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Abstract

We argue that municipal adult education (MAE) can be seen as a place for displaced
and abnormal citizens to gain temporary stability, enabling their shaping into desirable
subjects. Drawing on a poststructural discursive analysis, we analyze policy texts
and interviews with teachers and students. Our analysis illustrates how two distinct
but interrelated student subjectivities are shaped: the rootless, unmotivated, and
irresponsible student; and the responsible, motivated, and goal-oriented student. The
difference is that the latter of these subjectivities is positioned as desirable. MAE
provides a temporary place in time, a heterotopia of deviation, allowing students to
escape precarious employment. The heterotopia places the students in a positive
utopian dream of the future. A utopia is not a real place, and what is to become of the
students after finishing MAE is not determined; the students themselves should shape
it. If they fail, in line with a neoliberal governmentality, it is their own fault.

Keywords
heterotopia of deviation, adult education, Foucault, power, citizenship, precarious
employment, poststructuralism

Introduction

Adult education as a space for shaping democratic citizens has been a central topic of
policy making in the last few decades (cf. Milana, 2007). This could not least be seen
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at the 1997 CONFINTEA conference held in Hamburg. This conference was dedi-
cated, among other things, to enhancing the commitment to adult learning and nonfor-
mal education; a particular focus was placed on adult education as a key factor in
planning human development globally (Nesbit & Welton, 2013). The conference
focused on adult educators by addressing the significant challenges of “democracy,
peace and human rights, respect for diversity, economic and environmental sustain-
ability, and work force development” (Nesbit & Welton, 2013, p. 2). This conference
was the source of the Hamburg Declaration on Adult Learning and Agenda for the
Future (UNESCO, 1997). In this document, it is suggested that adult education should
be a major factor in the 21st century for building a better nonviolent world where dia-
logue is embraced, in a culture focused on peace and justice. In such a world, active
citizenship and full participation of all citizens would be declared as urgent goals,
focusing on the formation of a learning society faithful to the issues of social justice
and wellbeing (UNESCO, 1997).

Similar ambitions can also be seen in policy making on adult education, not least in
Sweden, where municipal adult education (MAE) is construed as a place for second
chances, that is, for adults who failed in their schooling or who have migrated to Sweden.
Here, they receive the opportunity to complete their compulsory and upper secondary
school education. The aim of adult education is to provide the knowledge necessary in
order to enter and remain in the labor market, as well as to live and manage life as a citi-
zen. In Sweden, participation in adult education is free of charge and students can obtain
support via student loans. If a potential student has a job, there is a law regulating the
right to take leave in order to study. Adult education is thus, through policy making,
shaped as something positive, a place to prepare adults for their lives as citizens, which
is construed as beneficial for both individuals and society (cf. Fejes, 2006).

However, as has been pointed out by several adult education researchers, there have
been some important discursive shifts during recent decades, which have implications
for adult education as a space shaping the ideal citizen (cf. Brunila, 2011; Fejes, 2006,
2010; Field, 2006; Nicoll & Fejes, 2011; Rubenson, 2009). It has been argued that the
gradual shift from speaking about lifelong education to starting to speak about lifelong
learning was related to a shift from a more humanistic notion of adult education to a
more economically driven one, as well as framed within a neoliberal discourse on how
governing should operate. Rather than limiting learning to institutions, learning
became construed as something occurring everywhere and all the time. Such a shift in
language made it possible to start speaking about the adult as someone who is in con-
stant need of learning, and who has to take responsibility herself/himself for such
learning (cf. Fejes, 2006; Simons & Masschelein, 2008; Usher & Edwards, 2007). As
a result, adult education, including that in Sweden, became primarily conceptualized
as a place aimed at fostering an employable workforce; the target groups for adult
education were thus those at risk of exclusion, such as the unemployed, migrants,
single mothers, and individuals on social benefits, as well as those at risk of losing
their jobs and thus in need of retraining (Fejes, 2006).

Against the aforementioned background, and drawing on Foucault’s (Foucault &
Miscowiec, 1986) notion of heterotopia of deviation, we argue that adult education
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can be seen as a place for displaced and abnormal citizens to gain temporary stability,
enabling their shaping and molding into desirable subjects. We illustrate how regulari-
ties of such discourse emerge in policy texts and in interviews with students as well as
teachers. Such analysis contributes to the existing literature on the shaping of student
subjectivity and the ideal citizen in adult education, as such research has previously
mainly focused on policy texts (cf. Brunila, 2011; Fejes, 2005, 2006; Simons &
Masschelein, 2008; Usher & Edwards, 2007).

