
structures, as well as conflict. ‘CURE’ was one small experiment in trying to do 
something different.

4 CURE: The Workshops

The CURE project was a European Union funded programme aiming to culti-
vate and strengthen the teaching and learning of democratic values and active 
citizenship in teacher education in Israel and Georgia. It was a multi-faceted 
programme for curriculum reform seeking to improve the level of content, 
teaching and learning in various institutions, while also aiming to involve stu-
dents in ‘Centres of Civic Engagement’. Collaboration between five colleges 
and universities in each of the two countries, and five European universities, 
including our own, offered expertise, advice, support, evaluation, and a range 
of workshops, for staff and students. This included, in our case, auto/biograph-
ical narrative enquiry as a resource for building mutual recognition, dialogue 
and hope.

Each Israeli and Georgian institution selected 3 faculty members and stu-
dents to take part in each cycle of workshops. The formal aim, for us, was to 
provide quality training to empower participants from the partner countries to 
work with diversity in the classroom or research, using auto/biographical nar-
rative methods. Our workshops included ‘Arab Israelis’ (who privately identi-
fied as ‘Palestinians’), Israeli Jews as well as Georgians.

4.1 Canterbury Tales: A Talking Cure?
A brief note on auto/biographical narrative research workshops, which have 
been developed in Canterbury over several years. The ESREA Life History and 
Biography Research Network was a particular inspiration, methodologically 
and epistemologically. The workshop methodology has been used in varied 
contexts, including careers counselling, early years and teacher education as well 
as in family support programmes in marginalised communities. The research 
methods have been recently used in illuminating the dynamics of racism and 
Islamic fundamentalism and the role of what we might call a ‘democratic 
education’ in a post-industrial, culturally divided English city (West, 2016). 
Pierre Dominicé’s (2000) work in Geneva was an important starting point for 
these developments. It involved an iterative process of building educational 
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biographies, beginning with oral accounts of significant life experience, among 
professionals, and then working intensively in groups, moving towards formal 
presentations and written accounts. The accounts combined stories of diverse 
experience, with critical reflexivity and a theoretical repertoire designed to 
enhance professional competence and creativity.

One intention in Canterbury has been to build an interdisciplinary theore-
tical repertoire, drawing on psychoanalysis, especially object relations theory, 
ideas of ‘biographicity’ (Alheit & Dausien, 2007), and critical theory, not least 
the work of Axel Honneth on self/other recognition (Honneth, 2007, 2009). 
An earlier EU financed study of non-traditional learners in various European 
universities, (RANLHE), of which CCCU was part, provided an opportunity to 
experiment with various theoretical psycho-social ‘sensitising’ frames, when 
interpreting the stories of diverse learners. The frames included Bourdieu’s 
ideas on habitus, Honneth on self/other recognition, and Winnicott on 
transitional space (Finnegan, Merrill, & Thunborg, 2014; Formenti, West, & 
Horsdal, 2015). Donald Winnicott (1971) focused on the nature of transitional 
space and qualities of relationship, and even playfulness in self-formation, in 
analytic settings. For us, and Winnicott, these ideas can be applied broadly to 
cultural or educational experience. The latter represent an intermediate area 
between people, where self and narrative negotiation takes place – ‘who am 
I, who might I be?’ – if anxiety is sufficiently contained and we feel seen and 
legitimate in taking risks. But movement within the space, or we might call it 
a habitus, can be especially difficult for some – in a workshop or university 
seminar – as we risk exposing uncertain, vulnerable selves to the other’s gaze.

Linden (West, 1996) has illustrated these processes in studies of non-
traditional adult learners who enter the unfamiliar habitus of a university. At 
first a seminar can seem forbidding, as students wonder whether this is really 
for the likes of them. They worry how others might react to them, and their 
stories. ‘Will anyone like me, or what I have to offer? Will what I do or say be 
liked? Maybe I don’t deserve to be liked. I come from the wrong background 
and this will be despised’. Such feelings are psychologically primitive in the 
sense of being layered down in early experience; but they can be reactivated in 
new, anxious socio-cultural interactions where we feel exposed. Like an infant, 
so to speak, all over again. And yet we can find what Winnicott calls good 
objects – other students, a tutor or even something symbolic in a character 
from literature, with whom we identify and find recognition. These objects are 
internalised, and over time strengthen our intrapsychic dynamics, enabling us 
to claim space and agency. The stories we tell ourselves, and others become 
more assertive, legitimate, and we become less defended against others and 
otherness.
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Winnicott wrote that ‘When I look, I am seen. So, I exist. I can now afford to 
look and see’ (Formenti & West, 2018, p. 121). This is a view of self as contingent, 
relational, developmental and potentially agentic, forged in our interactions 
with diverse others and the symbolic world. What is inter becomes intra- 
subjective in processes of what is termed projective identification. Reparation, 
of whatever kind, is possible, given the right quality of psychocultural and rela-
tional space, where we feel seen, and can see.

These processes are deeply embodied, affective, unconscious and relational 
as much as cognitive. They can generate deep anxiety as we move beyond nor-
mal defensive structures and open ourselves to others. Eventually, perhaps, we 
learn to listen to the other and their story, however disturbing. Some of the 
anxiety is contained by us, as facilitators, in naming what is happening and 
using ground rules as benchmarks to encourage respectful, reflexive practice. 
We seek to build trust, openness, dialogue, listening, storytelling and non-
abusive relationships. Our feedback to individuals and the group is done in 
manageable or digestible ways, informed by therapeutic practice. The capacity 
to digest, and the metaphor of feeding and being fed, and resistance to it, is an 
important part of the psychoanalytic lexicon.

The quality of space can represent, as indicated, a kind of border country 
between adult education and therapy, psyche and politics, rationality and emo-
tionality, conscious and unconscious processes, self and other (Bainbridge & 
West, 2012). A border country where we might begin to recognise what we have 
in common, which can be an important step in recognising the other. Axel 
Honneth supplements Winnicott by suggesting that processes of self/other 
recognition are important at the meso level, in seminar groups, for instance, 
when we feel accepted and belong; and at the macro level in wider cultural 
exchange when we may take on a leadership function for a group, which is 
essential for building stronger social solidarities (Honneth, 2007, 2009). Could 
we achieve some of this, at least, in our work with diverse educators? This at 
least was the theory.

So, a typical workshop includes an opening round in which people share 
an object of biographical meaning to them, like a photograph, poem, draw-
ing, or piece of music. There is a theoretical and methodological introduction, 
an explanation and agreement over ground rules, followed by a role play of a 
narrative interview, in which one of us tells the other stories of learning to be 
citizens while the other models good narrative interview practice. We illustrate 
a nuanced respect for silence and giving time to the other. The whole group 
discusses the experience, agrees our interview protocol, and moves into small 
groups of four people, deliberately diverse in backgrounds. Participants inter-
view each other and experiment with being interviewees, interviewers, and 
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observers in turn. Over the course of a week, their oral material is developed 
into written auto/biographical accounts of becoming citizens and experienc-
ing democratic values in lives. These written accounts are completed individu-
ally and or in small groups; everyone presents their auto/biographical writing, 
and finally, we consider how methods like these can be used in their own 
schools, colleges and universities.

The work touches the deepest sensitivities, and evoked frustration and 
anger among particular Palestinians. This was often expressed privately to 
us, as facilitators, about injustice and the difficulties of not being able to raise 
issues in the wider group. Power was asymmetrical, they said, and there could 
be negative implications back ‘home’ if they were seen as troublemakers. 
Israeli Jews held the power. The Israeli Jewish novelist, Amos Oz (Hari, 2018), 
likens the position of Palestinians and Israelis to two traumatised characters 
adrift on a piece of driftwood in a raging ocean. Each party wants the other 
to let go, while both desire safety and the land of ancestors, free from danger 
and oppression. But one party has more power to decide who lets go. The Pal-
estinians in our groups live within the State of Israel and have learned how to 
remain silent, or adjust their stories to avoid danger. One Palestinian we inter-
viewed, later, outside the programme, was born in the State of Israel. They said 
what we were attempting was like asking people to talk when the other held a 
gun to the head.

So to begin to illustrate the lived experience of the group. For ethical rea-
sons, we have disguised aspects of small group experience and have elided 
and partly fictionalised material from different people in our analysis. We have 
sought to do justice nonetheless to the encounters, in narratively truthful ways. 
We want to describe, in fictionalised form, the stories of two people who were 
based in one small group. We observed one of them interviewing the other, and 
then talked to both, in depth, later and specifically interviewed two of them, 
auto/biographically. But the two people below represent a kind of amalgam 
of various experiences that we have elided to ensure, as much as we are able, 
confidentiality.

One of them introduced themselves as Palestinian and a Christian who 
worked in an Arab College of Higher Education near Nazareth. They talked 
about teaching and some of their own history of citizenship and activism. They 
and their partner held prominent positions in the community, and sought 
peace and reconciliation, based on justice for all. They preferred education 
and dialogue to hurling bombs and missiles at each other. They were active cit-
izens, working in the field of Palestinian cultural studies, and the preservation 
of Palestinian history and culture mattered greatly to them. They wondered 
about introducing auto/biographical and narrative methods across their work 
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to encourage agentic citizenship. The interviewer, who was Jewish, listened 
without interruption, despite some of the turmoil they later admitted to. They 
had served in the defence forces, as history, so to speak, met the present, and 
a difficult family story of forced expatriation was alluded to. We return to this 
below, in an auto/biographically more developed form: only so much was pos-
sible in this particular format, for reasons of time and trust.

Another Palestinian decided to opt out of the groups altogether, in any mean-
ingful way. They were especially angry, they said to us, in a back and off-stage 
setting, using Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical metaphor. We knew things were 
not working, for this person and listened to his story, in private. Other Palestin-
ians talked of how difficult it was to mention Al Nakbah or the Israeli occupa-
tion of ‘their’ land. Al Nakbah remained unrecognised in the wider Israeli State. 
Auto/biographical narrative work of this kind can touch deep and raw wounds 
while the group might not be good enough to deal with such trauma. This is 
dark, distressing territory and it was our responsibility to manage the group at 
any moment of time, and to decide what could and could not be handled. We 
erred on the side of caution, and made clear that no-one was obliged to say 
anything, and everyone had the right to remain silent and that we aspired, at 
least, to create a group where people worked respectfully and truthfully with 
one another. Silence might be the only legitimate option for some.

We tried to keep the dialogue going. We reminded everyone that the basic 
aspiration of auto/biographical narrative enquiry was to imagine the world 
through the others’ eyes. But empathy is a difficult journey and can be disturb-
ing. It may be easier to close things down when listening to someone we feel is 
racist, colonialist, or even a potential terrorist, and not open to us and our story 
(West, 2016). And if a week is a long time in politics, it may be far too brief to 
find the capacity to recognise each other’s pain in a kind of common experi-
ence; let alone consider small reparative pedagogic acts for the classroom. Not 
to say that the weeks were insignificant, but we achieved less than we hoped for.

4.2 Meaningful and Inspirational
One person, however, who was Jewish Israeli, felt recognised and was moti-
vated to work for peace:

For me it was a meaningful and inspirational week. I realised the signifi-
cance of narrative writing that reveals the writer to herself and also gener-
ates contact and closeness among the group members. I discovered that 
everything in my life has a narrative, a history, a meaning: hobbies, occu-
pations, values I believe in, and even clothes I like to wear. Through narra-
tive writing I realized that nothing is impersonal.
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… I want to continue practicing this with myself and with my students, 
and … in order to draw closer people with differing and even conflicting 
narratives. Precisely in a world that centres on individualism, I would like 
to become intimately familiar with the narratives of others, to partici-
pate in them, and to expand my own narrative thanks to narratives that 
differ from my own. I wish to find a way of creating a bridge between 
ethnic, ideological, and political groups with diverse narratives. In the 
next month I hope that I will facilitate a group of Arabs and Jews, a group 
of people with a left-wing narrative and with a right-wing narrative, and 
maybe also a group of ultra-Orthodox and secular Jews, and I will explore 
the practice of narrative therapy designated “definitional ceremony”, 
which takes narrative writing even further, to investigate whether it is 
possible to participate in each other’s narrative and open up to it. I am 
eager to see what will happen.

Another Israeli Jewish woman also felt recognised although her proposals to 
pedagogically experiment excluded any reference to peace:

I teach a course called Educators, Parents and the Community, so I am 
aware of the role and the importance of each, and of the effort neces-
sary to bring these parties together, but the CURE program in Canter-
bury, where I was exposed to the experiences of people from different 
countries and cultures, enhanced my knowledge and awareness of civil 
engagement, of individuals and institutions ….

I feel that I have received “training”, from professionals about the theo-
retical and more so the practical aspects of active citizenship and demo-
cratic sensibility, and I have been given the tools I need to work these into 
the fabric of my teaching. I taught a student whom I knew had begun a 
chess club at his school, one that had grown successfully and spread to a 
number of other schools, but I did not introduce this into my lesson, not 
seeing how this could be relevant to English. Upon return from Canter-
bury, we listened to this student’s narrative about his chess club. And of 
course, the ways in which it was related to civil action, civic education 
and the teaching of English were numerous and relevant. It was a learn-
ing experience, from which we all benefited …

… Upon returning to the college, I began collecting narrative data 
from my students, namely those who are new immigrants, for my own 
research, research that is now well underway. Our discussion about 
narrative method also brought me closer to solving a particular problem. 
I am … requiring that students speak about their own language use. 
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In every class, there are guaranteed to be speakers of English, Hebrew, 
Arabic and Russian, as well as other languages, and I believe that there 
is value in recognising this diversity …. Their narratives provide me 
not only the necessary insight I need into their linguistic backgrounds 
and language practices, but enable me to get to know them better as 
individuals …. These narratives also apply the material covered in classes 
to their real-life language use, and include elements that are applicable 
too to their own eventual language teaching experience .… I took away 
from my experience in Canterbury knowledge, tools and experiences 
that are bound to impact my teaching for many years to come. It was a 
privilege to participate in such a program.

There was other positive feedback, including from the Georgians. But there 
was silence too. Particular Palestinians, and Jews, preferred to tell their stories 
in the relatively safer space of an auto/biographical narrative interview, rather 
than in the larger group. If the space is to be therapeutic, listening and the con-
tainment of anxiety are essential. And as Molly Andrews (2007) suggests, in 
the context of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, trau-
matised individuals may take months and even years to speak of certain expe-
riences, while support is necessary both before and after telling their story. Of 
course, we were operating on a much smaller scale, but our experience sug-
gested the need for a longer, better resourced programme.

5 Moving On?

We wanted to bring other groups of Palestinian educators (from the Palestinian 
Territory, Gaza and Israel itself), and diverse Israeli Jewish educators, to such a 
programme in Canterbury, in a more substantial search for dialogue and peace, 
using auto/biographical narrative methods over a longer period. We would 
seek money for this from the European Union and other possible funders. 
We used contacts made in a teacher education project in the West Bank, led 
by our University and financed by the World Bank (CCCU, 2016). We would 
also exploit contacts made in the workshops, and from colleagues researching 
the effects of trauma, for instance, in places like Gaza (Diab, Veronese, Jamei, 
& Kagee, 2019). We imagined three main cycles in the developed project, 
modelled on the existing week-long workshop but with a longer initial phase; 
those participating would be expected to commit to all the cycles, including a 
virtual element, over two years and more. Time would be given to gathering 
initial auto/biographical narratives, and resources identified for providing 
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therapeutic support, as appropriate. Eventually participants would move to 
consider curriculum experiment in their own institutions, and to undertake 
projects on local, family and community histories, across dislocation and 
oppression in the past and present. Attempts would be made to work in highly 
segregated situations, where walls of one kind or another separate peoples; 
maybe use could be made of festivals of diverse cultures and histories, 
exhibitions, theatre, music, dance, poetry a well as other forms of storytelling 
in the search for dialogue and peace.

Through experiences of community rituals, and teachings, mythopoetic or 
imaginal ways of knowing can serve to overcome negative images of the other 
and self by generating new ones (or retrieving ancient ones) derived from myth, 
poems and personal stories (Willis, 2005; Formenti & West, 2018). Peter Willis 
(2005), and Leonard and Willis (2008) have described how film and poetry may 
be used to provide relevant images of an event (in this context, a significant 
moment during a person’s life, as portrayed in film) to explore wider group con-
sciousness and difference. The pedagogy seeks to create a good enough reflex-
ive space for learners’ individual and collective contemplation, encompassing 
existential, imaginal, family, community, historical and contemporary experi-
ence, including trauma. We wanted to find a key to generate a little more light 
and hope in the present bleakness of Israeli/Palestinian relationships.

5.1 Walls
But we walked into a hard metaphorical wall. We imagined bringing together 
groups of progressive educators from diverse backgrounds, as suggested. To tell 
and share stories of migration, trauma, injustice, and colonialism and to build 
some mutual understanding in a kind of pedagogy of interruption, unsettle-
ment and struggle for recognition; maybe to create a shared grammar by which 
to talk about past, present and future – including of teaching and curriculum 
development – in new ways in what could become both an educational and 
potentially therapeutic space.

We talked with colleagues from 5 Palestinian universities involved in the 
West Bank Teacher Education project. They listened silently as we described 
our idea. ‘No way’, the group leader said. ‘If we cooperated with these people, 
even if we wanted to, we would be sacked in the morning’. Of course, we rec-
ognise, as Elif Shafak (2020) has recently written, the dignity of rage in the 
face of such injustice and oppression. But we listened to this with the noise 
of deteriorating relationships in the Middle East in our minds. Black (2020) 
suggests that this might well lead to further expropriation of Palestinian land 
and property, and the expulsion of individuals, families and communities from 
annexed territories. But who were we to challenge our Palestinian colleagues? 
We had known no such trauma in our lives.
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A colleague researcher who works among Palestinians wrote to us:

I was talking to you about the real absence of a dialogue between 
oppressed and oppressor. Perhaps, a path for change could come after a 
real new catastrophic event. The oppressor is trapped in a predatory nar-
rative of denial and disqualification, looking at the indigenous people as 
an obstacle for realising their happiness and reparation from the crimes 
they experienced in their recent and ancient history as a victim. So far, the 
oppressor appears disgusted by an uncivilized, homophobic, and misogy-
nistic stereotype about the oppressed; their dirty indigenous villages are 
disturbing the civilised white and technologically advanced world of 
the oppressor, they must be excluded and hidden from those civilised 
eyes by walls, barriers, electronically protected fences and drones that 
vertically (land, airspace, and underground) control the Palestinian lives. 
On the opposite, the oppressed envy the clean, easy and perfumed lives 
of the oppressor, their freedom to travel, to bathe in crystalline swim-
ming pools, to be celebrated internationally as champions of freedom 
and democracy for few. The result, revivifying the Fanon metaphor, is the 
confrontation between two mutually excluding species – the ones of the 
oppressed and the oppressor. Structures of power such as settler coloni-
alism and capitalistic agendas are making the dialogue impossible …. I 
guess even Paulo Freire who promoted the dialogue between oppressor 
and oppressed, between colonised and coloniser, black and white, man 
and women, will recognise that in such a condition just the monologue 
of violence in the confrontation between power and powerless can take 
place …. Listening to the mourning of the oppressed, listening to their 
desperation and thirst of justice, their right for self-determination and 
return to their land, I do think is the only way.

The message was powerful, and we pressed the pause button on the whole 
idea. Even Paulo Freire it was suggested, would baulk at the possibility of 
dialogue in a context like this. Structures of power like settler colonialism, 
and images of a kind of metropolitan glitter contrasting with Palestinian dirt 
and shabbiness, was strong language. So too was the continuing reminder of 
everyday violence against ordinary people in the present as well as past. But 
questions still nagged away: was it impossible for Israeli Jewish educators to 
accept that their country was engaged in violence and settler colonialism? 
Might they be open to the idea of an unresolved historical trauma in their own 
individual and collective lives played out in their own State’s relationships with 
Palestinians? Maybe something could be achieved if their stories of family 
trauma, existential angst and insecurity could be acknowledged in some way 
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by the other? Despite asymmetries of power and present privilege, both sets 
of stories need to be heard for progress to be made, on however small a scale.

We think it helpful to return at this point, to our two fictionalised charac-
ters above, participating in our workshops. In the auto/biographical narrative 
interviews we witnessed detailed, harrowing accounts of family and personal 
histories from Jews and Palestinians. One talked about the time, in their fam-
ily’s story, when the Jewish Hagenah (terrorists, in this perspective), came 
to their town, Haifa. Their parents had lived and worked there all their lives, 
including on the railways built by the British. The family now lives in Naza-
reth. They talked of a desolate, desperate search for safety, and of relatives lost, 
homes seized, and communities abandoned. Their family had fled to Nazareth 
alongside other relatives, who were escaping a village close by ‘being ethnically 
cleansed’. The family imagined that Jewish forces would not enter Nazareth 
because it was the place of Christ’s birth and there were so many churches of 
different denominations. Surely Jewish forces would not desecrate the place 
for fear of losing Western support. They were right. But in more recent times, 
the same Palestinian talked of a relative who lived in Gaza not been allowed to 
finish their degree studies in Bethlehem. In fact, they were arrested by Israeli 
defence forces on the way back to Gaza, handcuffed, blindfolded and left wait-
ing for hours in a kind of ritual humiliation.

The other, an Israeli Jew, told a story of Jewish people in North Africa, from 
where their family had come. Zionist organisations had encouraged emigra-
tion, particularly from poorer areas to provide valuable labour. Persecution, 
anti-Semitism and poverty combined with an increasing identification of ‘their’ 
country with the ‘Arab struggle’ to provoke another kind of Jewish exodus. 
Security, in this instance, had an intimate face. A father was a bully, and there 
was constant abuse and humiliation in the family. When the family arrived in 
Israel, the overwhelming feeling, for one child, was ‘at last there is safety’.

Later, like everyone else under compulsory conscription, they joined the 
military and felt recognised there and were chosen for special counter-insur-
gency training. They had been deployed to deal with what they saw to be ‘ter-
rorist infiltration’ and might well have been responsible for the abuse of the 
young student from Gaza. But the new training brought abuse all over again, 
from sadistic authority figures, and they quit as soon as they could. What auto/
biographical narrative work could achieve is to illuminate common, insecure 
and painful experience, where dialogue could be born through sharing stories, 
witnessing these and slow, maybe at times ambivalent processes of self/other 
recognition. We can get to a human core, as Said terms it, beyond binaries and 
blame, to common suffering; and the possibility of shared, fragile humanity 
given a narrative airing as a basis for some learning and maybe healing too.
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The alternative is likely to be more violence, which of course, for some, is a 
solution of a kind, however hopeless. Franz Fanon wrote that ‘naked violence … 
only gives in when confronted with greater violence’ (Fanon, (1963 p. 53). Fanon 
was educated in an impeccably French way, and his vision of terror, Tom Holland 
(2018) suggests, would have been familiar to Robespierre and the Committee of 
Public Safety. One of our interlocutors stated that there could never be meaning-
ful dialogue without an Israeli admission of guilt as a colonial oppressor. How 
might our Israeli Jew relate to this challenge, without some recognition of their 
suffering and insecurity too? We are left with a conundrum about how people 
can profitably engage with the other, and the role of forgiveness and magnanim-
ity. This is of course an age-old question about the potential of violent and non-
violent struggle, and the place of a generosity of spirit in our humanity and quest 
for progress and reconciliation. In the witness of Martin Luther King, Gandhi 
and Nelson Mandela, a life can involve trauma but alongside determined, pain-
ful and courageous recognition of the oppressor as human too.

We are aware of other grassroots projects seeking to establish greater empa-
thy between Israelis and Palestinians, such as the Parents Circle or Family 
Forum and these appear to work in good enough ways (Baron-Cohen, 2019). 
There are women coming together and dialoguing – even when sons have been 
killed by the other side – in the search for peace, reconciliation and healing. 
Creating space for a dialogical, auto/biographical, narrative experiment in the 
border country of therapeutic adult education for peace could provide another 
key. If, as Jaqueline Rose (2017) observes, it can be too painful to traverse the pas-
sage from trauma into words and that words are not easily formed in the face of 
the colonialising other, there can be nonetheless a flickering auto/biographical 
light in which telling and sharing stories becomes more possible, while poetry, 
music, dance and enactment can also humanise the gaps between people.

Moreover, not all Israelis are complicit in violence and some protest and 
work in places like Gaza, in early years education, for instance. We have a 
researcher colleague involved in such international collaboration there, with 
some success (D. Valkanova, private communication, 2020). There are Jewish 
people who do recognise the continuing Palestinian pain of the Nakba, and 
act politically as well as educationally for peace and justice (see Bashir & Gold-
berg, 2017). There could be a narrative, playful and poetic key to open a small 
door to small ecologies of learning and hope. It is just possible to imagine tran-
sitional space where disturbance is mutually recognised, and people feel seen, 
and can exist more openly and playfully together, over time; a place where 
shared traumas of death, forced migration and profound loss are given narra-
tive form, and managed therapeutically as well as educationally, and where a 
light of peace might flicker more brightly.
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chapter 9

Understanding Women’s Lives through Critical 
Feminist Perspectives: Working-Class Women 
Students in Higher Education

Barbara Merrill

 Abstract

This chapter focuses on the relationship between critical feminist perspectives and 
feminist biographical methods in understanding the lives of working-class women in 
higher education. It explores the contribution of feminist methodology to biographi-
cal methods and its power to give ‘voice’ and richness to women’s stories. Feminist 
biographical methods, stress, importantly, the subjectivity and intersubjectivity in 
research and the need for a humanistic and egalitarian approaches between the inter-
viewer and interviewee. The stories told highlight the collectiveness of individual sto-
ries as well as the role of agency and structure (micro and macro) in the ecology of 
everyday lives. The women’s stories illustrate how lives and identity are constructed 
and shaped by the intersection of gender and class. The women defined themselves as 
being working-class women. And although studying for a degree in higher education 
change their lives thy did not let go of their class identity.

 Keywords

gender – class – women adult students – higher education – biographical methods

1 Introduction

My interest in the women stemmed from my concern with the larger 
problem of how women struggle to make something of their lives … they 
(students) shared a strong belief that education was a viable route by 
which to reach their objectives … They hoped that a return to education 
would improve their status, income, conditions of employment, knowl-
edge, autonomy and sense of well-being. (McClaren, 1985, p. 149)
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Feminist research has made a significant contribution to shaping our under-
standing of the lives of working-class women students in higher education 
(HE) through biographical narrative methods (Skeggs, 1997; Reay, 2003; Mer-
rill, 2014). The engagement with biographical narrative methods in adult edu-
cation research has been, and still is, dominant in Europe particularly, but 
also beyond (West et al., 2007), influenced not only by feminism but other 
perspectives such as symbolic interactionism, oral history, hermeneutics, 
postmodernism, and ethnography These various approaches originate from 
different intellectual traditions in various European countries. The popular-
ity of biographical methods in adult education was facilitated by the ‘turn’ to 
biographical methods in the social sciences more generally (Chamberlayne 
et al., 2000) over the last thirty years. The work of the European Society for 
Research in the Education of Adults (ESREA) has been fundamental in devel-
oping and establishing biographical methods and in recognizing and encour-
aging diverse approaches to research from the more objective perspective of 
the German tradition to more subjective ones in the UK, Italy and Sweden. 
The ESREA Life History and Biographical Network has played a dominant role 
in this process although other networks such as the Access, Learning Careers 
and Identities and Gender Networks have also contributed. Within adult edu-
cation it marked a welcome and refreshing change to the early, mostly quan-
titative research using surveys (Woodley et al., 1987) which reduced adult 
students to numbers and statistics thus dehumanizing them. In contrast bio-
graphical methods offers a humanistic and subjective approach (Plummer, 
1991) enabling students to tell their own stories, revealing the complexities of 
individual lives in more in-depth and nuanced ways. In the UK biographical 
methods in adult education research have been heavily influenced by sym-
bolic interactionism through the work of the Chicago School of Sociology and 
feminism.

This chapter focuses on the relationship between critical feminist perspec-
tives and biographical methods in understanding the lives of working-class 
women students in UK higher education (HE). It will explore the contribution 
of feminist methodology to biographical methods and its power to ‘give voice’ 
and richness to women’s stories, and in doing so, highlighting the collectivity 
of individual stories as well as the role of agency and structure in everyday 
lives which are situated within the interacting contexts of the micro, meso 
and macro worlds. To illustrate this, I will draw on my research undertaken 
over twenty years with working-class women students from different ethnic 
backgrounds within the context of a UK elite university. What is striking in all 
the stories I have heard is the dominance of class, gender, and for some, race 
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and the interaction between them in their lives in the family, work, university, 
community and society more generally. Being working class and being proud 
of it and being different to the younger middle-class students and ‘not want-
ing to be like them’ as one woman said was central to their biographies. After 
gaining a degree the women continued to define themselves as working-class 
even though it did distance some of them a bit from their family, friends and 
community. Their identity as a woman is, therefore, related to being working-
class. First, however, I will discuss the contribution of critical feminism to bio-
graphical methods and adult education research as it offers a particular and 
distinct stance to biographical research. Feminist research contributes to the 
ecology of life by highlighting the daily lives of women at the micro, meso and 
macro levels and how they constantly live in different spheres so that their life 
on campus.

2 Critical Feminism and Biographical Methods

Reinharz (1992) and other feminists asserted that feminist research is a per-
spective rather than a distinctive method which draws on feminist theory. For 
Burns and Walker (2005): “Feminist research is thus always more than a matter 
of method and raises philosophical issues of ontology … and epistemology” (p. 
66). However, although the research methods used by feminists are not new, 
they do offer a distinctive approach, for example, in the way that biographi-
cal interviews are undertaken and the relationship between the researcher 
and the researched. Feminist research in the academy developed in the 1970s 
and stemmed from the second wave feminist movement (Smith, 1987) and 
was primarily, but not exclusively, located within the discipline of sociology. It 
partly developed in response and opposition to male sociology or as feminists 
termed it ‘malestream’ as women’s lives were ignored in sociological research 
and deemed as unimportant. This situation was challenged through studies 
such as Girls, Wives, Factory Lives (1981) by Anna Pollert and Becoming a Mother 
(1979) by Ann Oakley amongst others. Feminist research, therefore, began to 
challenge and question the notion of who has the power to construct knowl-
edge and whose voices are being heard. More broadly it was also in opposition 
to ‘traditional’, positivistic research which objectifies the research participant 
reducing them to a statistical number. Both ‘malestream’ sociology and quan-
titative research makes women invisible and hidden from society. Quantitative 
research also does not take experiences, emotions, feelings, interactions and 
context into account. Feminist research became a powerful tool and voice for 
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counteracting this. Such research according to Finch on reflecting about the 
link between qualitative research and feminism stated that:

… second wave feminism were incredibly potent for those of us who were 
young sociologists at that time, and were bound to make a huge impact 
on what we did and the way in which we thought about doing it … the 
kind of ideas that were coming out of the feminist politics. (2007, p. 62)

For Finch (2007) the critical point in the UK in linking qualitative methods 
(biographical) to feminist research was the publication by Ann Oakley (1981) 
of her article “Interviewing women: a contradiction in terms”. Understanding 
this historical context and influence of second wave feminism is important as 
it still continues to shape the epistemological and empirical approaches used 
by feminist researchers and feminist adult education researchers in particular. 
But we must not forget that feminist researchers in developing their research 
methods were also influenced by symbolic interactionism as well as the work 
of C. Wright Mills but taking it to a more critical and political level. By using 
biographical methods feminist researchers gave ‘voice’ to marginalized women 
and as Reinharz (1992) asserts:

Biographical work has always been an important part of the women’s 
movement because it draws women out of obscurity, repairs the histori-
cal record and provides an opportunity for the woman reader and writer 
to identify with the subject. (p. 126)

Thus “feminism encompassed a critical perspective that challenged some of 
the ideas of conventional research, as patriarchal and phallocentric …” (Merrill 
& West, 2009, p. 29).

The concern was, and is, with highlighting women’s oppression in society 
at the macro, meso and micro levels and challenging this through research for 
social change to transform women’s lives. Feminist research is overtly politi-
cal – encapsulated in the feminist term ‘the personal is political’. As Lawthom 
(2004) stresses “Feminist standpoint epistemologies in research emphasize the 
perspectives of those whose lives are shaped and constrained (or marginalized) 
by the dominant social order” (p. 102). As a result of feminist research women’s 
voices were no longer silenced as the lives of women became a focus of research. 
Biographical methods were central in this process. As Popadiuk (2004) explains:

The feminist biographical method is a powerful tool. It engages in research 
from a unique perspective that provides depth, meaning and context to 
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the participants’ lived experiences in light of the larger  cultural matrix in 
which they live. (p. 395)

The second wave feminists’ notion that only women can research women to 
obtain a full understanding of women’s lives ignores the fact that women are 
diverse as there are cultural, class, ethnic and age differences which affects a 
woman’s experience and position in society. So being a middle-class woman 
is different to being a working-class woman and being a black working-lass 
woman is different to being a white working-class woman, for example bell 
hooks (1982) argued in her book Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism 
that while women are linked by oppression the experiences are not the same 
for black and white women. For hooks feminism spoke for the white middle 
class women and stressed instead that feminism should not only be about 
women but also link to other forms of oppression such as class and race.

Feminist research in the UK has largely focused on working-class women 
thus highlighting the intersection between class and gender, recognizing that 
working-class women’s lives were different to those of middle-class women in 
terms of, for example, economic, social and cultural capital. Being a woman 
and being working-class cannot be separated and this is illustrated in the sto-
ries of working-class women in HE I have interviewed. This is also echoed in 
the work of Beverley Skeggs (1997), and others, who asserts that “… the cat-
egory ‘woman’ is always produced through processes which include class and 
classifying produces very real effects which are lived on a daily basis” (p. 2). 
She continues “The women never see themselves as just women: it is always 
read through class” (1997, p. 91). UK feminism, however, shifted away from its 
roots with second wave feminism and its focus on critical perspectives and the 
lives of working women from the 1990s as postmodernism took hold within 
the academy and particularly within sociology:

The emergence and stronghold of postmodernism and the decline of 
Marxist feminism in the academy has established a discourse which is 
far removed from the material reality of working-class women. Academic 
feminism is becoming elitist, excluding ‘other women’ through its lan-
guage and content. (Merrill & Puigvert, 2001, p. 308)

As a result, the use of biographical methods was overshadowed by the new 
forms of feminist approaches such as postmodernism. Research became more 
theoretical and abstract and no longer situated in the reality of working-class 
women’s lives (Merrill & Puigvert, 2001). This was not the case I would argue, 
within the field of adult education research where it has been embraced by 
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feminist adult educators as a way of understanding working class women’s 
learning experiences by linking past and present lives.

3 Feminist Adult Education

Until the 1990s research on women adult students in the UK focused largely on 
women in non-HE settings (Thompson, 1985; McLaren, 1985; Kennedy, 1987) 
providing valuable insight into their learning, classed and gendered experi-
ences. The impact of policies on widening participation and the establishment 
of Access programmes (courses for adults for entry into HE) changed this. Sev-
eral studies began to emerge in the 1990s looking at access into higher edu-
cation (Sperling, 1991), experiences in higher education (Pascall & Cox, 1993; 
Merrill, 1999; Reay, 2003) and on the separateness and connectedness between 
studying and family life (Edwards, 1993). Later research has explored the inter-
section between gendered and classed experiences in both further and higher 
education (Skeggs, 1997; Tett, 2000; Reay, 2003; Merrill, 2015).

Using biographical narrative approaches enabled feminist adult education 
researchers to highlight the complexities and sometimes struggles of working-
class women students’ lives both inside and outside the academy – some-
thing which earlier adult education quantitative research could not do. Such 
approaches illuminate inequalities in a woman’s life around gender and class 
for as Jane Thompson (2000), a UK adult education researcher, asserts telling 
one’s story is:

… a way of exercising critical consciousness and of producing knowledge 
from the inside about gender, class and education, deriving from per-
sonal, particular and shared experience. Not in the pursuit of ultimate 
truth but in the search for greater, more nuanced understanding. (p. 6)

4 The Distinctiveness of Feminist Methodology

Feminist biographical researchers have established a distinctive approach to 
undertaking biographical narrative interviews. Such interviews are a dialogi-
cal, empowering and sometimes transformative process as well as being an 
educational and learning experience for both interviewer and interviewee. 
Feminist contribution to methodology and biographical interviewing mani-
fests itself in several ways and contrasts greatly, as stated above, with traditional 
approaches to research. This involves establishing a different and democratic 



Working-Class Women Students in Higher Education 149

relationship between the interviewer and interviewee (Stanley & Wise, 1993; 
Oakley, 1981) so that feminist researchers work with women and not on women 
(Oakley, 1981). It thus aims to avoid exploitation and an instrumental approach 
to research. It is, therefore, important to build up trust and respect and a secure 
environment to give women a voice to tell their story. Such an approach to 
research challenges by breaking down power differences as far as possible 
so that, as Oakley (1981) argues, the interview becomes more like a conversa-
tion with the interviewer and interviewee sharing their story in an ecology of 
communication and sharing. Not only does the interviewing process become 
subjective but also intersubjective as interviews are an interactive social pro-
cess. As Stanley and Wise (1993) stress, “Personhood cannot be left out of the 
research process … We see the presence of the researcher’s self as central in all 
research” (p. 161). Biographical feminist interviewing is a collaborative interac-
tion whereby stories are co-constructed and owned. Giving the transcript back 
to interviewees enables them to say whether or not the interview is an accurate 
representation of their story. Rebecca Lawthom (2004) takes the interviewing 
process and ownership of the story a step further as she states that: “The eman-
cipatory framework … allows the interviewee – or co-researcher – to shape the 
story, have full editorial control and present a first-person narrative” (p. 60).

Biographical approaches enables us to understand the role of agency and 
structure (two fundamental foundations in sociology) in people’s lives and the 
inter-relationship between them as well as locating individual lives within a 
historical, social, political and economic context (Wright Mills, 1967; Bertaux, 
1981). For critical feminist researchers such processes highlight how individual 
stories at the micro level are also collective ones at a macro level acted out in 
contexts at a meso level so that issues of inequality such as gender and class 
are illuminated. “Yet in constructing a biography a person relates to significant 
others and social contexts: a biography is, therefore, never fully individual” 
(Merrill, 2007, p. 7).

5 Working-Class Women Students’ Voices

The voices presented here are those of working-class women adult students 
who I have interviewed in relation to several EU funded research projects which 
have focused primarily on the experiences of adult students studying in higher 
education and the effects which this has on the self, families and future lives. 
More recently my research shifted to issues on transitions and inequalities from 
higher education into the labour market. Their stories reveal  commonalities of 
gendered and classed lives in relation to domesticity, education, family and 
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work. In relation to schooling, as feminist academics have highlighted, edu-
cation prepared them through the curriculum for their future roles as wife, 
mother, domesticity and ‘female’ jobs (Deem, 1978; Spender, 1982; Sharpe, 1982, 
1994). The women in my studies were no exception. Lynne summarizes their 
experiences;

I started school in 1969. Girls went to school, just did it, then got married. 
You know – had a little job and then got married so there is no encour-
agement whatsoever … it was just the norm. Women just got married and 
had children and that was that.

Teachers had low expectations of girls’ futures and this was also reinforced 
by the cultural attitudes of many working-class parents and illustrating how 
the interplay of micro, meso and macro levels shaped the women’s lives. Jane 
felt that she had no encouragement from her teachers:

… fifteen with absolutely nothing. No exams sat so no exams passed. I 
went to work in a factory sewing lace on knickers because that was what I 
was told I was capable of. I was good at needlework and I still am.

Others would have liked to have continued with schooling so for them 
returning to learn at university was about completing their education:

I was well behaved and got on with my work. I just feel that there was a lot 
of potential that I had that was totally wasted because assumptions were 
made about me. Too young at the time to know but I do feel it came back to 
my background and my family and where I lived and that influenced how 
they treated me and that’s why college was never really mentioned. (Paula)

Engagement in learning often involves the complex interaction of several 
factors. One important motive, particularly for women, was self-develop-
ment – wanting something better in life and ‘to complete my education’.

The women followed similar life histories of entering unskilled work after 
leaving school until they married and had children. The family became the 
focus of their lives which many found stifling and unfulfilling. Time spent 
in the home looking after children or working in an unskilled job prompted 
women to reflect upon their lives and their identity, leading them to want to 
become someone other than a mother or wife (Merrill, 1999). They were look-
ing for a way out of domestic life, wanting ‘more to life than this’ as one woman 
said, and used their agency to break from cultural and structural constraints:
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Well I know for me just being in the house with the wee (small) ones – it’s 
like you have no one to talk to – well you have them but no adults. You 
could go a bit mad. It’s good to get out of the house and to do things. To 
keep your brain active. It’s not good to be stuck in the house all the time. 
(Anne)

The isolation of being confined in a house with young children was a com-
mon motivating factor for wanting to return to learn; ‘to get back into civiliza-
tion’ as one woman described it. Paula stated several times in her story that 
‘there has got to be more to life than this’ upon reflecting about her job work-
ing in a bank where she noticed that male employees were treated better than 
female employers. Biographies also reveal the importance of critical incidents 
or epiphanies (Denzin, 1989), such as divorce, bereavement or redundancy 
which act as turning point moments. Some had been contemplating returning 
to education for a number of years but did not take any action until the expe-
rience of a critical incident pushed them into learning. For several women it 
was divorce as Julie explains; “I really didn’t go out much when I was married 
so then I had to kind of force myself to start to go out”. Critical incidents often 
act as an enabling factor:

… at that time I was in a violent relationship so it made me realize that 
this is not the situation that you’re supposed to have in your life so you’ve 
got to overcome things and you’ve got to do things … I wouldn’t have 
done the things that I’m doing now because it’s taken from then to this to 
do what I’m doing – yes it was a turning point. (Kate)

Often it is a configuration of circumstances that allows for the shift from 
non-participation to participation (and vice versa) through the exercise of 
human agency. It is an ecology of everyday life and a desire to change and ful-
fil themselves as women and a human being. Gender and class issues play an 
important role in these shifts. Being stuck in the home gave time for reflec-
tion about being a working-class woman and the possibilities for breaking 
out of their traditional role. It is the interaction of changes in the relation-
ship between agency (micro) and structure (macro) that provides what Strauss 
(1953/1969) describes as ‘turning point’ which encourages people to ‘take stock, 
to re-evaluate, revise, re-see and re-judge’. Change was, therefore, a common 
theme that reverberated throughout many of the stories of women wanting to 
escape from an unfulfilling life at work, in the home and/or a life of living on 
a low income. The meso level of education was perceived as the answer: a tool 
for achieving transformation and a better life.
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Becoming a university student, however, for most of the women did not 
liberate them from their domestic and childcare tasks. Being a student was 
another role and responsibility they had to take on alongside their other roles, 
unlike the male adult students who had support from their partners and felt no 
guilt (Merrill, 1999). Juggling became a way of life:

Time is one of the biggest factors with being a mature student because of 
fitting in with all of the home activities and different roles and trying so 
that everybody else does not feel left out. I keep trying to accommodate 
them as well as all the other work. It is difficult to handle and I wake up 
in the middle of the night sometimes and think ‘I have been a terrible 
mother lately because I have not dome this or that. It is worth it on the 
whole though, but it is quite demanding. (Cathy)

Many found life exhausting but for Rose ‘it is necessary in order for me to 
achieve my future goals’. For some the only time they could study at home was 
once the children had gone to bed until the early hours of the morning. While 
some were lone parents others were married and studying caused friction in 
their relationship and a few left their relationship as a result of studying. Kate’s 
experience was not unusual:

I have not particularly enjoyed the trouble I have had to encounter at 
home. It is hard work with the work and the children. My husband is not 
supportive. He has not got a degree but has professional qualifications. 
He has always regarded me as being thick. I think it has all come as a bit 
of a shock to him. I think he kept expecting people to throw me off the 
course. He can now see that I will be able to support myself and the chil-
dren in the future and sees this as a threat. (Kate)

Despite the constant struggles to balance studying with domestic work the 
women were determined and motivated to keep on going and succeed (Mer-
rill, 2015). For a minority, however, this was not the case and the struggles they 
faced with their self and other factors such as health, finance, learning and 
family became too much and they left. I interviewed some of them after they 
left. They did not discuss leaving and not obtaining a degree as being nega-
tive as they felt that they had learnt from the experience in different ways and 
changed as a result. A few others took temporary withdrawal of a term or a year 
before resuming their studies.