Municipal Adult Education in Sweden

Sweden has a long history of state-supported as well as institutionalized adult educa-
tion, dating back to the mid-1800s. However, Swedish formal adult education (MAE;
as compared with the nonformal adult education that is carried out, e.g., in folk high
schools and in study circles) was not created until 1968, and had its basis in two dis-
courses at the time: a discourse on the need to increase the supply of labor and a dis-
course on the reserve of talent (Fejes, 2006). The former discourse had its basis in
Sweden having a fully functioning industry after the Second World War, and there was
thus a huge need to supply industry with competent workers. The second discourse
was connected to research carried out on behalf of the government (Harnqvist, 1958;
Husén, 1956), looking at the intelligence of conscripts and relating this to their school
grades. Such research illustrated how the intelligence of the population was higher
compared with the level of school qualifications attained among the population. Thus,
a reserve of talent was identified. Husén (1956), a professor of education, entered this
debate arguing that there were many adults who never got the chance to study at upper
secondary level but who had the intelligence to do so. Thus, education opportunities
for them needed to be created.

Related to these two discourses, the government first, in 1953, created possibilities
for adults to participate in evening courses, and then take the exams for a school quali-
fication. This was followed, in 1968, by the institutionalization of formal adult educa-
tion in the shape of MAE. MAE was a place for adults to study in order to get a
qualification at compulsory and upper secondary school level. At the beginning it was
evening classes, with students who were part of the “reserve of talent,” highly moti-
vated, and with an aptitude for study (Fejes, 2006). But in 1971, due to political pres-
sure from the Swedish trade union confederation, MAE came to be directed first
toward those who were furthest away from the labor market as well as those with the
lowest level of education. Further reforms in the 1970s made it a legal right to take
leave from work in order to study, and opportunities for study loans were introduced.
This made it possible to organize MAE as daytime studies, and MAE came to take a
form very similar to upper secondary school in how it was designed.

The 1980s did not see any major adult education reforms, but the 1990s was a decade
of many education reforms closely connected to discourses on new public management
and marketization. Three influential reforms need mentioning. First, on the initiative of
the social democratic government in 1991, there was a shift, from the state as the funder
of education, to the municipalities. Management by objectives was introduced, where
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each municipality was responsible for funding schools as well as MAE, and for reach-
ing the objectives set up by the state in legislation and the curriculum. Through a
national agency, the state then made follow-ups to make sure each municipality deliv-
ered what was required. Second, the charter school reform introduced by the conserva-
tive government in 1992 turned the entire compulsory and upper secondary school
system in Sweden into a quasi-market, where each student had (and still has) the oppor-
tunity to choose which school to attend (either a school run by the municipality, or an
independent school), and the municipality has to send a voucher to the school at which
the student is enrolled (Lundahl, Arreman, Holm, & Lundstrom, 2014).

Third, instead of the voucher system, a procurement system was introduced in
MAE in the mid-1990s, further supported through the Adult Education Initiative
between the years 1997 and 2002. With this initiative, introduced by the social demo-
cratic government, the state funded 100,000 study places per year in MAE for 5 years,
targeting those who had the lowest level of education. The aim was to halve the unem-
ployment rate by raising the level of education in the supply side of the workforce. The
initiative brought 15% of the labor force into adult education and new providers were
encouraged to offer adult education, as the idea was that competition between many
providers would lead to new pedagogical approaches as well as higher quality of adult
education and a reduction in costs (Fejes, 2006; Lumsden Wass, 2004). A variety of
providers should cater for better adaptation to the individual needs of the students.
Today, MAE in most Swedish municipalities is organized as franchises for the public
sector. The transactions are regulated by a transnational law, the Purchase Act, which
is used to establish procurement processes. At the beginning of the initiative in 1997,
14.4% of all students participated in courses delivered by a nonpublic provider, and in
2014 the proportion had increased to 45.7% (Fejes & Nordvall, 2014).