Studying at an elite university raised awareness of class, gender and age diff-
erences between themselves and the younger students. Cultural and econo mic 
differences became apparent especially in seminar discussions as Liz dis covered:
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They come from a very different background and that’s when I found I 
couldn’t speak. In the module Politics and Food we (the mature women 
students) were talking about school dinners and were saying that they 
had to be good because this is the only hot meal they get and they couldn’t 
understand that at all. Daddy had bought them ponies and daddy had got 
them this car.

Doing a degree also distanced some women in terms of class from other 
women in their community as their new identity developed. Julie, a lone par-
ent, describes it in the following way:

I couldn’t talk about university to any other mums as I walked to school 
because I felt that they had snubbed me – ‘look at you with your big brief-
case. It was all really tricky to explain to people why I wanted to ‘progress’ 
myself. I withdrew from my friends on the estate because I found it hard 
to explain to them why I wanted something different.

Her parents could also not understand why she wanted to study and in 
working class terms she was seen as ‘getting above herself ’. This experience of 
distancing was emotional to her and as Hoggart (1957) asserts it is an isolating 
experience.

In coming to the end of their degree studies the women reflected upon their 
HE experiences in relation to their lives prior to studying.

I did my degree to prove something to myself. To get my degree that I 
should have got when I was 18 … So to prove to myself that I can get qual-
ifications and for my children as well so that they would think it’s the 
norm … When I reflected back on my degree it has changed my identity – 
it changes a lot for me personally. I think it changes everything. It changes 
my mindset. (Sally)

For Julie, gaining a degree was about obtaining a better life for herself and 
her son which in practical terms enabled her to move out of a deprived hous-
ing estate. And like Sally and others it was about self-improvement:

I can’t explain that feeling of not just pride but about being part of some-
thing … I’d actually come to the end of something quite brilliant and I 
should feel really, really proud.

In telling their stories the women reflected upon their gendered and classed 
lives and how studying for a social science degree had made them more aware 
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of these issues and what being a working-class woman means in relation to 
their identity and their relationship to learning, family, friends and work.

6 Summary

The women’s voices above offer a brief snapshot of working-class women stu-
dents’ experiences of learning in HE. Being a student provided the women 
with a transitional space to reflect upon past biographies in terms of who they 
had been, what they have now become and what they may become in the 
future. Together the experiences of learning and using feminist biographical 
interviews has the potential to enable them to think critically about their lives 
and the inequalities they have faced as “a university education can be a power-
ful biographical experience” (Merrill, 2015, p. 1869). Their stories also revealed 
that individual experiences are also collective ones as echoed by second wave 
feminists as they shared similar experiences of life. Importantly the stories also 
highlight the dialectics of agency and structure in shaping lives. Although the 
women were constrained from time to time with their degree studies they were 
also able to be agentic and change their lives and the lives of their children in 
some ways. They adopted and enjoyed an academic life while also holding on 
to their identity as a working-class woman albeit in a more critical way. As 
Ryan (2002) argues education, particularly in the social sciences, is a powerful 
experience for women:

… I can get women to focus on contradictions, that is, the reasons why 
they want changes in their lives and came to the course in the first place, 
and where these desires show up the cracks in the social façade, then 
there is the possibility of politicisation. If I can facilitate women to see 
where they are powerful and resisting as well as seeing how constraining 
power relations work in their lives, this can help them make changes and 
be agentic. (pp. 126–127)

The women’s stories illustrate the ecology of everyday life and how lives 
change through the interaction of micro, meso and macro experiences. Their 
learning experiences took place within an elite middle-class university: an 
environment which is different to their working-class family and community 
environments. The women had to learn to cope (although a few did not) 
with living in these two worlds. Studying at university enriched and changed 
their lives in how they view the world more critically and in terms of better 
employment and fulfilling lives. But one aspect of their lives remained constant 
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– they continued to define themselves as working-class women. Biographical 
research is powerful in illuminating lives and giving voice to those who tell 
their story as well as highlighting the important role which adult education 
plays in people’s lives.
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chapter 10

Some Reflections on the Meaning, Limits and 
Challenges of Critical Biographical Research

Fergal Finnegan

 Abstract

This chapter offers reflections based on doing critical research using biographical 
methods for over a decade. It discusses how I formed a identity as a critical researcher 
within a wider community of research. Drawing on critical theory and critical realism 
it also outlines a summary of how criticality in research might be understood through 
a reading of these complementary but distinct traditions. It concludes with some 
reflections on the limits and value of biographical research in a particular context (an 
exploration of equality issues and non-traditional student experience in higher educa-
tion in Ireland).

 Keywords

Critical theory – critical realism – biographical methods – equality – reflexivity

1 Introduction 

The radical adult educator Raymond Williams described keywords as “signifi-
cant, binding words in certain activities and their interpretation; they are sig-
nificant, indicative words in certain forms of thought” (1983, p. 15). ‘Critical’ is 
a significant and binding word for me and my understanding of the term has 
strongly informed how I approach my work. It has also been central to how I 
have puzzled through the challenges of doing biographical research mainly 
with ‘non-traditional’ students in higher education (Finnegan et al., 2014, 2019; 
Fleming et al., 2017) with a particular focus on working class students’ experi-
ence (Finnegan & Merrill, 2017). After a decade of doing critical biographical 
research I want to pause and take the measure of what I have done and learnt.

My aim in writing this chapter is to make sense of “the imperceptible accu-
mulation of the changes that were gradually imposed on me by the experiences 
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of life and that I brought about through work on myself that was inseparable 
from the work I was doing” (Bourdieu, 2007, p. 68). As such the chapter is at 
once a personal and a propositional account of how I see research and con-
tains three intertwined strands: biographical reflections on how I developed 
my approach; a theoretical summary of how I currently understand criticality 
based on my experience and my reading of critical theory and critical realism; 
and an assessment of the value and limits of what I have achieved through 
critical biographical research.

2 Criticality Is Shaped Collectively

My understanding of what it means to be critical is rooted in a wider field 
of practice (adult education) and specific networks and groups (most impor-
tantly the ESREA Life History and Biographical Network (LHBN) rather than 
something that was devised or discovered individually. This is perhaps a banal 
point but nevertheless worth stressing in a period in which an individualistic 
and competitive conception of research is enthusiastically and widely pro-
moted within neoliberalized universities.

I want to say a little more about this. Before I became an academic 
researcher, I had been working as an adult education practitioner for just 
under ten years. Historically, adult education research and pedagogy has been 
defined by its focus on the collaborative exploration of experience and demo-
cratic modes of knowledge creation in support of individual, community and 
social emancipation. The ‘good sense’ of the field, elaborated through genera-
tions of experiment and collaboration, has become sedimented into practices 
and ideas which can be more or less taken for granted in many contexts includ-
ing Ireland. This meant I absorbed a conception of criticality long before I had 
to articulate it explicitly as an academic researcher. I should say this ‘critical 
habitus’ also built on and amended what I had learnt through political activ-
ism. As a result, when I began doing biographical research the importance of 
theorizing power, acting for equality and attempting to create space for people 
to speak on their own terms was already more or less clear to me. From the 
outset I was already convinced that we are storied beings and that positivistic 
approaches to research were alienating and sterile and that despite all the dis-
cussion of ‘robustness’ of ‘data collection’ methods ignoring lived experience 
led to trivial and impoverished accounts of the world.

What was far less clear to me was how to conduct academic research in the 
light of these intuitions and beliefs in an appropriately reflexive way. I was 
hungry for methodological advice and theoretical resources to develop a more 
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nuanced approach to interviewing and analysis. In an important sense I was 
also searching for some distance from my own assumptions and values. The 
Life History and Biography Network provided this ‘distance’ by providing useful 
advice and ideas which helped me find my feet in my new role as an academic.

Over time LHBN modified the way I saw critical research in several impor-
tant respects. I became more aware of the embodied aspects of research, the 
complex way we hear and construct stories and learned to think more care-
fully about analysis. I can cite texts that were formative (e.g. Alheit, 1994, 2005; 
Alheit & Dausien, 2000; West, 1996; Merrill, 2007; Merrill & West, 2009) but this 
way of presenting things downplays the relational dimension of this process. 
Permission to take ownership of ideas, to bridge previous intuitions to new 
insights, and ultimately to draw on the accumulated history of the network 
and the wider field of adult education depended on encounters and dialogue 
with a much wider range of researchers than can be cited here.

The shared commitment to criticality within LHBN as a network has pro-
vided me with a much-valued space for elaborating my own particular under-
standing of critical research. In the next section I want to outline my perspective 
on this matter and foreground three things in particular: the importance of 
socio-historical framing, the necessity of working through theory and the cen-
trality of the idea of praxis in critical research. My hope is that by offering a 
summative and reflexive account of my interpretation on this shared ‘keyword’ 
I can spark further debate and discussion in the network and beyond about the 
various ways we envisage criticality.

3 Drawing on Diverse Traditions to Theorize Critical Research

3.1 Critical Theory
In many respects my approach to biographical research is rooted in critical 
theory. Critical theory is now a fairly diffuse project but I have in mind a spe-
cific rich line of historical materialist inquiry which builds on Marx (1888) and 
runs from Horkheimer (2002) through to the contemporary work of Honneth 
(2007) and Fraser (2013) and also underpins the critical pedagogy of Freire 
(1972) and Apple (2013).

In various ways all these thinkers argue that to understand lived experience 
in a critical way it requires extensive historical and sociological contextualiza-
tion combined with an analysis of the sources and distribution of social power. 
“In any society, in any particular period, there is a central system of practices, 
meanings and values which we can properly call dominant and effective” (Wil-
liams, 2005, p. 38). One of key tasks of critical research is to identify dominant 
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interests and values and trace how inequalities in power are linked to unneces-
sary suffering and harm (Wright, 2010). This type of power analysis therefore 
also requires a conception of flourishing and justice.

In my experience conceptions of flourishing are often implied rather than 
stated in critical research. This tendency limits and even forecloses a full dis-
cussion about the role of values and politics in research. With that in mind I 
should briefly say my own perspective is strongly influenced by socialist femi-
nism. Nancy Fraser (2013) has persuasively argued for theory of justice based 
on greater equality in distribution of goods and resources as well as more egali-
tarian patterns of social recognition linked to the principle of participatory 
parity. I am convinced that human flourishing depends on fostering love, care 
and solidarity (Baker et al., 2009). To achieve this means reimagining how we 
make and act upon decisions in communities, workplaces and social institu-
tions of all sorts including education.

As the scope of these claims indicates my position differs from a good deal of 
critical research influenced by postmodernism and post-structuralism. I do not 
see ‘grand-narratives’ of collective solidarity and emancipation as necessarily 
oppressive (Lyotard, 1979) and to my mind critical research which uncovers the 
ruses of power without any clarity about alternative political and social goals 
is deeply problematic. Without this the ultimate purpose of critical research 
is hazy and can easily degenerate into a scholastic performance of criticality. I 
believe this is rooted in deeper problem – an inability to deal productively with 
epistemological relativism in research, an issue which I will return to below.

The purpose of this broad framing is to reflect on where and how emancipa-
tion is being, or can be, acted upon (Wainwright, 2009; Wright, 2010, inter alia). 
If the point, as Marx (1888) famously argued, is ‘to change things’ then critical-
ity requires an orientation to emancipatory praxis which in turn necessitates an 
analysis of the history and current state of emancipatory social movements as 
an integral element in the framing of any piece of research.

From my perspective, thorough socio-political analysis, an explicit theory 
of justice and a clear praxis orientation are fundamental components of criti-
cal research and these need to be theorized as a dynamic totality. It is worth 
noting in this regard that a good deal of critical theory does not do this and 
is highly scholastic and shows only a faint interest in radical praxis or every-
day social practices (Anderson, 1976). Significantly for the present discussion, 
a great deal of critical theory is ‘voiceless’. The terrain of culture and politics 
is traversed and surveyed but without any sense of the complex ways oppres-
sion, inequality and praxis are lived and storied. How people adapt, respond, 
subvert and resist dominant social logic is often overlooked or assumed to be 
already understood. This underestimates the importance of emergence which 
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is at the heart of the complexities and contradictions of critical biographical 
research.

These gaps in critical theory reflect wider epistemological problems about 
what it means to build critical theory through dialogue and the precise role 
of normative and political commitments in research. Critical theory does 
not resolve these fully and these issues are addressed far more systematically 
within critical realism. To return to a point made earlier, critical realists also 
offer a generative way of understanding epistemological relativism.

3.2 Critical Realism
Critical realism (CR) emerged first in the 1970s primarily through the work of 
the Indian-British philosopher Roy Bhaskar who was studying the history of 
science and scientific discovery as well as the development of emancipatory 
knowledge. Over three decades Bhaskar’s CR went through several iterations 
which are quite distinct. My perspective has been mainly influenced by his 
early work (1979, 2008) what is now termed ‘original critical realism’ (for a gen-
eral overview of Bhaskar see Collier, 1994). Bhaskar’s work led to the founda-
tion of an International Association for Critical Realism, regular conferences, a 
book series and the Journal of Critical Realism. This influence has been most 
significant in the social sciences (for a summary of general methodological 
implications see Danermark et al., 1997; Sayer, 1992). This includes a network 
of CR researchers using biographical and life history methods (an edited col-
lection emerged from this see Archer, 2010) and some work dealing with edu-
cation following Bhaskar’s move to the Institute of Education in London (e.g. 
Barnett, 2013; Scott, 2010 inter alia).

CR offers a distinct way of thinking about the relationship between ontol-
ogy and epistemology which is rooted in a critique of positivism but frames 
this differently than hermeneutic, post-structuralist and post-modern think-
ers. Put simply CR argues that world exists independently of our descrip-
tions of it and what we know and say does not exhaust or ever fully capture 
what exists. More formally Bhaskar’s (2008) project reasserts the importance 
of ontology and treats ontology as distinct and irreducible to epistemology. 
Further, he argues that the world has ‘depth’ and is stratified and differentiated. 
He posits the existence of three ontological domains: the empirical, which is 
the level of phenomenological awareness; the actual, the level of perceived 
and unperceived events; and the real, the level of activated and unactivated 
powers. These domains overlap but should not be conflated and part of the 
work of critical research is to explore patterns of relationship and non-rela-
tionship between them. Further, apart from very unusual, tightly controlled 
circumstances – such as in a laboratory – we should anticipate high levels of 
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complexity and emergence due to the unpredictable way various agents, things, 
events and powers combine.

If we want to comprehend, to pick some examples, the feudal system in 
England, working class students’ experiences in higher education, photosyn-
thesis or the act of lighting a fire we necessarily need to trace the relation 
between these domains. Being critical depends on seeking explanatory depth 
by moving from surface descriptions to an analysis of mechanisms, powers 
and structures. This is true of both natural and social science but according 
to Bhaskar (1979) the social world differs from the natural world because it is 
mediated, theory laden and human agents possess specific powers. This has 
implications for how we understand structure and agency: social structures 
enable and constrain agency and depend on ongoing intentional and non-
intentional actions. Crucially for biographical research, reasons have causal 
power (Harré & Secord, 1972) and therefore self-understanding and self-moni-
toring are fundamental to understand the interplay of structure and agency. We 
understand very little about the social world if we fail to attend to how people 
think, feel and act and disregard the highly complex ways this occurs. Open, 
largely spontaneous accounts of biographical experience are immensely rich, 
even necessary, resources in tracing how what Archer (2002, 2007) calls “the 
internal conversation” which shapes patterns of action and emergence within 
structured contexts.

From a critical realist perspective, the ‘flat’ ontologies of empiricism and 
positivism are completely inadequate for thinking about, researching and act-
ing in a complex, layered social world. Identifying correspondences and then 
ascribing the operation of ‘law-like regularities’ overlooks both what is specific 
about human agency and the complexity and depth of social structures. Posi-
tivism also misrepresents and obscures what natural science and social science 
have in common – the search for explanatory depth. These interlinked claims 
offer a distinct path for thinking about emancipatory social science which is 
strongly critical of positivism but does not treat natural science and positivism as 
identical and thus avoids familiar oppositions and dualisms which often hamper 
critical research (idiographic, particular, subjective versus nomothetic, univer-
sal and objective and so forth). This clears the ground for embracing meth-
odological pluralism rather than getting stuck in reified, and reifying, debates 
about the so-called ‘paradigms’ of quantitative and qualitative research.

The emphasis realists put on the existence of structures and mechanisms 
in the social world which typically lie outside, or are at least not prominent, in 
phenomenological awareness is also significant. If these arguments are correct, 
they point to the necessity as well as the limits of biographical research for critical 
social science as a project. This brings us back to the earlier argument about the 
importance of grasping the socio-historical context in critical research.
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Crucially in terms of contemporary humanities and social science this realist 
ontology is grounded in epistemic relativism but Bhaskar (1979) argues this does 
not entail judgmental relativism. While all explanations of feudalism, working 
class students’ experiences in higher education, photosynthesis and fire start-
ing are contingent, fallible and context bound they are not all equally accurate 
and valuable. Identifying what has appropriate depth and complexity and real 
explanatory power is certainly contestable, but it is not entirely arbitrary and 
can be assessed on rational and emancipatory grounds (Bhaskar, 2008).1

4 Fieldwork and Analysis in Critical Biographical Research

Critical theory and critical realism argue that attention to the research process 
needs to be complemented with a clear focus on the social context and goals 
of critical research. This praxis orientation requires extensive socio-historical 
framing and a theory of justice which addresses in whose interests, and on what 
terms, research is being done. Besides this, based on a reading of CR, I have sug-
gested that criticality is linked to being able to identify and work with complexity 
and emergence and move towards explanatory depth as the research advances.

These are essentially ‘framing’ remarks. The conduct of field research fol-
lows from this but throws up other challenges for critical research. Interviews 
are embodied, emotional, relational encounters which depend on being 
present and open to another human being in a meaningful way. This means 
working through your own fantasies, compulsions and interests on an ongo-
ing basis. This aspect of critical research has a personal dimension and an 
institutional dimension. As West (1996) points out, drawing on object relations 
we cannot make sense of the outer world without reflexive exploration of our 
inner world, and that we need be cognizant of and explore our own biography 
and positioning to grasp how this influences the joint construction of meaning 
in research. As Bourdieu (2007) argues, reflexivity also requires a type of socio-
logical imagination; we need concepts and practices which allow us to trace 
how an embodied intersubjective encounter in an interview is mediated by the 
field in which it takes place. However distantly and subtly an interview which 
is undertaken as part of a university research project is marked and influenced 
by the rituals, structures and struggles of the academic field. I take from this 
that conducting interviews requires a type of double reflexivity which is atten-
tive to the dynamic intersubjective process of making stories and the way the 
researcher is situated in social space.

Analysis is a delicate process too, which can easily be flattened into atheo-
retical and trivial redescription or abstract and disconnected explanation. 
Criticality for me entails holding on to the integrity of a given story – the 
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fullness, complexity and particularity of any individual’s life – during thematic 
and narrative analysis. To do this I ground myself in the stories by listening and 
relistening to them as well as coding the transcripts. As general themes emerge 
through analysis, I return to the audio or a clean transcript to connect me to 
what a particular person said as a whole. Throughout the analysis I try to keep 
in view the sort of assumptions and experiences I am bringing to the interpre-
tative process mainly by reviewing fieldwork notes and through reflective and 
biographical writing.

It also follows from the remarks made about the specificities of the social 
world, including the theory laden nature of social relations and the impor-
tance of explanatory depth, that theory is worked through in light of what is 
learnt through interviews. Using theory to match or ‘contain’ findings and/or 
explicitly or tacitly express normative commitments limits or voids critical-
ity. It is on a basic level irrealistic. Criticality therefore depends on making a 
substantive attempt to rethink concepts through research in the light of an open 
process of inquiry. The aim is to work through a “double hermeneutic” (Giddens 
cited in Sayer, 1992) in which everyday and scientific accounts are analyzed in 
relation to each other and what this then discloses about the structuring of 
the research context. This entails close attention to how a particular phenom-
enon is constructed in the scientific field (for example, in my case the various 
ways social class and inequality have been researched in empirical and theo-
retical terms). Cultivating what Bourdieu has called “radical doubt” about the 
adequacy of existing frameworks (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 235), espe-
cially the ones which fit your own initial assumptions, is an important part of 
deepening the explanatory depth of a piece of research. On a practical level, I 
have found the selection of a number of ‘sensitizing concepts’ (Blumer, 1954) 
a useful way of making sense of the field and your own initial understand-
ing of a phenomenon. Criticality then depends on the recursive movement 
between interviewees’ accounts, ongoing reflection on the research context 
and questions, and the creative exploration of possible theoretical explana-
tions for what is learnt through this (retroduction). The aim here is to examine 
the precise way structures and agency interact and identify the powers behind 
them. This is necessarily iterative but if pursued systematically is a key source 
of empirical and theoretical discoveries in critical research.

5 Critical Reflections on the Impact of Praxis Orientated Research

What has changed as a result of the research? I am fairly certain that deep 
immersion in biographical stories has altered the shape of my own ‘internal 
conversation’ and made it more multi-voiced. As a result, I see my experience 
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as a community educator, activist and academic differently. I relate in a new 
way to my own family stories – especially my father’s biography. A number 
of people whom I interviewed have spoken about the impact and benefits of 
having space to tell their story and be heard and for these participants it been 
useful, perhaps transformative in small ways to ‘name their world’.

The research has also enhanced the social scientific understanding of edu-
cation, access and social class in an Irish context. It indicates something about 
how under-researched these topics are in the Republic of Ireland that this 
mixed methods research (with biographical research at its heart) is to date 
the most substantive and sustained body of qualitative research on non-tra-
ditional and working-class experience in Irish higher education (Finnegan et 
al., 2014; Finnegan & Merrill 2017; Fleming & Finnegan, 2016; Fleming et al., 
2017; Finnegan, 2019; Merrill et al., 2020; O’Neill et al., 2018). In writing reports, 
articles, books, and doing workshops, and in public advocacy I have tried hard 
to hold on to the truth of what people said in all its richness and diversity and 
situate this accurately in the wider socio-political context. I have found when 
we put life stories at the heart of critical research it shifts the center of gravity 
in educational discourse in a way that challenges many of the tidy and trim 
assumptions of policy and ‘top-down’ research. It has also led to some theoreti-
cal innovation in Irish class analysis (specifically in terms of the vital impor-
tance of everyday experience and culture in an area of scholarship which has 
been mainly concerned with either social mobility or political mobilization) 
and led to the creation of a network of like-minded researchers in other HEIs. 
This body of work has also had some impact on my institution.

However, my small attempts to use the research to effect changes more widely 
through discussion with policymakers and employers has had very little effect. 
Overall, I think I can say the research has explanatory power and has resulted in 
changes which are not completely insignificant but are fairly modest.

6  Imposed and Avoidable Constraints: Reflecting on the Rhythms of 
the Academy

These modest results did not surprise me as I see academic research as an exer-
cise in ‘clearing the ground’ and ‘praxis orientated’ rather than directly eman-
cipatory. Nevertheless, there are things that could be done differently, and I 
think it is important to be clear about my mistakes and blindspots because 
I think they disclose something important about power and research. Despite 
being aware of the structure and demands of the academic field (Bourdieu, 
2007), I underestimated the extent to which the logic of this field of practice 
and its rhythms influenced the way I planned the sequence and prioritisation 
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of various tasks and also subtly informed the way I imagined the ‘afterlife’ of 
my research. Specifically, while I gave careful attention to power issues in the 
conduct and analysis and was concerned with how voices were ‘heard’ in text, 
I now think I did not plan carefully enough around non-academic modes of 
engagement and dissemination. I want to draw on Alhadeff-Jones’ (2017) very 
suggestive work on temporalities here and suggest that I have been set, and 
to an extent have chosen, to adapt to the rhythm of an accelerated university 
that leaves little time for ‘secondary’ goals and almost none for unscheduled 
or unplanned activity. Speaking to students and other researchers and writ-
ing for small academic audiences was the main priority and while this was 
valuable, I now question if I should have spent more time working with social 
movements and community groups during various research projects as well as 
exploring other forms of public dissemination besides academic books, articles 
and presentations. Duckworth and Smith (2017), who have done exemplary 
work using multiple media platforms alongside academic articles, offer a more 
clearly praxis orientated strategy of engagement, communication and dissemi-
nation. I think the key difference with my own efforts is that they developed 
a fully integrated dissemination strategy at the outset of their project while I 
saw this as something that would ‘follow’ the research once the research was 
‘mature’.

This rhythm has not only been set by the university. I am very conscious of 
how funding modalities of external agencies impact, sometimes in quite hidden 
ways, on research. Michael Rustin (2016) observes that the EU funded SOSTRIS 
project, which used biographical interviews, was critical in intent but  foundered 
somewhat because it was simply too large. The SOSTRIS researchers did not 
conflate ‘validity’ with scale but nonetheless they took on too many interviews 
because of the funders’ criteria. Most of my research has been funded by the 
EU and this is how I initially met researchers from LHBN (see Finnegan et al., 
2014). We encountered similar problems in relation to the critical analysis of 
biographical research, in deepening participation with participants and, for 
me at least, in terms of non-academic engagement and dissemination.

From my perspective the rhythms of the accelerated academy and the 
demands of funders blunted the critical edge of research. The constraints of 
university life and funded research cannot be avoided but can be responded to 
effectively if given some forethought. Yet I think there is a knottier and deeper 
problem beneath this which deserves consideration. As Bourdieu (2007) never 
tires of pointing out, distance from practice is both necessary and danger-
ous. The epistemic breaks which are a precondition of critical research are also a 
source of alienation. Reflecting on this, I think it is not something that can be 
really ‘solved’ individually, rather it takes sustained dialogue within research 
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networks on how to link critical research to collective work and social action. 
The individualized nature of academic research means that unless we explic-
itly make alliances with groups and movements with emancipatory interests the 
likelihood is that research will be driven by the traditional expectations and domi-
nant rhythm of the university.2

7 In Place of a Conclusion

Critical research is, by definition, always incomplete, and these reflections 
are offered in the hope that I can learn from these experiences and perhaps 
also spark debate within the network and further afield about what critical 
research means. I have made a case that it involves being personally and politi-
cally reflexive, as well as cultivating sensitivity to complexity and emergence. 
It calls for extensive socio-historical contextualization and consciously seek-
ing explanatory depth. Working through theory and biographical accounts in 
a recursive way is fundamental for arriving at this depth without overlooking 
complexity. But it also means exploring what praxis orientated research is 
and can do. It means knowing how to take distance to see more clearly and 
 critically but also having some sense of how to collaborate with participants, 
communities and social movements so that research makes a difference.

Notes

1 Bhaskar’s links emancipation, explanatory depth and rationality too tightly together to my 
mind, but this is complex and cannot be explored in this chapter.

2 In this regard it is worth noting that Duckworth and Smith (2017) were partly funded by a UK 
Trade Union: the University College Union.
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chapter 11

Storytelling, Culture, and Indigenous Methodology

Adrienne S. Chan

 Abstract

This chapter examines the role of Indigenous storytelling as a method and an episte-
mology, with an explicit connection to land-based work, community, and a sustained 
a process for healing with Indigenous peoples. The chapter describes important per-
sonal insights for the researcher, and the development of a better understanding of 
relationships with youth and young adults within the context of the storytelling pro-
cess. Storytelling can be a way of reclaiming identity and reclaiming one’s own stories, 
rather than being defined and storied by hegemonic forces.

Storytelling has been valued in traditional ways of knowing in Indigenous cul-
tures and is seen as a primary means to pass on knowledge over generations. Through 
research on the resilience of Indigenous youth and their relationship to culture, iden-
tity, and land, there are stories created and recreated. The research is the story and it 
makes a difference to how Indigenous youth and adults learn experience their lives. 
The particular focus of this work is with Indigenous youth, young adults, and their 
ability to remain healthy and hopeful, rather than despairing, and at a loss regarding 
identity and belonging. 

 Keywords

Indigenous peoples – storytelling – land-based – identity – healing

1 Introduction

I am very proud to be Indigenous. You know, when I was growing up, I 
was not very proud, because I thought being First Nations, you had no 
culture and no language. And I grew up with that because my parents 
were descendants of Residential Schools, so I struggled with that. So, I 
was a woman who lived off the land. I had to learn to hunt and fish and 
grow food for my family .… I learned at a very young age what it took to 
live off the land …. (YCP07)
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In Canada, Indigenous peoples have valued storytelling for centuries, as a way 
of conveying history and knowledge through their families and communities. 
The young woman, quoted above, shared her thoughts on culture and living off 
the land – which was common to the narratives that we heard in our research 
with communities. Storytelling was, and is, foundational to a way of life and 
has occurred over many generations as a way of sharing. 

In this chapter, I describe a project working with Indigenous youth and 
young adults, whereby storytelling was an element of regaining a sense of 
belonging and identity, connection to the land, and a sustained a process for 
healing. I also describe Indigenous methodologies and how working with sto-
ries brought important personal insights and fostered my own development as 
a researcher working within a community. 

Storytelling is a process of reclaiming the story, to own the story, rather than 
be defined or storied by others. Colonisers have historically told and shaped the 
stories of Indigenous peoples. The young woman, quoted above, tells her story, 
in her own terms, as a point of reclaiming her pride in being an Indigenous 
woman. As researchers, working with Indigenous youth and young adults, our 
task is facilitating the process of stories, and how individuals shape new narra-
tives in their own way, based on their sense of culture. This also means that, as 
researchers, we learn about the storytelling process. As researchers, we do not 
own these stories, they are owned by the narrators. Storytelling, in this way, is 
a cultural and political act.

2 The Storyteller and I

My father was a great storyteller, but I was unable to think about the meaning 
of his stories until I was an adult; then I began to understand that his stories 
were about life learning. He used metaphors where meanings were not imme-
diately apparent to me. For example, he used to talk about a bundle of chop-
sticks that could not be broken if they were held together. This story was about 
strength in numbers and unity. The chopstick is thin, often made of bamboo, 
and fragile. This type of metaphor is used to shape values and cultural learning 
in familiar places, everyday discourse, at home, and in the community. 

Metaphors are ways of understanding social and educational contexts 
and help us to understand lived experiences, when the “existing language is 
not capable of adequately describing the topic term or the listener does not 
 possess the necessary language to understand the topic term” (Jensen, 2006, p. 
9). With the image of the chopsticks in a bundle, my father was, in his own way, 
using a metaphoric pedagogy, because we knew what he meant as family unity. 
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When I started this journey, I thought that I was not a natural storyteller, 
and yet I was surrounded by stories from my family. The process of storytell-
ing was a path of discovery and learning activated during my doctoral studies, 
when I was asked: “What was the journey that brought you here?” In order to 
articulate the story, I had to trust that I could find the words, and work with 
the knowledge that storytelling already had a place in my history. In this pro-
cess, I found that sense of the story through the support of my family, mentors, 
and colleagues. This connection is about the relationships of past, present, 
and future. Relationships are always there, in the research process and in sto-
rytelling. My understanding of storytelling has expanded through my current 
research, where stories are about experiences and learning, and also the place 
to teach a living history, about lived lives, and to make “ancestral and contem-
porary connections to place” (Corntassel, Chaw-win-is, & T’lakwadzi, 2009, p. 
137), which may include cultural, community, land, and historical sites.

In this chapter, I describe how my thinking evolved about storytelling, and 
how the research team engaged in storytelling from our different backgrounds. 
We consider our relationships working with Indigenous youth, young adults, 
their stories, and their identity. These relationships with story are different 
starting points in the research process and a place to re-imagine open ways to 
relate to culture and belonging. One of the lessons learned was to incorporate 
the spirit and the heart while telling a story (Archibald, 2018), being aware that 
the process of telling engages us in connection to family, to heart, and to what 
matters. This makes the story alive and true. A fragment of such an  embodied 
story is enough to trigger another story because of this connection to the whole 
and the feelings it evokes. The process is an ongoing one; there is no necessary 
logic, coherence, or ending to a story. It is there to teach something; it is more 
than recounting events or feelings to another person. The process touches oth-
ers, in their bodies and souls, and it transforms the narrator as well.

Moreover, the storytelling process can be a way of reclaiming identity and the 
story, rather than being defined and storied by hegemonic forces.  Colonialism 
dispossessed the Indigenous peoples of their culture and disconnected them 
from their ecologies: land, language, and community (Alfred, 2009). The result 
was social and political alienation and turmoil. Therefore, storytelling is part of 
healing and a means for renewed engagement with one’s own roots.

For the purposes of the chapter, I use the term Indigenous; some of the nar-
rators refer to themselves as First Nations or Aboriginal. The chapter is  limited 
by the complexity and broad description of the storytelling process, and the 
important context of Indigenous peoples and storytelling. Furthermore, the 
chapter is written keeping the Indigenous youth and community at the fore-
front. From my positionality, I am aware of the potential coloniality and power 
dynamics of myself as the researcher. 
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3 Indigenous Methodology and Storytelling

Indigenous storytelling is connected to our homelands and is crucial to 
the cultural and political resurgence of Indigenous nations. (Corntassel, 
Chaw-win-is, & T’lakwadzi, 2009, p. 137) 

The purpose of the research was to understand and build resilience with Indig-
enous youth as a means of suicide prevention. A key element to the research 
was sharing and storytelling. The research documents what interventions were 
useful in keeping youth, and young adults, healthy, while keeping the integ-
rity of Indigenous perspectives and principles. The research team, comprising 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers and community collaborators, 
worked with land-based activities in the Indigenous communities. Youth sui-
cide, health and mental health issues are indicators. At the same time, the pro-
ject meant thinking differently about suicide, health, resilience, and mental 
wellness by engaging in Indigenous perspectives. Ultimately the research team 
worked towards fostering and maintaining wellness in a cultural context, with 
the explicit understanding that community health agencies and Indigenous 
elders and chiefs will participate fully as partners. Indeed, Indigenous com-
munities set priorities for us. 

This research is grounded in Indigenous methods (Kovach, 2009; Smith, 
2012; Wilson, 2008), which means we are working with Indigenous peoples 
rather than on them. We are aware of orientalism (Said, 1978) and the danger 
of exoticising Indigenous cultures or claiming objectivity. Kovach (2009) sug-
gests two principles in taking Indigenous methods: first, the approach cannot 
be seen as taking something away from Indigenous peoples, and is meant to be 
“accountable to Indigenous community standards on research so as to honour 
the tribal worldview” (Kovach, 2009, p. 29); second, researchers recognise that 
Western and Indigenous epistemologies are different in philosophy, ideology, 
and method. These differences challenge both Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous scholars and researchers to find a balance and work with insider-outsider 
relationships to the research. 

Storytelling is part of Indigenous methodology: “Stories hold within them 
knowledges while simultaneously signifying relationships. In oral tradition, 
stories can never be decontextualised from the teller” (Kovach, 2009, p. 94). 
Smith situates this within learning: “stories, values, practices and ways of 
knowing continue to inform Indigenous pedagogies” (2012, p. 15).

To understand and use Indigenous methods, we are aware of our colonial 
history, the need to decolonise ourselves as researchers (McAslin, 2005; Smith, 
2012), and to engage in re-learning and new learning. This means our assump-
tions and values are challenged. It has been troubling and powerful for me to 
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learn more about myself, my challenges, and what I need to do in order to work 
with integrity as a researcher (Chan, 2017). An example of this, is with the strug-
gle I have when some Indigenous researchers welcome me as an ally, while others 
reject me, as bearing colonialism and hegemony. As a non-Indigenous person, I 
must own the part I play, between colonialism and efforts to decolonise. 

Indigenous epistemologies are relational and ecological; there is no single 
individual, or mind, self-determined, separated, and autonomous from its 
ecology, which for us means land, community, and ancestors. A recognition 
of these relationships is key to research work, which is about relationships, 
ceremony, and forms of cultural practice (Wilson, 2008). Therefore, by work-
ing with Indigenous peoples we are challenged in our deepest presuppositions, 
as we were educated in Western countries and traditions. Using Indigenous 
research methods, we intend to make a difference in people’s lives and com-
munities; we are not merely extracting or analysing information, but we work 
with the members of the community on community driven issues. We aim to 
decolonise the past and address the future. The development of trusting rela-
tionships with elders and youth requires us to meet regularly to work through 
and discuss the aims of our work together.

4 Indigenous Youth, Ecology, and Story

I was just thinking, what is not a connection to the land? Because eve-
rything that we are, is the land, and that’s who we are. Whatever food is 
there, wherever we are, is the food that’s there for us; whatever medicine 
is there, is the medicines that we use. (YCP08)

This young man speaks of the land and the connection to living. Most of our 
youths live in what is known as Stó:lō Nation territory, and they entered the 
project through our communication with community members. Stó:lō people 
are the ‘people of the river’, and storytelling is a tradition. Storytelling was used 
to document the impact of our land-based activities. Over more than three 
years, we are actively engaging with young adults and youth; many of them 
were part of youth groups in their community. They may also be invited to par-
ticipate by elders, parents, or youth workers, who work regularly with youth. 
The young people were not necessarily ‘at risk’, although their communities 
had been affected by youth suicide. The research team proposed to explore 
with them the cultural narratives and forces that shaped their lives. The young 
people shared with us what they wanted to do, in order to reconnect with the 
land, their culture, and the elders. 
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Youth and young adults participated in many activities, with ongoing learning. 
We saw changes in them as they grew more comfortable with certain land activities, 
and more open to talk and tell their stories. We came to understand that storytell-
ing was pivotal to the process and felt a need to ascribe value to it. So, we engaged 
as a team in understanding storytelling and the nature of story (Archibald, 2008).

As a team, we were going on hikes and ‘on land’ activities with youths, 
learning about such things as the importance of the cedar tree, or Indigenous 
medicines and plants, and the meaning of cultural practices and heritage. All 
the activities were led by community partners and youth workers rather than 
researchers. In this regard, we were co-learners with the youth. Activities later 
expanded to drum making, drumming, working with cedar wood, storytelling 
from elders, and ceremonies regarding fishing. There is, for example, a salmon 
ceremony that involves a freshly caught salmon. This represents the harvest (in 
Western terms) and is considered a recognition of the gift of salmon from the 
river. Fishing is fundamental to the survival of Indigenous communities in the 
Pacific Northwest of North America. 

Youths would often reflect on the activities they participated in, offering 
their thoughts about the land and their relationship to it: 

I, too, am getting better at being connected with the land, in the sense of 
learning the oral history, and the teachings that are connected with the 
land, because I don’t know it. I’ve been told those stories many times, 
listened to an elder, and heard the stories. (YCP14)

These reflections came out regularly during our talking circles, a traditional 
oral practice. The circle is a cultural element that the youth are familiar with 
and participate in at their home communities. In working with the youths, 
they were aware of our need to ‘document’ the process. However, no notes 
were taken in these meetings. After our meetings and activities, the research 
team would journal our reflections. 

We document in a reflective way since we are aware that after colonialism, 
fears of cultural appropriation are real. Stories are owned by the youths. We did 
not take the stories from them; they were shared with their permission. This 
was discussed at the outset of our work with the youth. Even when they shared 
their stories with us, they had to decide and state if they wanted to share them 
beyond the group. As well, the discussions were led by an Indigenous facilita-
tor, recognised as part of the community, and with an established trusting rela-
tionship. It is common in Indigenous communities to have someone who has 
established relationships to work with youth. This is part of the collective value 
that is given to elders and youth workers who are already known by families. 
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We gathered many stories told by the youths while engaged in hiking, camp-
ing, and being on the land. The anecdotes and stories were mainly oral and 
recounted in memory, while some of them were documented in video and 
transcribed, with permission. In the third year of the project, we decided to 
engage in digital storytelling, working with a specific group of youths and 
adults on a voluntary basis. 

Over the whole project, we came to identify some aspects that seem to have 
a role in building strength and resilience in these youths and in the larger 
group. For example, learning about traditional cultural practices sensitised 
all of us to take care of each other in our relationships as co-researchers, and 
youths to take care of each other in their shared activities. 

5 Culture and Wellness

I think the culture and everything is so beautiful, and how we’re all work-
ing together in a collective. And the other thing I like too … what matters 
is what you do, and the First Nations way is who are you, where are you 
from. (YCP04)

Culture is viewed as a fundamental resource for Indigenous communities. 
While the notion of cultural continuity and identity is debated by some, a 
number of scholars see it as valuable, in the effort to revive and preserve the 
connection between past, present, and future. More specifically, Chandler and 
Lalonde (2009) connect cultural continuity, (i.e. the preservation of traditions, 
the land, beliefs, and language) with suicide prevention. The premise of this 
work is that knowing and practicing one’s culture is connected to wellness and 
this is the basis of cultural continuity and suicide prevention. Retaining and 
strengthening cultural roots and practices is viewed as a means to maintaining 
community culture and strength. 

Carlson (2010) and Chandler and Lalonde (1998) suggest that cultural con-
nection and continuity are key in preventing self-harm among Indigenous 
youths; other studies highlight the importance of self determination (Kir-
mayer, Gone, & Moses, 2014) and self-governance, use of traditional/original 
language, and re-discovering everyday customs that may have been lost due to 
cultural annihilation and genocide. Re-learning customs and culture receive 
concerted efforts by Indigenous communities, by investing in elders and cul-
tural facilitators to promote the acknowledgement of a shared history and 
develop individual and collective identities (Kirmayer, MacDonald, & Brass, 
2001; Kulis, Robbins, Baker, Denetsosie, & Deschine Parkhust, 2016). In this 
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framework, cultural continuity is connected to a sense of belonging (Lieben-
berg, Ikeda, & Wood, 2015), which is intended to contrast centuries of oppres-
sion and degradation.

Many elders in the communities we work with, are survivors of residential 
schools; where they were placed, as children, into schools for the purpose of 
eliminating their language and culture. The government of the time (1870s to 
1990s in Canada, depending on the provinces) intended on completing assimi-
lation through policy, and to punish individuals, families, and communities 
who practiced their cultural rituals and traditions (Dorrell, 2009; Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). This was ‘cultural genocide’ for 
Indigenous peoples (Crichlow, 2002; Davidson, 2012). In order for healing to 
take place, it is widely accepted among the Indigenous communities that we 
engage in learning about culture and the land as a part of reclaiming Indig-
enous community, identity, and strength. It may be a complex and disputed 
truth, but our experience has revealed this is part of an understanding of cul-
tural continuity. 

The youth in our program live on reserve and therefore are mainly in con-
tact with their Indigenous peers and friends. They talk about culture as they 
have participated in our project, and they sometimes state a lack of connec-
tion to the culture of their Nation; for example, a boy told us he had never 
spent time with an elder before, nor understood the role of ancestors. In the 
context of land-based activities, continuity means to re-discover and reinter-
pret the traditional notion of the land. Land is viewed as a primary connec-
tion, because the land provides food, water, housing, the idea of spirit, and 
connection to our own spirituality. This is how – in the traditional view – land 
provides culture; as such, it is a fundamental part of the traditional teachings 
of Indigenous peoples. 

6 Understanding the Storytelling Process

Archibald (2018) recounts a pedagogical story for us to hear and begin new ways 
to see. In a story work workshop, we prepared to think differently about stories 
in the context of culture. Archibald (2008, 2018) tells us of Mr. Magpie and Mr. 
Crow, a children’s story, where each bird seeks something for their community, 
but for different reasons, hence with different results. The lesson is about inten-
tions, expectations, jealousy, and learning respect and rules. Stories can evoke 
different memories, ideas, and emotions. They would be told by elders to con-
vey a lesson, so listeners can make sense of the story and use it in their own 
lives. The significance of the story is rooted in its origins, as it was told by the 
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ancestors. In order to learn anything from it, we must be ready to listen, attend 
to our feelings, thoughts, and responses. Archibald (2008) also reminds us that 
the story is not a tidy narrative with a beginning, middle, and end.