Summing up, MAE is a national formal adult education system, following the same
curriculum as compulsory and upper secondary school. Municipals are responsible to
finance and organize MAE but could chose to do so through procurement processes.
Each citizen who do not have complete degrees from compulsory and/or upper sec-
ondary school have the right to participate free of charge, with a right to take a leave
from work, as well as get a student loan. MAE is controlled by the State school inspec-
tion, focusing on municipalities doing what they should according to the national
school law and the national curriculum.

Theorization and Analysis of Heterotopias

In this article, we draw on a poststructural theorization inspired by the work of Michel
Foucault (Foucault, 2007; Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986) and education scholars who
have developed and mobilized such a perspective (e.g., Fejes, 2006, 2010; Nicoll,
Fejes, Olson, Dahlstedt, & Biesta, 2013; Olson, Fejes, Dahlstedt, & Nicoll, 2014;
Simons & Masschelein, 2008). We specifically draw on the concept of heterotopia
inspired by Foucault (Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986).

In contrast to a utopia, which is a nonexistent place, a heterotopia is an actual place
(like the mirror or the graveyard for instance). All “real” places are not heterotopias
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though and there are different forms of heterotopias, some positive and some negative
(Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986). In this article, we specifically draw on the notion of
heterotopia of deviation, one of several forms of heterotopias mentioned by Foucault.
Such notion is seldom considered by scholars in the field of education. This notion
directs attention to certain spaces and their functions. A heterotopia of deviation is a
“real” place “where individuals whose behavior is deviant in relation to the norm go
or are forced to go. Ex: rest homes, psychiatric hospitals, prisons, retirement homes”
(Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986, p. 25). Such heterotopias are places that hold what has
been displaced while serving as sites of stability for the displaced (Rushbrook, 2002).
In other words, these places are sites for the shaping, molding and correction of those
who do not fall within what is discursively construed as desirable in a specific histori-
cal and cultural practice.

An important aspect of the shaping of adult education as a heterotopia of deviation
is the operation of a neoliberal mode of governing (Foucault, 2007). Within such a
mode, this heterotopia is shaped in specific ways. Rather than ignoring or questioning
the way adult education is conceived as inherently good and as a practice for adults to
become empowered (in policy as well as research), such a mode of governing draws
on exactly these kinds of assumptions. For example, the assumption that adult educa-
tion empowers people draws on a notion that people are already active, at the same
time as adult education prompts people to become active. Freedom of the individual
becomes both the starting point and the effect of the governing practice (Fejes &
Dahlstedt, 2014). Analyzing adult education as a heterotopia of deviation thus directs
interest toward how notions of adult education as inherently good are discursively
mobilized in the production of the heterotopia.

In order to analyze how adult education is shaped as a heterotopia of deviation, this
article draws on data within a larger project on citizenship education within and
beyond adult education (Nicoll et al., 2013; Olson et al., 2014; Rahm & Fejes, 2015).
Students, teachers, as well as policy documents are all part in shaping discourses on
adult education. It is in the regularities of statements in which discourses emerge, take
hold, and have “effects” (Foucault, 2007). We have thus focused our analysis on two
recent policy documents on adult education in Sweden as well as interviews with stu-
dents and teachers, and how regularities of statement emerge in these. The selected
policy documents are the two most recent green papers concerned with MAE in
Sweden (Ministry of Education, 2013a, 2013b), thus providing a basis to identify the
current discourse on adult education in Sweden.

Furthermore, interviews were conducted with 37 students and 4 teachers in 2013-
2014 in a school for MAE in a large city in Sweden. The school was chosen due to its
size, providing a range of courses with potential data access, as well as a site where
access was granted. One of the authors followed two teachers in social sciences in
their work, focusing on three classes of students. These classes were selected as they
are classes in which citizenship education is most visible in the curriculum. Students
in these classes were interviewed about their participation in adult education, their
notions of what it means to be a citizen, and how and what citizenship activities emerge
within as well as beyond practices of education. Students were selected based on a
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convenience sample, where those willing to participate were engaged in interviews.
The two teachers, as well as two of their colleagues, were also interviewed about their
views on adult education, the student population, and how adult education has changed
during their careers. The first two teachers were selected based on them granting
access to their classes, and the two other teachers were selected based on snowball
sampling, that is, they were recommended by the two initial teachers. All interviews
were transcribed verbatim.