Storytelling is situated within Indigenous epistemology and pedagogy, 
where knowledge has been passed on through oral traditions for centuries. 
For a non-Indigenous person, it is almost impossible to understand what this 
means, until we work on this aspect ourselves, in concrete relationships with 
the Indigenous peoples. The use of metaphors, animal stories, and pictures 
means that stories are told and understood quite differently than in Western 
pedagogy. I learned to accept stories as evolving, meant to help us developing 
our hearts, minds, and open ourselves to different ways of knowing. Storytell-
ing sustains learning, remembering, understanding our selves, understanding 
others and the world: a reflexive, embodied, slow paced process that requires 
persistence and caring (Archibald, 2008). 

As a research team, we prepared ourselves for this task by reading and tak-
ing workshops on storytelling and training on digital storytelling. We were 
challenged to think about, tell stories, and make sense of stories differently. 
I had some personal work to do. I considered my fears about telling a truth-
ful story: would I be judged or believed? Preparation is as much a part of the 
journey as the storytelling itself, an activity extending beyond our thoughts 
or intellect. This includes developing trust, empathy, and self-understanding. 

The nature of the story is grounded in a reflective ongoing space which is 
iterative. Past events become salient in the present when remembered. There 
is a flow of interaction and reconsideration; the process of discovery is key to 
the story work (West, 2001) and subjectivity takes precedence over objectiv-
ity. Discovery is neither Western nor Indigenous: it is a term that researchers 
might use to mark the human capacity to reconnect to knowledge, recognise 
and remember.

Indigenous principles of working with Indigenous peoples and storytelling 
typically refer to respect, reverence, responsibility, and reciprocity (Kovach, 
2009), which are foundational to many Indigenous peoples (Carlson et al., 2018). 
Acknowledgment means taking time for valuing relationships which are a result 
of our work and the narrative. Indigenous story work is explicitly grounded in 
family, generations, community, nation, as well as the connection between the 
intellectual, spiritual, physical, and emotional (Archibald, 2008, 2018). This may 
be compatible with some forms of Western storytelling, when narratives are 
embodied and contextualised in cultural history, such as in the feminist tradi-
tion of exploring women’s everyday lives (e.g. Last, 2009; Steedman, 1987). 

The historic, oppressive, and colonial context has led to the annihilation of 
Indigenous peoples’ cultures in Canada (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
2015). This history suggests that the new generations have limited ways to 
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connect with the past. Some elders say that knowledge was ‘put to sleep’ when 
North American laws established residential schools for Indigenous children 
and placed them in care away from their families. Indigenous languages were 
eliminated, but some survivors of residential schools were able to reconstruct 
their memories and work with stories (Archibald, 2018). 

A powerful reconnection occurs in relationships, when young people can 
access memories through elders and knowledge keepers who are familiar with 
the community history (Archibald, 2008) and the land. Indigenous stories rely on 
the collective as well as individual, the method is contextual and based on stimu-
lating other stories, asking questions, and discussing issues. No story is isolated 
from the whole. Translation from traditional languages (e.g. Halq’eméylem, the 
language of the Stó:lō Peoples) is another key to rebuilding culture and making 
connections to the past. Language carries memories and history (Treuer, 2008).

Hence, Indigenous storytelling often begins with stories from elders and 
parents (Archibald, 2018). As with my father, it may be an everyday experi-
ence, but some parents may have to regain the ability to tell, if this was lost in 
the process of forced assimilation. The lessons from these stories are, like my 
father’s story, not always obvious, as they use metaphors. We heard a cultural 
story of Coyote, a kind of trickster, enchanter, and magician, whose  symbolism 
refers to an alchemic way of interpretation and making sense of the world 
(Archibald, 2008, 2018). By ‘alchemic’, I mean to signify that knowledge is more 
than material: it is also about the spirit, mind, and heart, that combine to create 
something new. The story of Coyote is also about seeing: he loses his eyes and 
has to find new ways of seeing (my interpretation) through grief and  struggle. 
This metaphor of seeing is a meaningful lesson within Indigenous culture. 

In our group gatherings with youth, we often started by talking about the 
land and what it means to us. Some participants began to recognise their con-
nection to the land and its influence on them. In hikes and camps, most story-
telling took place in groups, during and after an activity, such as working with 
cedar wood or walking by the river. These occasional and spontaneous stories 
took place throughout the project and are still ongoing. We were always ready 
to ask and listen about their connection to the land, and they responded in 
various ways, as in these three examples:

… I  wasn’t that much connected to the land until they got me singing and 
drumming. That’s how I met all my friends and started connecting to the 
land even more. (CBP01)

… I feel connected to the land by canoe pulling, being involved with 
smokehouse and stuff like travelling, singing for the new ones, and always 
living there. I think there is many more stuff to learn about the land. I 
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don’t think I’ve learned very much about the trees, ancestral land and the 
history. I feel connected with it by being out on the river fishing, catching 
a lot of fish, and I enjoy having fish and giving back to the river. When 
I was in school, I liked to carve, make carvings, paint onto the carvings. 
(CBP02)

… I think I, too, am getting better at being connected with the land, in the 
sense of learning the oral history and the teachings that are connected 
with the land because I don’t know it. I’ve been told those stories so many 
times, listened to an elder and hear the stories but it’s not being retained. 
But I just think that having an open mind, like ___ said, going to an elder 
and learning from their teachings, values that each elder brings …. (YCP15)

These narratives make explicit connections to their thoughts while they are 
engaged in activities. The narrators are generating their own interpretations of 
their experiences. Occasionally stories are not only told through words or oral 
history; they can be told by songs or drumming, carving or weaving. They teach 
us about our kinship with the mountains, trees, and the land.

7 Digital Stories of Belonging

Our workshop on digital storytelling was aimed at producing a digital story and 
led by an Indigenous facilitator. We started each day in a talking circle, con-
sidering a reflexive question, as is common to Indigenous ways of sharing. We 
then chose a story of our own and worked individually to record it, composing 
music, adding images, pictures, and words. Finally, the story was converted to 
a short video. All the participants, nine youth and four adults developed their 
work individually at first. Youth worked along side of each other. Some worked 
together in pairs or as a group after their initial work. Digital storytelling is 
intentionally built through a personal and interactive process, using technol-
ogy to engage and assist participants in learning differently (Behmer, 2005). 

Four youth completed their stories for sharing; one of them played his own 
guitar music for the soundtrack. The adults who attended the session also 
produced and shared their digital story, including myself. Youth and adults 
commented on the value of the workshop and added that they would have 
benefited from elders participating and modeling storytelling in the workshop. 
To enforce the principle that the stories belong entirely to the participants, we 
asked permission to share them, and all of the four youth participants who 
completed the video, gave their permission. The videos are three minutes long, 
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so the written material is short and evocative; to understand it, we need to 
connect words with the audio-visual parts.

An example: One young man recounted how he spent his time on the 
reserve. This story is about celebrating togetherness and reconnecting to the 
community. It gives an idea of ‘relational ecology’, which is consistent with 
Indigenous epistemology. This young man lives on a small reserve of 300 peo-
ple, a land occupied and owned solely by Indigenous peoples, which is referred 
to as the “rez”. 

… Community events – you get to hang out with your cousins and do 
any of the activities. Enjoy their company while it lasts. House gather-
ing – this category is for the cousins you consider – like they are almost 
siblings. You go to their house and watch tv and play video games … [we  
can] find remote locations for fort building. This is fun when you are able 
to make plans with your favourite rez friends or cousins. (DST PA)

Telling the story, this young man celebrates enlarged family (collective) bonds: 
the cousins are “almost siblings”. By choosing these simple and normal activi-
ties for his digital story, he signals that they are important. Most of his narrative 
refers to an ecology of relationships. He refers to being in the woodlands, the 
sounds of nature, and the modern sounds of rap music – all part of his living 
on the reserve.

The second example is about a young man and intergenerational family 
support and protection, as well as fears and vulnerability:

… I was laying on the couch one night and I was crying …. I said that I 
was afraid of being homeless. She (my Mom) reassured me that I would 
never be homeless .… It was only a few months after this that she told me 
I would be living with my Dad. My dad had just moved back in with my 
grandpa after my grandma passed away. So I would be living with him 
too. I loved this idea. I love my grandpa to death so that was awesome. 
(DST PJ) 

Intergenerational bonds between family men are palpable here. His story began 
with his mother but evolved into talking about his father and grandfather. His 
sense of belonging is connected with a feeling of solace and not being alone. 
The visual for this part of the story is a photo of the young man, his father 
and grandfather, wearing fatigues (i.e. green-brown camouflage wear), sitting 
on a log, and holding their rifles. They would go hunting together as a family 
activity. The story of this young man resonated with others in the workshop, 
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who thought about their parents and grandparents, about historical loss of 
family members (e.g. mother in this case), and how support evolved from the 
‘doing’ activities together. This evoked tears in some of the participants. 

All of the shared stories in the workshop are resonant with ecological land 
based, and potentially healing, connections to family, community, and friends. 
The workshop did this in two ways, by working on the stories in the workshop 
individually and together, and by completing the story. Their writing, thinking 
and oral process was talked about at the end of the day. The completion of the 
digital story was a source of pride, by doing something in a new way. 

In the final reflective circle, we talked about how the workshop affected all 
of us. The young adults and youth said that it was good to share their story, 
making connections among us, and being able to take their own story away 
with them, to share with others. This gave them control over their own story. 
One youth posted his story on YouTube. Another was going to share it with his 
family immediately. We believe that the workshop was a shared giving, where 
the participants went away with a sense of their own power, ability to learn, 
and express themselves uniquely. 

8 Concluding Thoughts

Storytelling can be a way of reclaiming the self and a decolonising process. Sto-
rytelling allowed us to enforce a shared, intergenerational, and culture-bond 
process among the youth, with adults, elders, and within the larger community. 
In this chapter, I have described how working with culture obliges the researcher 
to interrogate herself and that the process was informed by Indigenous episte-
mologies. I believe that in this project, storytellers took ownership of their words 
in the creation of narratives. The process seemed to change self-perceptions, or 
at least the capacity of participants to share and reflect. Based on what we expe-
rienced ourselves in the training, land activities, and workshops, we started to 
feel a building sense of connection to each other and to the community. 

A relevant issue in cultural work is that we academics are not experts in 
any way. Instead, the real expertise lies with the youth and their elders in 
the community. Academics are knowledge seekers, so can bring a difference, 
especially if we do this with the permission and agreement of Indigenous 
communities. This kind of dialogue requires searching for a respectful, 
reciprocal, and collaborative relationship. Relationships are key in the 
work that we are engaged in, while becoming and working in Indigenous 
communities. Relationships are the reality and the fundament of lived 
experience of Indigenous peoples  (Wilson, 2008). Thus, the story could only 
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be created as a result of the relationships we have with elders, other youth, 
and the research team. Elders represent the roots of the storytelling process 
because they model how and why to tell the stories, by telling stories in circle, 
by using generative metaphors and symbols, like in using animal stories. In the 
process described, researchers also influence the storytelling, because of their 
positionality and by their active presence in the room or land where the stories 
are told. They are not neutral spectators, they tell stories too, and by suggesting 
new ways of doing – for example, using technology in the digital storytelling 
workshop – they bring discontinuity in the process.

This project and the storytelling process remains ongoing. As it has evolved, 
we have changed our expectations and interpretation of our work with these 
youth, their culture and sense of belonging. The premise at the centre of this 
work is that (re)connecting to our environment is part of our identity and 
belonging. Stories about the land and family bonds can support a stronger 
sense of belonging and wellbeing within the cultural context. Hopefully, this 
will also strengthen a sense of freedom: when you have real roots, you know 
that you always know where home is. 

I respectfully acknowledge that these descriptors, perspectives of mean-
ing, and interpretations are mine, as a researcher, and these may not be the 
ways in which the participants would describe the same process. Central to 
the work here described is an Indigenous methodology which means acting 
to decolonise rather than colonise. I am aware of the work I had to do, to set 
aside my cultural and biographical roots and habits, to be able to learn from 
another epistemological perspective. The researcher’s words and interpreta-
tions of a story, or situation, might be given to the participants in order to bring 
the cultural dialogues to another level. However, this would only be done with 
a trusting communication relationship that would allow for such feedback or 
interpretation. Metalevel communication occurred, but was not part of the 
explicit project goals or analysis. It is important for us to maintain relation-
ships over analysis. The struggle to avoid colonisation is not an easy one.

I conclude by writing “all my relations”, a traditional Indigenous phrase used 
to acknowledge the connections we have with each other, as parts of univer-
sal relationships, and having reciprocal responsibility (King, 1990). The phrase 
suggests the ecology of our interactions.
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chapter 12

Profession Reimagined: Tackling Adult Educators’ 
Alienation through Multimodal Ways of Knowing

Gaia Del Negro

 Abstract

How can an auto/biographical approach be used in a group setting to bring about 
more holistic and complex ways of knowing for professionals in education?

Originating from a PhD study, the chapter presents my own journey of non/learning 
about professional knowing and becoming. Ideas of alienation from knowing are contrasted 
with feminist approaches and psychoanalysis that bring a more relational perspective and 
celebrate messiness in our learning lives, not least as professionals supporting others to learn.

A relational aesthetic auto/biographical imagination is proposed as the epistemo-
logical framework – emerging, recursively, from doing the research – as my personal 
take on Gregory Bateson’s ecology of mind (1972) applied to biographical formative 
research with adults. I present the story of Federico, a teacher trainer and researcher, 
in a dialogue with my own, to illuminate the epistemological and affective learning, 
albeit as a struggle, I gained from the experience.

I invite others to draw on artful languages, and dialogue, to enrich research and 
education practice with professionals to develop different ways of knowing. I propose 
that crossing binaries, between conscious and unconscious, body and mind, cognitive 
and emotional knowledge, self and the world may help adult educators to draw on 
their whole personality, and flourish.

 Keywords

adult educators – knowing – alienation – auto/biography – multimodality

 Tangled  Clump

We don’t know when
We don’t know why
We don’t know where
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Regular rivulets: 14066
Infernal skein, non-direction
The swallowing swamp that hides it from sight

It fakes, abstracting me
Illusory, the white

Knowledge?
Placate anxiety and then disperse it.
(Del Negro, 2018)

1 A Research Project and a Quest

Bringing the researcher’s own life and orientation into the research framework 
has become a key methodological focus for biographical approaches to social 
research, informed in the 1980s by feminist critiques of positivistic claims of 
objectivity (Merrill & West, 2009). Feminist scholars rejected assumptions 
of emotional detachment and political neutrality, to be attained by means of 
abstract theories and objective methods, in favour of a different set of pre-
suppositions that include recognition of the researcher’s interests and power 
(Maynard & Purvis, 2013). Self-disclosure is both ethically and politically moti-
vated: the personal is political, in feminist terms. It is also a measure against 
alienation, as I argue in these pages. In biographical studies, it is now acknowl-
edged that our choice of topic as researchers, and our ways of posing questions 
tend to be deeply rooted in the fabric of ourselves. This awareness forms what 
we might call an auto/biographical imagination (Miller, 2007).

My own auto/biographical imagination, initially quite stiff, developed 
throughout my PhD participatory research (Del Negro, 2018) about profes-
sional knowing and becoming. This chapter is a story about my own non/learn-
ing journey. My main finding is that connecting knowing to our lives through 
multimodal knowing and intersemiotic translation (Campbell & Vidal, 2019), 
may be an antidote to dis-attention, dis-embodiment, and anaesthetisation, 
the main symptoms of alienation in adult and professional lives, not least the 
researcher’s. I want to show how a method of auto/biographically informed 
cooperative inquiry, can nurture the capacity to think in stories (Bateson, 1976), 
connecting cognition to feeling, emotion, sensation, and to bring all of our 
selves, and senses, reflexively, into the picture. I will outline how I learned this, 
together with my participants, and how this framework might be enhanced by 
multimodal knowing.
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The prequel to this doctoral journey sees me as a performative student in 
organisational studies, and a successful young professional in adult training in 
Italy. There is a theme of distancing from knowing and idealising knowledge, 
linked with class issues and fragmentations in my family. I initially set out to 
conduct a more traditionally detached study, but as my research unfolded it 
also became a quest for meaning and for my own sense of self as a professional 
researcher, adult educator, and learner. Radical constructivism and opera-
tive epistemology (Fabbri & Munari, 1990; Maturana, 1990) posit knower and 
known as parts of the same circular ongoing process, suggesting that both are 
constructed and “revealed” by action and inter-action in one and the same her-
meneutic circle of knowing and becoming. In this light, the “/” (slash) in the 
auto/biographical approach (Merrill & West, 2009) points in the direction of a 
constructivist posture of knowing as living, life as research. The chapter is also 
grounded in ecological assumptions (Bateson, 1972) locating “mind” in nature, 
in interdependencies, most of which are not accessed by consciousness. Artis-
tic mediation can help illuminate “the systemic nature of mind” (Bateson, 1972, 
p. 145), skill and performance, offering professionals a wider view.

This constructivist/systemic epistemological framework and the encounter 
with auto/biography as practiced in Canterbury, UK, pushed me to increas-
ingly put myself into the picture, and take a more relational stance, while 
struggling to be changed in the process (Maturana, 1990). I will start by offering 
some theoretical concepts around alienation, relational aesthetics, and how 
the relationship to knowing shapes adult learning. I then argue that alienation 
can be healed by artful and multiple languages in a participatory setting, as 
underpinned by my study. I will provide some insights from Federico’s  journey 
within the research, to show how artful languages worked for him. In the con-
clusion, I sum up what I learned, with my participants, about using a multi-
modal auto/biographical imagination to connect our knowing to our lives.

2 Are Professionals in Education Alienated Knowers?

I claim that professionals in education are too often alienated from their emo-
tions, intuition, and imagination; to ensure professional status they learn to dis-
connect from authentic participation to their context and relationships. This also 
means that they find it difficult to own their knowing, or even to recognise their 
position in the process of learning. Participatory research can be a learning space 
where they can integrate multiple aspects of themselves via holistic knowing.

Sociologist Bernard Charlot (1997) proposed that knowledge makes sense to 
the subject if it is significantly related to their individual stories, imbued with 
desire linked to the possibilities or inhibitions for their self-construction. Since 
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1987, his team has researched students’ relationships with school subjects, 
with a particular focus on clarifying how high school students from different 
social classes, in the suburbs of Paris, acquired or failed knowledge. Charlot’s 
(1997) psychic-relational model is expressed in the idea that

The relationship with knowledge (rapport au savoir) is the relationship 
with the world, the other and the self of a subject who is faced with the 
need to learn. (p. 93, author’s translation)

This can be usefully applied beyond school settings, to professional know-
ing and self-making processes. In the learning process, conative and imagina-
tive dimensions need to be considered; knowing is subjectively wired into a 
biographical trajectory, as we already “occupy a place” (Charlot, 1997, p. 60) 
from which we engage in cultural, material, and social interaction with oth-
ers. To learn is to be engaged in individuation, a subjective process, as well as 
socialisation, which is deeply relational. Knowledge places us in the world. So, 
professional becoming can be understood as a non-linear, and stratified pro-
cess, influenced by our webs of affiliation (families, workplaces, personal rela-
tions) (Bainbridge, 2015) and by the wider context: from the local to the global 
interacting eco-, socio-, cultural, political, economic, technological systems 
and discourses. When this complexity – in simple words, the interplay between 
multiple dimensions of life and interactive cycle between thinking and experi-
ence, self and world, knower and known – is lost, there is a risk of alienation.

A glowing example is to be found in the teaching professions. Gewirtz et al. 
(2009), among others, signal the issues raised by increasing performativity 
and decreasing autonomy due to teachers’ professionalism. In higher educa-
tion, Ronald Barnett (2011) wrote about a loss of “mystery” in how learning 
and knowing are understood, since neoliberal discourses rule out all that is 
not explicit or “evidence based”. Feelings of inadequacy arise among profes-
sionals under multiple competing pressures to be accountable to a variety of 
stakeholders (Barnett, 2008). This tendency within education mirrors a wider 
culture of competition among perfectible individuals which is increasing 
across all sectors of our market-based societies: “from science and education 
to health care and the media” (Verhaeghe, 2012/2014, p. 113).

We could have seen it coming: psychiatrist R. D. Laing (1967/1977) pointed out 
from a humanistic perspective the condition of alienation affecting contempo-
rary Western societies, which splits experience into “inner” and “outer” worlds,

[…] but perception, imagination, phantasy, reverie, dreams, memory, 
are simply different modalities of experience, no more “inner” or “outer” 
than any others. (Laing, 1967/1977, p. 18)
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When we separate the knower from the known and think that our grasp of 
reality is independent from who we are, we start to lose our humanity. Both 
subjectivity and objectivity need to be challenged, when we search for the 
whole.

A relevant contribution came from feminist studies: the seminal research 
study on Women’s Ways of Knowing conducted in 1986 by Mary Field Belenky 
and colleagues explored women’s knowing, which had previously gone 
“unheard and unimagined” (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 11), because leading studies 
on intellectual development usually generalised from findings obtained with 
male subjects, thus “using male experience to define the human experience” 
(Belenky et al., 1986, p. 7). Belenky and co-researchers analysed interviews to 
135 women about their ways of knowing, and found that – in women’s lives and 
narratives – “the development of voice, mind, and self were intricately inter-
twined” (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 18). They identified five epistemological strat-
egies, ideally locating women learners on a developmental continuum from 
silenced, to objectivist, to subjectivist, towards more constructivist positions.

Constructivist knowers can draw on both subjective (personal) and objec-
tive (sociocultural) sources of knowledge: they learn to “move beyond systems” 
and “make connections that help tie together pockets of knowledge. There is 
a new excitement about learning and the power of the mind” (Belenky et al., 
1986, p. 140). This is not a strict categorisation: epistemological development is 
not linear or cumulative, but different positions can be taken at specific times 
and places by the knower. Becoming is contingent, relational, and contextual. 
Belenky and colleagues shed light on complementarity of subjective and objec-
tive ways of knowing, and on how “the words of male authority [and abstract 
reason]” (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 146) can silence other ways of knowing.

Feminism joined anticolonialism in a struggle to make “other” voices audi-
ble, not least by exploring indigenous epistemologies or mental “illness” as 
demonstrations of a panoply of possibilities. This throws up issues of inclusiv-
ity in education and the need to invent new settings and languages to support 
the subject’s quest for self, voice and mind beyond any reductionism (Belenky 
& Stanton, 2000).

3 Artful Knowledge

Since the 70s, feminist movements in Italy and elsewhere have drawn on the 
arts to illuminate and subvert social norms restricting knowledge, creativ-
ity, sexuality, and identity by way of developing embodied, performative and 
relational practices (Scotini & Perna, 2019). Women artists uncovered spoken, 
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propositional language as biased by patriarchal categories, so they claimed a 
space to speak in their own voices as “unexpected subjects” (Lonzi, 1970/2010) 
via the exploration of multiple, expressive and creative languages. Literature, 
poetry, photography, abstract painting, sculpture, dance and installations were 
used to tell stories about women’s oppression and struggle for identity, a new 
way of becoming in the world. A mass of cultural objects was created, to testify 
this research.

Similarly, the auto/biographical approach has drawn on 1980s feminist 
scholars to research relational subjects, creatively devising new methodologies 
and composing a panoply of paradigms to reflect the complexities of doing 
research (Merrill & West, 2009). Linden West’s biographical research with GPs 
(family physicians) in southern England, for example, drew on psychoanalysis 
to interpret the gap between the myth of the doctor as an omnipotent and 
omniscient hero (clearly, a remnant of patriarchy), and the concrete struggles 
of these professionals in the everyday context of a multicultural, socially frag-
mented landscape. They may assume an alienated position “partly as defence 
against fears of inadequacy and [their] own emotional difficulties” (West, 2004, 
p. 301). This can be true of many professionals, i.e. teachers, social workers, 
counsellors, doctors and nurses, and so on – who work with/within relation-
ships, and need to meet otherness, first in themselves, but are asked to keep a 
distance and enact a role, not a whole person. Pierre Dominicé spoke of such 
workers as adult educators, applying the term beyond formal adult learning 
settings to cover “a diversity of professional activities including, beside teach-
ing and group work, guidance and counselling as well as human resource” 
(Dominicé, 2007, p. 241). Recognising the educational work of a variety of pro-
fessionals “helping other adults to acquire the tools which will help them to 
build their biographies” (Dominicé, 2007, p. 247) implies that more attention 
needs to be brought to how knowing and learning are understood and inform 
daily practice.

Professional socialisation into an overly intellectual model – not least by 
very rational and functionalist forms of training and continuous education – 
hinders the possibility to explore richer and more inter-subjective ways of 
knowing. Auto/biographical research can open possibilities and “illuminate 
more of what doctors, in reality, may need to know, including the place of 
self and emotional understanding” (Dominicé, 2007). However, speech-based 
professional reflection might remain tied up with abstract thinking and dis-
embodied forms of reasoning (Fook et al., 2016). As feminists taught to us, 
propositional language is tacitly colonised by patriarchal themes. Besides, it 
takes time, good enough relationships, and courage to leave our comfort zone, 
to develop freedom and openness. This plays in favour of a workshop setting, 
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as a reflexive training sustaining adult educators – professionals supporting 
other adults to learn from their own lives, as I am by training – to understand 
and take a position within “the social context in which learning takes place” 
(Dominicé, 2007, p. 248).

I shall now introduce my research workshop, but first I need to describe the 
auto/biographical imagination that helped me contextualise my own research 
epistemology in embodied relationality.

4 A Relational Aesthetic Auto/Biographical Imagination

Belenky and colleagues (1986) warned us that contextual, imaginative, sensu-
ous, affective, and relational ways of knowing tend to be kept out (or mystified) 
in a patriarchal West. My research brought at the forefront that kind of know-
ing that “involves intimacy and equality between self and object” (Belenky et 
al., 1986, p. 100), and is marginalised by professional epistemologies. Profes-
sionals and researchers in education are trained to prefer alienated knowledge 
“based upon impersonal procedures for establishing truth” (Belenky et al., 
1986, p. 102). Instead, an auto/biographical approach (Merrill & West, 2009), 
informed by feminism, relational theories and radical constructivism has the 
potential for self-reflexivity and self-subversion.

In order to better understand the complex interactions of knowledge con-
struction, I use Donald Winnicott’s (1971) approach to object relations to bring 
attention to how knowers continually negotiate who they are in relation to oth-
ers and the world. Self-integration is the ongoing, never fully achieved result of 
the expression of different aspects of the self, intended as “a never complete 
product of relationships with actual people and diverse objects, including the 
symbolic” (Merrill & West, 2009, p. 70). The notion of transitional space illu-
minates learning settings where authenticity and playfulness can peak and 
 sometimes flourish. As adults, thanks to biographical and educational work, 
we may have access to a space that is “good enough” – supportive and not 
exploitative:

This intermediate area of experience, unchallenged in respect to its 
belonging to inner or external (shared) reality … [is] retained in the 
intense experiencing that belongs to the arts and to religion and to imagi-
native living, and to creative scientific work. (Winnicott, 1971, p. 19)

The slash in auto/biography could be interpreted as such a relational space, 
a liminal space of difference, possibility, and transformation. Different ways 
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of knowing may be conceived as different transitional objects, or spaces, that 
work as mediators of the dynamic interaction between self and world. They 
also represent different modes of self-existence – some of which are more 
highly regarded than others in our society. There are ways of knowing that nur-
ture alienation and oppression, while others sustain freedom and connection, 
hence self-integration.

My thesis is that the multiplication of our ways of knowing can better sup-
port knowers to become creative and “use the whole personality” (Winnicott, 
1971, p. 73). In this sense, Gregory Bateson’s (1972) ecological understanding of 
art as the human “quest for grace” (Bateson, 1972, p. 129) points to the compo-
sitional and generative potential of our aesthetic engagement with the world, 
a way to overcome binaries between conscious and unconscious, body and 
mind, cognitive and emotional knowledge, self and the world.

By integrating artful languages in research (Formenti et al., 2019), and in 
relation to professional knowing, I want to challenge rationalistic universal 
claims to knowledge and common-sense ideas of educational good practices, 
hence I choose to look at the relational quality of learning and becoming. I feel 
the need to widen the stiff confines of knowledge, until it becomes meaningful 
to me, to our lives, countering the silencing of stories and ways of knowing that 
are marginalised by dominant discourses.

In sum, a relational aesthetic auto/biographical imagination includes:
 – Spiralling – an ongoing recursive fluctuation between multiple modes of 

knowing (experiential, aesthetic, rational, practical, weaving imagination 
and intuition, consciousness and the unconscious);

 – Self, voice and mind – celebrating the struggle for selfhood, recognition, 
and meaning imbued in our epistemological/ontological development 
(as professionals, researchers, etc.);

 – Critical reflexivity – connecting knowing to the inter-subjective, material, 
and sociocultural contexts of its emergence (as feminists claimed: bring 
yourself with others);

 – Art – engaging the senses (all of them!) in nurturing openness to 
experience, pleasure and pain; both in experiencing artful objects and in 
creating our own;

 – Risk – by abandoning anaesthetised knowledge and drifting off into 
knowing as becoming, we encounter otherness and potential conflict 
within ourselves, with others and in the world.

Having somehow anticipated the end of the story, I shall now go back to 
present the research study that led me to widen my research imagination from 
more idealised to more processual and integrated knowing.
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5  Practicing Multiplicity: Cultural Objects, Interpersonal 
Explorations, and Transcoding in My Research Design

How can an auto/biographical approach be used in a group setting to bring 
about more holistic and complex ways of knowing for professionals in edu-
cation? To answer my question, I implemented an auto/biographically ori-
ented co-operative inquiry (Formenti, 2018; Heron, 1996) with two groups of 
professionals, in Milan and Canterbury. A colleague and I facilitated them in 
telling stories of knowing and becoming a professional, building explicit and 
implicit theories of education, and discussing their relationship to knowing. I 
was interested in exploring how a specifically designed setting of participatory 
research might encourage participants to connect their thinking and acting, 
narrated and enacted identities, and maybe sustain transformative learning to 
contrast alienation.

Six monthly co-operative workshops were run simultaneously in Milan and 
Canterbury from January to June 2015, with a follow-up four months later. The 
participants in Milan were 4 professionals currently doing a PhD at the univer-
sity, 3 social workers, 1 social-service coordinator, 1 teacher. The participants in 
Canterbury were 2 professionals enrolled in a PhD programme, 2 lecturers, 1 
art psychotherapist, 1 career counsellor. Each session took a repetitive format 
based on Heron’s (1996) 4 forms of knowledge, whereby the sensuous, imagi-
nation/intuition, and rational understanding are drawn together to develop 
new lines of action. These kinds of knowledge are intertwined in a spiralling 
process of inquiry that can be more or less chaotic, more or less ordered – Dio-
nysian vs. Apollinean – as Heron recognised (Heron, 1996, pp. 45–47).

I proposed a setting for shared exploration, using evocative objects (texts, 
picture cards, and films) to stimulate the senses and memories, and asking 
the participants to use writing as well as visual and performative languages 
to shape them (what Heron calls “presentational knowledge”, Heron, 1996, pp. 
33, 54–55, 88–90). They discussed their learning lives, and interrogated experi-
ences through their cultural representations, and vice versa. By “translating” 
lived lives (Del Negro, 2019), or aspects of them, into different media (transcod-
ing, intersemiotic translation), I hoped to foster different, complementary, 
maybe disrupting modes of knowing and sustain novel thinking in the direc-
tion of transformation as an antidote to alienation.

The sessions involved writing, reading and discussing about life events, in 
constant movement between individual and group, triggering reflection and 
reflexivity (Formenti, 2018). The process proved messier than intended: letting 
go of a controlling stance was a struggle with many dilemmas and a learning 
path for me, as researcher. Critical incidents caused moments of displacement, 
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exhilaration and conflict in the groups, requiring all of us to find new creative 
compositions.

I propose here my reading of Federico’s path in the group, to show how it 
raised conversations on difficult issues concerning the professional and the 
personal as connected sources of knowledge.

6 Federico’s Narrative (or Mine?)

I chose to tell the story of a male participant to the Italian group, Federico, since 
it speaks to me auto/biographically (Merrill & West, 2009) about unlearning 
the idealisation of knowing and developing a more embodied understanding. 
This process started for me with the research. As it unfolds, it brings academic 
knowledge closer to my own life.

At the time of the research Federico was 31 (I was 30) and doing a PhD 
on literature and didactics. Specifically, he was researching the link between 
fictional immersive experience and learning with schoolteachers. A teacher 
himself, he coordinated teacher training courses on teaching literature, so per-
haps he found the aesthetic and autobiographical approaches in my project 
strangely different from his own experience. All along the co-operative inquiry 
sessions, Federico came in and out of the process. Sometimes he was absent 
or arrived late and he wrote in a convoluted language. He was often a critical 
voice in the group, which I found challenging.

During the second session, as a starting point (Heron, 1996) I asked the par-
ticipants to represent their learning biographies in the shape of a river. Fed-
erico produced this Tangled Clump (Grumo Aggrovigliato, his original title) (see 
Figure 12.1).

Following the drawing, I asked the participants to write, in the course of 
the day, three individual texts, which they read and discussed in the group 
after each writing session – the interpersonal theorising phase of the spiralling 
method, (Heron, 1996). Federico’s first text (immediately after the drawing) 
was a piece of creative writing on his river learning biography metaphor.

I am the Tangled Clump, clumped we don’t know when, we don’t know 
why, we don’t know where, down there, there in the middle, burning per-
sistent lit up, infected magnetic intermittent.

The numerically finite alternative branching, tributaries-emissaries, 
nurture it above the swallowing swamp that hides it from sight, from 
senses, sometime from reason. They disperse me in 14066 regular rivu-
lets: meanders, forks, lost times, straight lines, non-aims, non-direction, 
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clump indeed. Infernal skein that makes us suffocate, that eats my 
oesophagus.

I am not trapped from outside, no opportunity of otherness, rotten 
swamp that swallows and fakes, abstracting me.

The white, illusory, the white. (Federico, text “Let me introduce myself”, 
Milan-Bicocca University, 13th February 2015, author’s translation)

Federico’s second text was an epistemological (Fabbri & Munari, 1990) yet 
poetic writing, a reflective text that pinned down a first personal theory of 
learning:

If a learning biography were a river
It would not exist
As it would not project itself into the ocean,
Nor into an artificial lake-reservoir,
Nor into a black sea,
Nor into a red sea.
It would flow ad-infinitum
So it would be
Non-definable

figure 12.1 Federico’s river of learning, Bicocca, 13/02/2015 (from Del Negro, 2018, p. 132)
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Non-croppable
Non-learnable.
So maybe the question is
To water, then
Placate the swallowing anxiety
Without sea salt
And then disperse it
Through the hypostatic channels. (Federico, text “If a learning biogra-
phy were a river”, Milan-Bicocca University, 13th February 2015, author’s 
translation)

The third text was a biographical account on a learning experience – “That 
time when …” – a personal recollection in relation to what had emerged on the 
learning biography. Federico wrote a story about fishing(?), from which he only 
read aloud the final part:

It was a question of meticulous movement of the wrist and sight. An issue 
of a few micro-millimetres and hundred-mill-thousands. The “mojarda” 
had to fall in the deadly trap, he saw it, just above water. Quick and with 
frantic movements and those hungry eyes with a fire in the pupil. And then 
wham, a sudden movement to take it unguarded, the tail risen, and the line 
loosen, bringing up the plumb … knowledge? (Federico, text “That time 
that”, Milan-Bicocca University, 13th February 2015, author’s translation)

What is my relationship with Federico’s texts? In my PhD thesis, I practiced 
different forms of analysis, in order to multiply the possible interpretations of 
a complex, mysterious and messy process – a more ecological approach (Bate-
son, 1972). Among these forms of interpretative analysis, I used a poetic re-
writing of the participants’ texts. This creative writing from research material 
is a critical-relational form of writing as inquiry, in which the researcher owns 
her interpretation and engages creatively with the words of others in order to 
open possibilities (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). Poetic re-writing helped me 
to explore and open up the “/” between Federico’s story and mine, how Fed-
erico’s narrative could connect with my understanding of my own, and how 
my understanding of my own life could inform my interpretation of his.

The poem at the start of this chapter is my composition from Federico’s texts. 
After circling out words from the texts, based on personal resonance, I placed 
the words on a white page and brought some order based on rhythm, spatiality, 
and meaning. The resulting poem prompted me to reflect on my understand-
ing of his initial texts. This is a self-reflexive as well as critical process.
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Federico’s texts spoke about being confronted by countless alternatives that 
provided no direction. My poem presents themes of abstraction and embodi-
ment, framing them within a dichotomy of knowing/not knowing, in which an 
ideal knowledge, regular and infinite, becomes nonsensical and threatening to 
the person.

Writing the poem, reading it, pushed me to consider the risk of abstract-
ing the self from the professional. Do we take into account, as professional 
researchers, the anxieties related to making sense of things? In my academic 
work, I was socialised into thinking that intellectual knowing is the highest 
form of knowledge (Belenky et al., 1996; Charlot, 1997; Heron, 1996). This sums 
up with my biography as a first-generation student in HE, drenched in anxi-
eties linked with questions of class, gender, and not feeling like you belong 
(Merrill & West, 2009). And yet the “clump” in the title of the poem (a word 
used by Federico himself) evokes nature and blood that nurtures our biologi-
cal life. Was Federico, or better was I through Federico, telling a story about my 
desire of embodiment as an academic researcher?

During the last research workshop, Federico represented his learning from 
the inquiry process by drawing three concentric shapes of white, yellow and 
red on a black board. He then said in the group that

… The dynamics between power and transformation and care have been 
theorised throughout the 20th century. But I see the generative aspect 
represented as a very female figure … a female genital organ … which 
explores in me a female part that is present, and maybe this pedagogi-
cal and formative dimension emerges more clearly. (Del Negro, 2019, pp. 
148–149)

The feminine element now stands out to me as particularly significant.
After initially describing learning in dichotomic terms and associating it 

with feelings of anxiety (“Infernal skein that makes us suffocate, that eats my 
oesophagus”), Federico uses here a generative representation of knowledge, 
explicitly referring it to a “female part” and connecting power with transfor-
mation and care. At the same time, he maintains a strong connection with his 
disciplinary knowledge. His present and past selves seem connected within 
his theorising, maybe bringing him nearer to a constructivist position – able 
to connect pockets of knowledge, personal experience and sociocultural refer-
ence, acquiring a new voice (Belenky et al., 1986). This seemed to make him 
quite happy.

When Federico and I met for a one-to-one follow-up to discuss my findings a 
year after the events, and afterward produced a collaborative piece of writing, 
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figure 12.2  Federico’s object representing the changed self, Bicocca, 16/10/2015 (from 
Del Negro, 2018, p. 143)

Federico did not disagree with my interpretation. He expressed appreciation 
for my courage in writing myself openly into my text (which I had not done 
much during the co-operative sessions!). In his part of the collaborative text, 
still, he played his academic self, inviting me to go further in my investigation; 
I hear in his words some traces of positivism:

He recommended that I read a book about neuroaesthetics and embod-
ied cognition he believed could help me to further develop these ideas. 
He suggested that if I had focused on a smaller number of aesthetic 
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objects, I could have provided a more in-depth analysis of how they had 
functioned as creative/formative dispositives. (Del Negro, 2019, p. 245)

Could I not provide a better – “more scientific” – theory to prove my argu-
ment? What I hear irritates me. When I listen for a while longer, I also hear 
my own subjectivist knower (Belenky et al., 1986), saying “praxis praxis praxis!” 
and closing her ears off to theory, out of exhaustion with the demands of aca-
demic standard, out of painful memories about learning and care in my family. 
There is richness here.

Keeping close to my ambivalent feelings, I have tentatively moved towards 
the uncertainties of auto/biographical imagination (Miller, 2007), and work 
neither to “demonstrate” nor to reject, but to explore and eventually nurture 
both theory and experience, knowing and living (Maturana, 1990), and their 
dynamic connection.

7 Conclusions

In this chapter, I began a discussion about the relationship between professional 
knowing and becoming, and professionals’ alienation of the self from knowing 
in the education sector and educationally sensitive professions (Barnett, 2008, 
2011; Gewirtz, 2009; West, 2004). Starting from a more traditional study, I nar-
rated of how I ended up facilitating a cooperative, auto/biographically oriented 
workshop with adult education professionals like me. Whilst I had anticipated 
that rich stories could originate from such a design, the full potential of a 
multimodal group setting emerged during the research. As Federico’s story 
shows, engaging in a relational aesthetic space of mutual learning can counter 
professionals’ alienation: the disconnect of emotions, perceptions, intuitions, 
from professional knowledge. My own interaction with  Federico illuminates 
for me the anxieties, as well as joys, that can be associated with professional 
knowing and becoming, a stratified and non-linear process to which different 
needs, desires, and sensations contribute in a messy way.

The journey illuminates the irreducible uncertainty of professional knowl-
edge, but also all the different dimensions and resources we can draw on. For 
me, auto/biography started to mean that we can celebrate complexity – stratifi-
cation, interaction, co-implication – and wholeness, by bringing every dimen-
sion of our lives into our way of knowing: the personal and the professional, 
conscious and unconscious, mind and body, knower and known. The unfold-
ing process of becoming escapes dichotomic views of professional knowing 
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and development (Fook et al., 2016). This can be messy, but messiness is, in the 
end, a feature of life itself.

Translating between media challenges our relationship to knowing, con-
nects disciplines and parts of oneself playfully, and is aesthetically and ethi-
cally engaging because it creates a transitional space: it stands on the slash 
between self and other, where creative living happens. This is an ecologically 
sound approach to professional knowing, and it could support professionals 
to learn from their lives, bringing all of their artfulness into their professional 
journeys.

As I say this, I feel the risk to “predicare bene e razzolare male”, as the saying 
goes – not live as I teach. How many more spirals will I have to go through to 
come closer to that ecology? How often do I stick with what I know? I take 
Federico’s invitation and the irritation is causes me, and let it work.
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Chapter 13

The PhD and Me: A Liminal Space

Paula Stone

 Abstract

In this chapter, I share the experience of how undertaking feminist auto/biographical 
research, for a doctoral thesis, has had an impact, not only on my professional iden-
tity as an emerging researcher, but most importantly on my personal identity as an 
academic from working-class origins. It is wrongly assumed that doctoral writing is by 
and large a lonely enterprise; in reality it is a complex undertaking for both the student 
and the supervisor(s). Using Axel Honneth’s work on recognition as a framework to 
analyze my experiences within the academy I show how studying for a PhD, using 
auto-diegetic narrative, enabled me to enter a third space (Bhabha, 1994, p. 28) to bring 
about transformation, not only at an intellectual and cognitive level, but at a spiritual 
and emotional level as well.

 Keywords

une miraculée – auto/biography – Honneth – social class – third space

…
I  am une miraculée, an academic from working class origins.

Bourdieu and Passeron (1990, p. 175)

∵

1 Introduction

Having completed my PhD whilst working in higher education as a senior lec-
turer, I have travelled so far from the life in which my habitus was formed it 
could even ‘be described as miraculous’ (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu & Eagleton, 
1992, p. 117).
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In this chapter, I share the experience of how undertaking auto/biographical 
research, for a doctoral thesis, has had an impact, not only on my professional 
identity as an emerging researcher, but most importantly on my personal iden-
tity as an academic from working-class origins. I illustrate how studying for a 
PhD, using auto-diegetic narrative, can bring about transformation, not only 
at an intellectual and cognitive level, but at a spiritual and emotional level as 
well. This chapter will illustrate how complex inter-relationships, both real, 
and ‘imagined’ (Quinn, 2010, p. 68) are fundamental to the formation of the 
‘self ’ (Mead, 1934) as the pathway from one class to another is travelled. My 
story is set in a post-1992 university which contains a statistically higher pro-
portion of ‘non-traditional’ students, (first-generation university attendees 
from working-class or minority backgrounds and mature students, those aged 
over 23 years), yet still predominantly employs middle-class academics.

I employed my doctoral thesis, entitled ‘Confronting Myself: An auto/bio-
graphical exploration of the impact of class and education on the formation of 
self and identity’ (Stone, 2018), to explore the relationship between class tran-
sition and education based on my own experience. Being both the  researcher 
and the researched; the subject and the object; the narrator and the protago-
nist enabled me to create a ‘third space’ in which ‘the transformational value 
of change lies in the rearticulation, or translation, of the elements that are nei-
ther the One … nor the Other but something else besides which contests the 
terms and territories of both’ (Bhabha, 1994, p. 28).

I argue that my analysis of my own class transition reaches beyond my per-
sonal experience to present a ‘collective story’ ‘a story which tells the experi-
ence of a sociologically constructed category of people in the context of larger 
socio-cultural and historical forces’ (Richardson, 1997, p. 14) in this instance 
female academics from non-traditional backgrounds.

2 Theorizing the ‘Self ’ Using Auto/Biography

Feminist scholars argue that if society hopes to address issues around misrepre-
sentation and exclusion, women must build knowledge from their own actual life 
experience (Brooks, 2007). So, when starting my research, I sought an approach 
that could help me to confront my ‘self ’ within broader ecological interactions, 
including my past, my family, and my work to celebrate the connectedness of 
family and social networks in influencing and shaping my life (Stanley, 1995).

It was Stanley (1995, p. 3) who first appropriated the term ‘auto/biogra-
phy’; an approach that enters the contested space between the socio-cultural 
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and the psychosocial, and biography and autobiography, instead recognizing 
their symbiosis (Stanley, 1995). Stanley’s (1995) conception of auto/biography 
encapsulates the key elements of feminist approaches to research, in which the 
enquiry is guided by a feminist epistemology grounded in women’s everyday 
experience (Stanley & Wise, 1993), which for me were not just gendered but 
are also ‘classed’. My aim was to create an authentic and accurate understand-
ing of what the life of an academic from working-class origins life was like, so 
that readers could understand from the insider’s point of view the lived experi-
ence of class transition and class oppression. As such, my research approach 
challenged the dominant research practices that typically denigrate ‘feminine’ 
cognitive styles and modes of knowledge, instead celebrating ‘women’s ways of 
knowing’ (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 3).

Auto/biography disputes the conventional distinctions between self/other, 
public/private, immediacy/memory, personal and political (Stanley, 1993) rec-
ognizing that knowledge is contextual, situational and specific. Thus, writing 
about the ‘self ’ entails acknowledging the variety of social networks of oth-
ers that a life moves between (Stanley, 1995, p. 50). In this way auto/biography 
challenges the idea of a single, stable or essential self and emphasizes the con-
struction of a reflexive account of self through the writing process.

There is ‘the self who writes constructs a self who was (an other self for 
biography, a past self for autobiography); but there is also a self who is, 
outside of the text as it is written, who continues to grow older and to 
change after it is completed but is prototypically unmentioned’. (Stanley, 
1995, pp. 131–132, original emphasis)

Through my auto/biography, paying attention to the subjective dimensions 
of classed experience, I was able to provide insights into mechanisms of class, 
and class’ ‘hidden injuries’ (Sennett & Cobb, 1977, p. 1), which may have been 
missed by more conventional, objectivist approaches.

Drawing Stanley’s (1995) distinct concept I wrote auto/biographically, build-
ing a first-person account of the significant moments in my history, and the 
people in it, to chronicle my life experiences sharing the intimate and often 
hidden details of my life. This is what makes auto/biography distinctive; the 
power of the auto/biography lies not in nostalgia but in the courage to confront 
painful memories – and this is what I did. But to avoid the risks of hedonistic 
and narcissistic self-indulgence, always levelled at autobiographical writing, 
and to achieve an insightful analysis, I interpreted my account theoretically 
using Axel Honneth’s psychosocial theory of recognition.
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Honneth’s theory of recognition (1995) provides a conduit between struc-
ture and agency which connects a theory of psychic development with a 
theory of social change (Fleming & González-Monteagudo, 2014). The theory 
determines that identity is constructed intersubjectively, through a process of 
mutual recognition in which citizens morally require recognition in order that 
their identities be fulfilled. As such, recognition is simultaneously an individ-
ual and social need. Honneth takes from Hegel the idea that human flourish-
ing is dependent on the existence of well-established ethical relations – love, 
law and ethical life. He suggests that through three different types of social 
interaction: loving concern, mutual respect and societal solidarity, individu-
als develop three differentiated forms of relation-to-self: self-confidence, self-
respect, and self-esteem, respectively (Anderson in Honneth, 1995). The first, 
and most basic form of relation-to-self, self-confidence, gained in primary 
affective relations of love and friendship is based on the right to exist. Honneth 
(1995) argues that if an individual experiences love, an ability to love one’s self 
and others is developed. In this, a positive image of one’s abilities, self-confi-
dence is developed and the individual is then capable of forging an identity 
by receiving recognition from others. The next form of positive self-relation, 
self-respect, derives from an awareness of being a morally accountable subject 
through the moral respect and recognition of the other as a moral agent, in the 
context of civil society. The final level of relation to self relates to self-esteem or 
self-worth. This, claimed Honneth (1995, p. 129), is dependent on an awareness 
of having capabilities that are good or valuable to a concrete community. In 
this context one can achieve self-esteem by being recognized as a distinct indi-
vidual with traits and abilities that contribute positively to the shared projects 
of that community (ibid.).

Whilst engaged in the research process, three unplanned phases emerged 
naturally and organically from the writing activity. I identify phase one as 
the process of writing auto/biographically about my experiences up until I 
became a teacher educator; during phase two, I examined my current con-
text as an educated working-class woman working within the academy; and 
only during phase three, towards the end of the research process, I started to 
critically analyze my data through a collaborative narrative approach (Arvay, 
2003), engaging myself in a reflexive process with my ‘imagined social network 
(Quinn, 2010, p. 68) and my supervisors to examine the process of ‘becom-
ing’ an academic. I aimed for a self-conscious approach to writing, weaving 
together the research process, the writing process and the ongoing construc-
tion of my ‘self ’ in a layered account (Ronai, 1995), which emphasized the 
emotional and personal dimensions of research alongside the cognitive 
(Coffey, 1999).
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3 My Narrative and Struggling about Class

My story starts in 1963, my mum was just 17 years old when she gave birth to 
me out of wedlock. I am ‘illegitimate’. Fifty years ago, mothers who had chil-
dren but were not married were considered immoral and often consigned to 
reserved homes or mental institutions and deprived of their children. This 
meant that I grew up knowing that my family was abnormal. I was born in 
my grandad’s house in London. Despite his absence, my mum still had strong 
affection for my dad, who by then had formed yet another new relationship. 
Notwithstanding this, a son, my brother, followed fewer than two years later. In 
this context, I developed my habitus, as stated by Bourdieu (2002):

[…] a system of dispositions, that is of permanent manners of being, see-
ing, acting and thinking, or a system of long-lasting (rather than perma-
nent) schemes or schemata or structures of perception, conception and 
action. (p. 43)

My habitus, then, was formed in the context of low economic, social and 
cultural capital coupled with the stigma of being illegitimate. Primary school 
was a happy place; we were all poor and lived locally. I was clever and I flour-
ished and managed to secure a place at a selective senior school. It was here 
that I realized that the assumptions held by middle-class children and adults 
about those from lower socio-economic groups carried consequences.

My first memory of ‘classed’ humiliation was at senior school. The Sen-
ior Mistress, a middle-aged, middle-class woman, gave an observable sniff of 
distain when she met my mum for the first time: the single-mother with two 
illegitimate children who was too young to be a mother, and inappropriately 
dressed in her mini skirt. It was clear to me, from that moment on, that she 
felt I had no right to be in that setting. Founded on feelings of illegitimacy and 
inferiority, during my first year at senior school I suffered what I now recognize 
to be an episode of childhood depression. In a short space of time I had gone 
from a clever, cheerful child to emotionally demanding and problematic; my 
mum did not cope well with this situation.

It was during this time that my mum met the man she was later to marry. The 
relationship was unstable, and alcohol featured heavily, there were intra-family 
disputes; physical and verbal assaults and police visits. At the age of 13 and 15 years 
respectively, although our basic needs were met, my brother and I were left to 
depend on ourselves. We reacted differently; he started to hang out with friends on 
the streets ‘doing nothing and getting into trouble’ (Corrigan, 1979, pp. 119–121), and 
I turned to academic study. My room with my school books became a sanctuary.
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It is widely recognized that the kind of person we are is strongly influ-
enced by our relationship with our parents and in particular with our mothers 
(Lawler, 2000). As Dowd (1999) points out, the negative social construction 
of the single mother is not a burden borne solely by the mother, children also 
lose out because of the stigmatization and isolation of single-parent families. 
Because of our circumstance, my mum unconsciously transmitted to me that 
we were seen as valueless in society.

My mum’s longing to be seen as respectable and valuable in society initially 
propelled my class transition; educational achievement was imperative to gain 
and maintain her love and affection. Through writing my life history, I now 
realize that my class transition was initiated to overcome the stigmatization of 
illegitimacy my mum faced as a single mother. My duty as her daughter was to 
show the community that her illegitimate children were educated and she was 
making a valid contribution to society (Honneth, 1995, p. 164). This proved to 
be a significant element of my story.

However, like many mothers in Lawler’s (2000) study, as I became educated, 
mine found it difficult to accept who I was becoming, when, over the years, 
my beliefs and values started to diverge from hers. I now carry the burden of 
being expensive, ungrateful, and not good-enough (Steedman, 1986) and we 
have endured long periods of estrangement over the years, right up until the 
present time. Indeed, much of my adult life has been spent in a ‘spiral of emo-
tional conflict’ (Eichenbaum & Orbach, 1982 in West, 2010).

Despite leaving school at 16 years, at the age of 27 I returned to college 
to gain a professional qualification, which gave me access to Higher Educa-
tion, and training to be a primary school teacher. The critical analysis of that 
period of my life, using Axel Honneth’s (1995) theory of recognition, enabled 
me to realize, for the first time, that behind those choices there was a quest 
for respectability, legitimacy, and recognition – a way to show that I had the 
capacity to contribute to the community.

Despite higher education institutions in the 21st century hosting a diverse 
population, the institutional habitus of the university is still strongly racial-
ized, gendered, and classed (Reay et al., 2010). When I entered the field of 
higher education, as a teacher educator, those well-established feelings of ille-
gitimacy and inauthenticity, grounded in my primary cultural identity, became 
even more apparent. I felt, and still feel, that I must work harder and longer 
than many of my peers to prove myself as equal, despite completing my PhD. I 
continue to live in fear of being found out as a fraud, thus, denying myself legit-
imacy. Sadly, this is not an predicament I face in isolation; over the past four 
decades working-class academics have been writing about the ‘cruel duality’ 
(Law, 1984, p. 1) of being a working-class academic in higher education; collec-
tions of stories edited Ryan and Sackrey (1984), Dews and Law (1995), Mitchell, 
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Wilson, and Archer (2015), and Binns (2019) have illuminated the enduring 
middle class myopia and sense of displacement when entering academia.

Bourdieu (1986, p. 241) contended that the intellectual field generates its 
own type of legitimacy with their own particular ‘logic of practice’ or ‘game’. 
Entry into that field is dependent upon at least an implicit acceptance of the 
‘rules of the game’. The analysis of my auto/biographical data showed that, 
while I have attempted to adapt to the field by adopting the cultural disposi-
tions valued in my new cultural milieu, for example through ways of dressing 
and speaking, I have often felt undermined by tacit and subtle distinctions of 
class difference based on lack of social and cultural capital.

Linguistic practices, above all, are measured against what is legitimate. I 
know I practice a direct communication style, which is often more expressive 
of my feelings than most of my colleagues; I can’t help but challenge silence 
and obedience to authority. In my institution, the right to speak seems to be 
appropriated by those agents who possess the ‘right’ type of capital and, as 
such have become spokespersons for the dominant ideology. There have been 
many occasions, in which I perceived speaking my mind and sharing my opin-
ions as evidence of passion, honesty, and integrity, that were received as being 
confrontational and truculent. My contributions in the academic context have 
been dismissed or even undermined, mostly by white middle-class men who 
take offence at what I am saying and misrepresent me. These small but signifi-
cant acts of symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1994) in the form of a lack of recogni-
tion or disrespect, even within the most intimate of intellectual spaces, have 
created a barrier to ward off dissent, and for me these ‘classed’ experiences con-
tinue to resurrect early childhood experiences of exclusion and humiliation.

As I wrote about these experiences, writing became an ethical practice for 
me that went beyond the pure mechanics of completing a doctorate. The activ-
ity of writing strengthened the connections between body, mind and spirit 
which enabled me to recover fragments of my life, to re-educate myself, and to 
create a new story. My thesis exemplifies how the process of writing was not a 
merely cognitive or intellectual activity, a disembodied action removed from 
questions of gender and class; it was, in fact, an embodied ecological endeavor 
with all the complex, emotionally difficult, and messy experiences that under-
pin the process of becoming a Doctor of Philosophy. I spent many sleepless 
hours regretting my decision to undertake the PhD and specifically to write 
auto/biographically, which had left me doubly exposed: as an academic and 
as a human being. Indeed, my research was filled with tensions, challenges 
and moments of intense emotion because of the personal nature of the data. 
But, it soon it became a way of working myself out; providing a source of hope 
and promise. Writing auto/biographically about class transition and feelings 
of illegitimacy in the academy provided a unique opportunity to analyze the 
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interplay of history and my current struggle for recognition and legitimacy 
(Honneth, 1995). Indeed, my early explorations, as I chronicled my life and 
theorized my assumptions, started to reveal aspects of my life and self that 
I had never dared to consider before. In this space, my life and work became 
entwined – I began to explore, during the academic activity itself, how my own 
participation with the doctoral process, and the impact it was having on me, 
was shaping who I was ‘becoming’ (Dall’ Alba, 2009).

As I began to share my research with others at conferences, my narrative 
revealed how internalized feelings of oppression, inferiority and vulnerabil-
ity (Pheterson, 1986) would resurface, as this extract from my research diary 
shows:

I always feel vulnerable in these settings [a conference]. Not because of 
my gender but always because of my class […] despite working within a 
university for 10 years I always feel illegitimate, like I am here under false 
pretences. I feel people can sense the lack of social, cultural and educa-
tional capital. Rather than feel proud that I am here by my own virtue, I 
must remind myself what is good for me. (Research Diary, March 2016)

Serving to illustrate how enduring these feelings are.

4 Finding Solidarity – My Theoretical Friends

My research sits within an important body of theoretical work that illustrates 
the experiences of women like me, academics from working-class backgrounds. 
I have found comfort in their work since I can identify myself with them, having 
shared experiences. Beverley Skeggs; Pat Mahony; Christine Zmroczek; Valerie 
Walkerdine; Helen Lucey; Carolyn Steedman; Anne Oakley; Diane Reay; Steph 
Lawler; Liz Stanley; Sue Wise; Louise Morley; Gillian Plummer; Lisa Mckenzie 
and Lynsey Hanley, writing mostly in the zeitgeist of the women’s movement in 
the 1990s, and some recently, have shared through their own autobiographies 
the feeling of being oppressed because of both their gender and class. At a time 
when I was feeling illegitimate and marginalized in the university setting, these 
women became my imagined social network (Quinn, 2010), engendering both 
social and cultural capital. These educated working-class women, who have 
embodied being a feminist working-class intellectual, proved to be good col-
laborators in my doctoral journey; affirming, provoking and critiquing my own 
thoughts and feelings. With their help, I was able to ‘engage in a simulated con-
versation’ (Brookfield, 1995, p. 187) about my/our experiences that has enabled 
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me to reclaim my past and articulate the subjective experience of class, illegiti-
macy and education, as both a learner and an educator. As I wrote, I was able to 
reconcile, for the first time, the contradictions between my values and beliefs 
and the demands of the academy on my personhood.

5 Love, Rights, and Solidarity – The PhD

It is wrongly assumed that doctoral writing is by and large a lonely enter-
prise; in reality it is a complex undertaking for both the student and the 
supervisor(s). Supervision of doctoral students is the development of the 
‘becoming’ scholar, but it is equally a process of continuing development of 
the experienced academic (Bryant & Jaworski, 2015). This intersubjective rela-
tionship, which suggests a dialogically co-constructed self in relation to others, 
is more than important to the ecology of doctoral research (Bryant & Jaworski, 
2015). It involves each subject recognizing the other, and allowing the possibil-
ity of identifying with the other (ibid.). Whilst it is important to acknowledge 
that my doctorate came to life within the confines of a neoliberal university 
setting, which generally necessitates the denial of emotions in the process of 
achievement, both my supervisors, recognizing how gender, and class affected 
my position in the research, adopted what I would call a feminist approach 
to supervision, based on a ‘collaborative relationship that is characterized by 
mutual respect, genuine dialogue, attention to social contextual factors, and 
responsible action’ (Szymanski, 2003, p. 221).

The relationships with my supervisors, both white middle-class, one female 
and one male, have been crucial to my survival in very different ways. The male 
supervisor recognized something deep within me, even before I could see it 
myself. Like me, he has working class origins and is interested in people’s lives. 
The female supervisor, acting from her middle-class position, often inadvert-
ently ‘misrecognized’ (Bourdieu, 2000) my working-class habitus, provoking 
me to challenge and question my assumptions. By her own admission, she 
struggled to see how academic success is not a simple case of upward social 
mobility, as a path of redemption or empowerment for those who have a work-
ing-class identity. I am confident that these relationships were borne out of 
intersubjective love, rights and solidarity (Honneth, 1995). From the outset my 
supervisors considered, and indeed celebrated, my humanness, my emotions 
and values, enabling me to go beyond ‘the process’ of engaging in research and 
writing a doctorate per se; instead, they helped me to focus on how the self is 
being (re)constituted and (re)negotiated in the process of doctoral research 
(Petersen, 2014, pp. 823–834).
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The fact that we valued each other’s qualities despite differences has made 
me feel accepted for who I am. This relationship was significant in my success-
ful completion of doctoral study because the supervision meetings played a 
significant and integral role in the development of who I am as a researcher 
and academic and indeed as a woman from the working-class in academe. 
Resisting the ‘care-less culture’ (Bryant & Jaworski, 2015) of doctoral supervi-
sion in a neo-liberal university, the ‘undertaking’ of my supervision was deeply 
embodied; there was a strong sense of reciprocity and through sharing our 
lived experiences, there became a sense of deeper understanding of self for all 
of us. Over time, through the love and recognition of my supervisors, I began 
to have trust in myself; and to see myself as worthy of the doctorate and my 
position in the academy. Being valued as an academic has led to a more secure, 
stable, and self-esteem (Honneth, 1995). This contrasted with how I felt in 
other areas of the faculty, in which I believed I could only achieve relational 
value,  belongingness, or acceptance by behaving inconsistently with my natu-
ral inclinations.

However, like any long-term liaison, the supervisory relationship was com-
plex and inevitably, and properly, challenging at times. Over the years, our 
meetings have involved surprise, passion, disappointment and euphoria; all 
of which have provided emotional and intellectual sustenance during the long 
marathon of the PhD in which the emotional histories of both candidate and 
supervisors are lived and relived in fragmented moments (Bryant & Jaworski, 
2015). Some of our exchanges inevitably aroused feelings on both sides, as we 
challenged each other’s perspectives; ‘these became interactional moments 
that left marks on all of our lives’ (Denzin, 1989, p. 15) as this extract from my 
field notes illustrate.

A: [Talking about our last meeting] You just became angry

PS: I wasn’t angry. I was … It wasn’t anger … although I know it came 
across like that … it wasn’t anger … I don’t know what it was … it was 
complete and utter frustration, impotence. I felt out of control. I was not 
angry … not for a moment did I feel anger at anybody … even myself. I 
just didn’t know what to do with myself. I honestly didn’t know what to 
do with myself … I felt backed into a corner by you all. (Collaborative 
Narrative, February 2017)

With the support of my supervisors, as my self-confidence developed, I had 
enough courage to present a paper at the Life History and Biography Network. 
This group of scholars welcomed me as an emergent researcher.
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[European conference] I am now entering a cultural space that is very 
frightening. Who am I to share my thoughts about the research process – 
I am merely a novice. I read an extract from my doctoral research as it 
existed at that point. [The auto/biographical content (which is clearly 
illustrated in this thesis) would make anyone feel slightly exposed]. At 
this point the ‘Reader’ as I will call her detected a hole in my research – 
her challenge was relentless. Thankfully some experienced academics 
offered their support– I was truly grateful for their support. Later, I cried 
a lot! (Reflective Diary, March 2015)

Once again returning to Honneth (1995), he argues that moral growth 
flourishes only when the development of three psychological self-relations 
is guaranteed: self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem. Over the years, 
I have become part of this affiliation of scholars who recognize me as a dis-
tinct individual with traits and abilities that can contribute positively to the 
shared  projects of that community which has proved vital for my academic 
and human flourishing.

6 Emerging from the Third Space

So, despite being born into structures of inequality which could have cir-
cumscribed my academic and professional success, I have begun to thrive in 
academe. But as my story tells, class transition is not simply an escape from 
disadvantage to a more privileged situation, it is also associated with pain, 
estrangement and feelings of illegitimacy.

Traditional research methods easily neglect the moral character of life and 
experience. But, in the spirit of feminist epistemology, through an auto/bio-
graphical narrative, I was able to enter a third space (Bhabha, 1994) to embark 
on a journey into myself to tell the story of who I was to who I am now. As I 
wrote and re-wrote I began to recognize and understand myself in a different 
light; I saw a human experience – a woman, filled with fear, anxiety, denial 
and ambivalences, struggling with notions of self. And whilst I wrote tenta-
tively at first; as I found my voice and garnered the courage to write about the 
emotional and personal dimensions of my life, and how this was intrinsically 
connected to the research process, the relationship between the research pro-
cess, the writing process, and the ‘self ’ became stronger. The auto/biographical 
examination of my childhood enabled me to look beyond my own experience 
to begin to understand that my own desire for educational attainment was not 
about escape, a desire for a better life and ‘bettering the self ’ (Lawler, 2000, 
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pp. 105–112), but instead was based on gaining legitimacy or what Honneth 
(1995) would call recognition, in the form of love, rights and solidarity. My nar-
rative also revealed that ‘policy micro politics’ (Hoyle, 1982, p. 88) is still enacted 
within the institution, by which the culturally marginal are sometimes identi-
fied as the ‘other’, and treated as irrelevant and/or inferior as a status group.

Emerging from the third space (Bhabha, 1994), I can now recognize that my 
thesis went far beyond a piece of academic work and became an important 
part of my ‘self ’ as writing became a way of working myself out; identifying and 
challenging feelings of inferiority and illegitimacy. The thesis itself, proving to 
be a dynamic, creative process; a method of discovery (Richardson, 1994), and 
a source of agency. Being both the researcher and the researched; the subject 
and the object; the narrator and the protagonist has afforded me a double con-
sciousness; a unique ‘mode of seeing’ (Brooks, 2007, p. 11) which made visible 
the ecological mechanisms that have constructed ‘self ’ and identity. Becoming 
a Doctor of Philosophy has served as a powerful space of resistance and a ‘site 
of radical possibility’ (hooks, 1989, p. 149).

But the story does not end there; my struggle to gain a place in the academy 
is still ongoing, but I am starting to make a difference for and on behalf of 
working-class students and colleagues who are all striving to find their place 
in higher education. Since completing my doctorate, through my work, I have 
been breathing new life into conversations about equality and diversity within 
the institution so that they include consideration of those us who come from 
lower socio-economic status (SES) groups and non-traditional backgrounds. 
These are important incursions into once unimagined territory of the acad-
emy, in which classed inequalities are deeply imprinted despite continued 
efforts to narrow the gap between the privileged and disadvantaged. Thus, 
auto/biographical writing has become a social action which linked knowledge 
production with healing and reconstruction (Walsh, 1997).
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CONCLUSION

An Evolution of Ideas: The Transformative 
Ecological Imagination in Adult Learning, 
Education, and Research

Alan Bainbridge, Laura Formenti and Linden West

The main objective of this book has been to chronicle the recent evolution of 
narrative and auto/biographical methods in research on adult education and 
lifelong learning, as well as of narrative forms of intervention in professional 
fields with a variety of groups. Contexts and communities constantly evolve 
and asking new questions is existentially essential. Furthermore, we have 
engaged in this book with an evolving community of scholars – the ESREA 
network – consisting of a mixture of experienced and early career scholars, 
to explore, with them, their evolution, in relationship, as narrative research-
ers. We have posed a question as to the extent to which the Network itself is a 
good enough ecology of learning, and thus life enhancing in its own right. This 
in a world in ecological, cultural and political crisis, where entities are often 
viewed in isolation, and where learning and education are often reduced to 
narrow, instrumental purposes. There has been neglect of understanding our 
interactions with the natural world, in our patterns of consumption, or our 
engagement with others, and otherness, including otherness within. We offer 
no claim to neutrality, certainty of approach or outcome in these pages: all of 
us are engaged researchers, in varying ways, struggling towards using research 
and narrative methods to create a better, more ecologically aware, sustainable, 
and socially just, egalitarian world.

While writing this conclusion, or rather what is merely a marker on a larger 
journey of methodological and epistemological pilgrimage, the idea of evolu-
tion came firmly to mind. Evolution as a kind of viaticum, defined as a sup-
ply of provisions for an onward, never ending journey. Evolution, we suggest, 
is intrinsic to ecology: life is dynamic, ever-changing, striving to create new 
forms – of which some persist and blossom, and others die. Life, however – at 
least any life worth living – is deeply relational, and life-based research meth-
ods engage us within unprecedented, complex relationships, one with another 
and whole worlds. The relationships can eventually bring us to the new and 
life enhancing, as our perspectives and relationships broaden and deepen, in 
heartfelt, embodied as well as intellectual ways. If life is complex: narrative 
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research is (or should be?) respectful of the complexity. The contributions 
presented in this book tell a lively, dynamic story, intrinsically generative and 
transformative, in which complexity is respected. They demonstrate the evolu-
tion of our methodological family towards greater complexity and the power 
of illumination, bringing creativity, relationships, connections, epistemologi-
cal and ethical subtlety to life. We suggest, on the evidence of these pages, that 
the work is both necessary, and often beautiful and life enhancing. This is a big, 
but justified claim, especially if, as we believe, this book will speak to many 
others struggling to be, to know and connect with others in difficult and dis-
turbing times.

Ecology as a topic revealed itself powerfully when bringing together various 
threads: the biological and the social, natural and human-built environments, 
the capacity (or resistance) of organizations and communities to change, and 
the openness (or closedness) of individuals to learning. Lights and shadows. 
Hate and love. Hope and desperation. And yet there is determination in the 
writing to keep on keeping on in the work, to live with uncertainty rather than 
close this down in false, forced and premature ways. And also, to speak truth, 
however provisional this might be, to power; many if not all our authors are 
committed to forms of learning and education that are deeply dialogical and 
emancipatory. There is an implicit, at times explicit challenge to instrumental-
ism: to the idea of targets, as well as a calculus that sets instructions as to how 
this is achieved and objectifies the other. Rather the research and learning at 
the heart of the book are grounded in the importance of relationship and trust, 
which are not amenable to simplistic technical solutions. It is about living and 
acting in ways that evoke trust and mutual respect in the perpetual experiment 
called life and learning.

An ecology of life is strong and flourishing when it evolves, and when the 
obstacles to flow are removed or minimized: we have challenged, in these 
pages, a mainstream conceptualization of learning and education discon-
nected from the ecology of natural and social life, or as simple cause/effect 
instructional processes, ignorant of the many hindrances that intervene in 
lives and learning. What is rigid, fixed and unchanging, dies. A narrative is not 
‘a photograph’, but is a constant, evolving series of questions, a quest, in short, 
in which meaning making lies at the heart. This is the essential basis for good 
enough adult education and research.

Our authors embody and bear witness to an extraordinarily strong eco-
logical and evolutionary sensibility, deployed though diverse narrative stud-
ies, auto/biographical and psychosocial theories and methodologies. There 
has been a diversity of perspectives finding expression across these pages. 
There is a sensitivity to suffering in the work, mindful as we are of writing this 
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‘conclusion’ in the time of Coronavirus. Not only are people suffering, but so 
too is the natural world and diverse species, while our cities, towns and villages 
are often in pain. Our governments too seem on the rocks, while the arts can be 
relegated to museums. So, we infuse our final reflections from the perspective 
of biodiversity, and care-full-ness, as a common thread across the book, and 
as an imperative in our lives and times. We will list the values we have found 
in reading the chapters, and which seem essential to a healthy research and 
learning community; in short, to an ecology of life and learning.

1 Biodiversity as a Value Celebrated in Narrative Research

Biodiversity, which is necessary to maintain life on the planet, is also the engine 
of historical and cultural evolution: without it, civilization would never have 
happened, and today both are at risk. We are not only confronting ecologi-
cal disaster and life-threatening events (there were many, during the crafting 
of the book), but the shrinking of cultural, linguistic, expressive diversity too. 
Even individually, a closed, monothematic, saturated story is anti-ecological, 
minimizing desire and hope. Cultural evolution, as well as personal growth, is 
deeply rooted in meeting, merging, and the clashing of different ideas, prac-
tices, identities, selves, and communities. But the clash can be destructive 
and a retreat from any learning from the other and otherness. This is the very 
opposite of what adult education, historically and constructively, has sought 
to achieve.

Narrative research is a powerful means to chronicle the role of difference – 
a “difference that makes a difference”, as Gregory Bateson would say (1979, p. 
250) – in triggering awareness, reflection, reflexivity, and transformation, over 
time. Not only at the individual level, but in relationships, in proximal systems 
and communities (Formenti, 2018). Across these chapters, most adult learn-
ing seems to happen while engaging with the Other, which can mean another 
social actor, another idea or paradigm, another species, or the environment 
itself as otherness. One that challenges our existence, or balance; and – last but 
not least – the other that lies within our psyches, perhaps at an unconscious, 
repressed level. Personal struggles, for example with colonial pasts, familial 
relationships, or professional demands, are well documented in many chap-
ters, each entailing the author’s struggles to re-compose divergent aspects of 
his/her life and learning as well as to understand more of the other.

Plurality, then, is what makes us come alive; it nurtures our needs as individ-
uals and as a species and offers potential solutions when we get stuck. When 
we tell a story, we can compose and respect the differences without blurring, 
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recognize, name and celebrate them, we can name them, openly, and then see 
the patterns connecting them. We can be deeply respectful to different lives, 
different cultures, and ways of being and seeing. But ultimately, noting a com-
mon humanity, vulnerability, and power to act for good or ill. Private and pub-
lic selves, personal and professional identities, rational and emotional reasons 
for our choices merge: narrative methods have a deeply inclusive aesthetic 
quality that transcends binary ideas. We can tell multiple stories, from many 
points of view, and engage with many actors with different interests and stories 
to tell. Stories, as the writer Elif Shafak (2020) makes clear, can be the means to 
sanity in an insane world. When we feel able to tell our stories and are listened 
to, we can then learn to listen to others. This process of self/other recognition 
has always characterized the best of adult education.

2 Telling One’s Life Story Illuminates the ‘Collective’

The collective stories of specific human groups (working class academics or 
students, adult educators, women, migrants, health workers, Palestinian and 
Israeli Jewish educators) are revealed by interviewing individuals, encouraging 
them to be personal, to talk in the first person. Macrophenomena like cultural 
difference, power and oppression, genocide and cultural domination/colonial-
ism are illuminated in these individual biographies, in ways that no distant, 
more abstract historical account can do. The personal is historical, cultural, 
social, relational, psychological and political at one and the same time.

The tension between individual and collective life is extraordinarily strong 
in the contemporary world. “My rights”, “my freedom”, “my idea” are too often 
opposed to the interests of society, or of another group. ‘Our’ own group, team, 
family, gang or even militia, is what really matters. We have tried to illustrate 
how personal and environmental dis-ease, illness, disconnection emanate 
from troubles, tensions and differences that have not been addressed. Neolib-
eralism positions one against the other, in a competitive war, hindering dia-
logue and significant learning. The only collective we understand is ‘us’: my 
people, my generation, my family, my gang. Ultimately, we are the chosen or 
the historically exceptional, supposedly superior, in various ways. Ours too is 
most often a time of wall building rather than the opening of gates to welcome 
another.

Alan and Linden painfully reflect, in their chapter, on the difficulty, or even 
impossibility, of providing a good/safe space for dialogue when deeply held 
assumptions and unresolved histories meet, and where there is resistance to 
change and questioning. Conflict is more often the norm. His, and her story, 
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particularly of Palestinian peoples, often go unheard, while the deep, unre-
solved trauma of the Holocaust still plays out at the individual and  collective 
level in the seductions of colonialist exceptionalism. Similarly, Rob Evans 
speaks of the post/communist experience, where stories often go unheard 
outside the countries affected. What do we do with our past, individually and 
collectively, when the story is saturated (White & Epston, 1990) by problems, 
blame, hate, or hopelessness, rather than curiosity and respect? Narrative 
methods offer no simplistic solutions for meaningful dialogue: a dialogical 
narrative space is difficult and hard fought for. Dissonance and difference will 
find space: what matters is our response to it, and the genuineness and self-
knowledge with which we encounter the other. The best of narrative inquiry 
and adult education asks not less than everything.

Sometimes, it allows us to cross boundaries, of time (see Evans on memories 
and the reconnection with past micro, meso and macro structures), of space 
(see Sawyer on using dialogue with and through places to deconstruct the past 
and imagine other possible futures), of structures and organizations (church 
and family, in Moen’s chapter; the health system in Mazzoli Smith’s); and of 
specific events like a conference (Wright & Høyen); or even cultural bounda-
ries (see Chan, and her caution about cultural appropriation and colonialist 
incursion). Crossing boundaries may be good and exhilarating but it may raise 
fears of being hurt, rejected, despised, and of losing one’s bearings and doing 
damage to self and the other.

3 Narratives Are about Meaning Making

A common preoccupation for narrative researchers is taking proper care of 
transcription, translation, and interpretation (as Rob Evans shows in his 
detailed and thoughtful micro-analysis). We are aware that meaning is already 
partly lost when the spoken word is written down, and even more so when 
we must use a different language. Our network’s community has been bilin-
gual French/English for a long time, but now the English language often pre-
vails. However, most authors in this book do not speak English as their first 
language, nor do their participants. There is a need to be critically reflexive 
about the non-linear, asymmetric power relationships in speaking, listening, 
and writing. Different cultural assumptions and personal meanings will be in 
play for the listener, the speaker, and the reader of a narrative text. Power cir-
culates within all the processes, for good or ill.

All of which happens, even before we start analyzing, coding, categoriz-
ing, and interpreting. From an ecological, complex, circular perspective, the 
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researcher is not a God in the machine, all-controlling, and all-knowing. In a 
way, we are but part of the circular game of narration; however, this too can be 
a source of meaning and new life.

Hervé Breton warns us, that the researcher must be mindful of different lev-
els of (self) narrative: a level of phenomenological description, where experi-
ence is captured by senses, and perception is at the forefront; and a narrative 
or historicized level, devoted to represent an ecology of experience, or a com-
plexity of life, via meaning-making. Hervé shows us what can be gained by 
interweaving these two levels in our effort to make meaning out of experience. 
He plays with ‘double’ or ‘multiple’ description, which creates a sense of depth, 
or ‘perspective’ (Formenti & West, 2018).

For Mazzoli-Smith, the construction of meaning entails moving from the 
powerful but reductive medical categorization of illness or ageing, to sensitiv-
ity towards the particular other’s experience – especially of patients but also 
practitioners – hence creating new learning opportunities for everyone, prac-
titioners and patients alike. Multiple knowledge is better knowledge for every-
one. Del Negro follows this principle, by using multimodal methods to invite 
professionals to explore their ways of knowing, which can challenge ultimately 
reductive certainties of professional expertise; and bring to problems and pos-
sibilities a more diverse, imaginative, richer and satisfying, personal as well as 
professional aesthetic.

4 A Story Is a Composition and Re-Composition

Ecological diversity and plurality are celebrated and re-composed by narrative 
researchers in many ways. For example, by taking life-as-a-whole into account. 
We read in Kjetil Moen’s contribution that life and death are umbilically 
linked; far from being opposed, the one does not exist without the other; and 
yet, stories of death can be silenced in our cultures, as are many other topics 
linked to spirituality, meaning, wisdom and even religion in secular contexts. 
Mainstream accounts of life tend to be sanitized and the messiness, ugliness, 
unpleasant and uncertain feelings, and the search for meaning, integral to liv-
ing, are washed away.

Adrienne Chan’s chapter is maybe the most “ecological” of the book: her 
analysis of indigenous metaphors and stories, and even more so the practices 
of action research, are aimed at reconnecting people to the land, to their cul-
tural roots, as well as to nurturing dialogue between older and younger genera-
tions. Experiences of genocide and cultural annihilation must be named and 
recognized if we want to heal disconnections. We may ask questions of youth: 
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are they, or can they be fully immersed in the indigenous narratives? Or have 
they been incorporated into the colonializing mentality in which they live, 
work, and study? The composition of different roots, weaving them together 
into more of a whole, is a learning dimension of trans-migratory societies, but 
it can also be a story of the colonized psyche. There is an important task here 
for many of us, at a time of mass migration and new manifestations of coloni-
alism. Capitalism itself can be a form of colonialism, the worship of Mammon, 
which seduces us to accept a one-dimensional and ultimately anti-ecological 
way of being.

Rick Sawyer is the inventor of a method – duoethnography – that is based 
on the composition of different experiences and perspectives, embodied 
and enacted by the involved researchers/participants (Norris, Sawyer, & Lund, 
2012). They learn and accept to stay with the tension provoked by place and 
difference and to re-compose resistant and often unhelpful narratives. In this 
chapter, he explains how stories of place can reveal a diversity of elements 
of culture, power, ethnicity, racism and abuse; only by looking at the bigger 
picture, past and present, can we gain a deeper, more satisfying and maybe 
healing way of knowing.

Paula Stone celebrates the unity and complexity of life by including her 
whole self in her autoethnographic effort. She does not hide from the uncom-
fortable or uncanny aspects that we often learn to remove from our official, 
edited self-narration. But the feeling of not fitting in, despite our attempts to 
do so, via editing and conformity, is ultimately a rebuke to anti-ecologic and 
oppressive practices of exclusion, subjugation, and mystification, so common 
in the academy and across society. Here finding your own place, voice, and 
identity, can be a life wrenching struggle against the power of class, privilege 
or particular ways of knowing.

5 We Do Not Silence Challenges and Struggles

Stories can also teach us about the challenges of encountering diversity, or the 
lack of a sufficiently diverse culture. As in our own conferences, where Hazel 
Wright and Marianne Høyen see the Network as a community of mostly aged/
experienced researchers, predominantly female, and many UK-based scholars, 
which can be a problem for a network celebrating diversity. How do we facili-
tate the necessary encounter with diversity and create a more eclectic family in 
which to learn? The Network has sought to meet the challenge and to create a 
space quite different from historically dominant university cultures. In the lat-
ter, there has been emphasis on mastery, individual displays of achievement, 
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of competition and a survival of the fittest. Doubt, the personal and emotions 
are often silenced. In the Network, emphasis has been given to cooperation, 
to equality, to mutual exchange across differences of discipline, methodology 
and personal inclination; to listening and mindfulness about language, place, 
and subjective life. This includes the geographical and symbolic places of our 
conferences, and their complex histories of inclusion, exclusion, and silenc-
ing. It is a never-ending struggle to be sensitive to what is unsaid, erased or 
unheard. And the fact of the continuing vitality of our work suggests, despite 
failures, that we have been ecologically good enough in creating a space in 
which many can thrive.

Alan Bainbridge and Linden West reflect on struggles – for researcher and 
researched – to stay in the presence of radical, almost violent, expression of 
difference and refusal. We question, legitimately, if a research method can be 
extended into pedagogic practice, and used as a healing tool, or to create a 
facilitating environment, when conflict is so harsh, and some histories denied? 
What are the ethics entailed by ‘exposing’ the other, through narratives, to pos-
sible confrontation, challenge and blame by the relatively powerful? Ethical 
questioning of this kind is a necessity in narrative research, and in creating 
ecological sensibilities, because we must learn to treat difficult material deli-
cately, in our responsibilities to those with whom we work, and toward a wider 
world full of danger as well as possibility.

The vulnerability, uncertainty and precarity of the human condition are 
engaged with, not expunged, in narrative inquiry. It may be the uncertain 
nature of professional knowledge in a neoliberal world, as in Gaia Del Negro’s 
chapter, or as a result of the Palestinian/Jewish conflict, and the desperate 
search for safety and security, as in Alan Bainbridge and Linden West’s writing; 
and or in the complex and uncertain nature of human experience, given the 
power of oppressive and destructive forces chronicled in many of the chapters. 
The point here is to keep on keeping on, and not to give up, in the face of those 
who would diminish our humanity.

6 Seeking to Overcome Reductionism and Simplification

Ours is a complex research methodology that needs and takes time, not only 
to collect authentic narratives and to be with the participant(s), but also to 
engage sensitively with emerging issues. It demands re-learning, again and 
again, and to be with the other in the here-and-now of such a process.

The principle of accountability, a pillar of positivistic research, may be use-
ful, but only if balanced with the recognition of the partiality of any account. 
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Mere rationality or conscious purpose – Bateson warns us (1972) – needs to 
engage with the reasons of the heart, play, art, dream, and the workings of 
the unconscious, or what he calls ‘thinking in terms of stories’ (1979, p. 14). 
Accountability alone cannot represent how life works, in good enough ways. 
Even Bronfenbrenner’s model – used by Wright and Høyen to evaluate a confer-
ence – is only one tentative solution to representing experience in a  complex, 
systemic way. Its form is concentric and rigid. Who, what and why is ‘in the 
centre’ of collective encounters? Who and what are excluded from the frame?

Laura Mazzoli Smith criticizes simplistic cause/effect ‘evidence-based’ bio-
medical models, since they cannot give a good enough or sufficient explana-
tion of the experience of illness: hence, the need to foster narrative knowledge 
of patients’ (and one’s own) illness and wellness stories, to enable practitioners 
to better understand the other, and themselves.

Feminist informed methodologies (used by Barbara Merrill with working-
class university students) acknowledge complexity including spheres of influ-
ence, power relations and the need for good enough spaces, and listening, for, 
and to, frequently silenced voices. Class and gender in this work refuse to be 
silenced.

7 In the End, Our Research Asks, “What Is a Good Life?”

Different cultural perspectives have different expectations of ‘the good life’. 
Narrative workshops can be places where different perspectives on notions of 
the good are shared. Thanks to narratives, it is possible to imagine the good life 
across time: past, present, and future. As Paula Stone states, ‘Working reflex-
ively is not nostalgia but courage to confront pain and difficulty’. Fergal Finne-
gan observes, we will never fully know or capture what exists, and is real, but 
narrative methods still generate deep and rich insight into individual and col-
lective experience. And into what is good, beautiful and life-enhancing as well 
as what is destructive, life-constraining, and ugly. To work in good enough ways 
requires courage, not least to think outside boxes, and our own lives. When 
Lake Eerie is polluted, we are polluted too, if we turn our backs and refuse to 
see and know, as Laura and Linden wrote. Refusing to recognize our responsi-
bilities in what we do and perceive at micro, meso and macro levels, is proving 
catastrophic. Recognizing, for instance, our complicity in the pain of species 
extinction, in the harm we do to others, in turning our backs to the vulner-
able migrant, or to the violent abuse of women and people of colour, really 
does matter. As does what can be our willful ignorance in refusing to see how 
the problems of our planet relate to what we greedy humans consume and 
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pollute. Doing narrative and auto/biographical or autoethnographic research 
in  ecologically sensitive ways, and making connections between environmen-
tal degradation, psychological health, and meaningful learning, really does 
matter.
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