In order to identify in what ways MAE is constructed as a heterotopia of deviation,
we conducted a discursive analysis framed within a poststructural theorization inspired
by the work of Michel Foucault. A discourse “can be defined as the group of state-
ments that belong to a single system of formation” (Foucault, 1972, p. 107). An analy-
sis of discourse in this sense focuses on identifying regularities of statements in the
material being analyzed (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008). Interview transcripts from interviews
with students and teachers as well as in the green papers are here treated equally, that
is, they all provide statements about the object of which it speaks. With an interest
directed at MAE as an heterotopia of deviation, our analysis has more concretely
focused on identifying regularities of statements in terms of how the student popula-
tion, and their reasons for and possible effects of participating, are described in the
interview transcripts and green papers. In the following, we outline our analysis of the
policy texts, followed by our analysis of the interviews. The article ends with a discus-
sion and some concluding remarks.

Municipal Adult Education Shaping an Employable
Workforce

Municipal adult education in Sweden could be argued to have three functions: com-
pensatory, democratic, and labor market oriented. In the school law, it is stated,

The aim of municipal adult education is to support and stimulate adults in their learning.
They should be provided with the opportunities to develop knowledge, and their
competence in order to strengthen their position in work and social life, and to encourage
their personal development. The starting point for MAE should be the needs and
prerequisites of the individual. Those with the lowest level of education should be
prioritized. (SFS, 2010)

First, adult education should help students who previously failed in their schooling
and/or who do not have qualifications from compulsory and/or upper secondary
school. This could include migrants and those who have previously partaken in the
Swedish educational system. Second, adult education should foster individuals who
can partake in life as active democratic citizens, and third, adult education has a func-
tion of preparing students for the labor market. However, there has been a shift in
emphasis among these three functions and the relationships between them since the
creation of MAE in 1968 (cf. Rubenson, Tuijnman, & Wahlgren, 1999). In the past
decade, the focus has become aimed at the labor market function and the shaping of an
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employable workforce (Fejes, 2010). Such a shift is supported when analyzing the two
latest green papers on adult education in Sweden (Ministry of Education, 2013a,
2013b), in which a discussion of the democratic function of adult education is lacking.
When searching for words like citizenship, citizenship education, and personal devel-
opment, these words are lacking in these two papers. The only time they are mentioned
is when referring to the school law. Rather, focus is on issues of cost efficiency and
flexibility in terms of organization as well as in terms of educational delivery. The
outcome of MAE is construed as the construction of an employable workforce.

In the following, we will focus on the ways in which the students and the student
population are shaped through such policies. How are the students who enter adult
education construed through policy statements?

Students at Risk of Exclusion

In the two recent green papers (Ministry of Education, 2013a, 2013b), an individual
who enters adult education is construed as a person with a lack of knowledge, who
needs to study in order to participate in social as well as work life. It is argued that such
individuals are a heterogeneous group, originating from different countries and speak-
ing different languages. Focusing on the participants in basic courses in MAE, one
green paper argues,

Nine out of ten [participants] are born abroad. One-third have previous experience of
education at upper secondary level while the others are illiterate or have a very short
experience of participation in education. The majority are females, and the average age is
above 32 years. . . . A problem with MAE at a basic level is that 24 percent of participants
drop out of their courses. (Ministry of Education, 2013a, p. 18)

This group of students is on the one hand here construed as heterogeneous in terms of
nationality, and also partly in terms of previous academic performance. Among the
one third of participants with previous experience of upper secondary schooling, there
are also migrants with academic degrees (Ministry of Education, 2013a). On the other
hand, the group is partly construed as homogeneous in that the vast majority were not
born in Sweden, and the majority lack any major previous experience of education.
Many of the students are defined as illiterate, and seen as being in need of extra sup-
port in order to compensate for their lack of schooling. The student population is fur-
ther homogenized when the green paper argues that “for many [students], especially in
the basic level courses, different forms of social welfare benefits made up the major
part of students’ incomes, especially since more than half of the participants lacked
other means of income” (Ministry of Education, 2013a, p. 19). The student population
is thus designated as being in need of support and encouragement in terms of perform-
ing further study.

The solution put forward in the green papers, in relation to the problem they con-
struct through their statements about the students, is to find ways to personalize/indi-
vidualize adult education in order to adapt to each and every individual’s traits,
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prerequisites, and needs. Even though it is argued that the individualization of educa-
tion is good for everyone, certain groups are pointed out for whom individualization is
claimed to be particularly beneficial, namely, “students with disabilities and Roma
students who have not completed compulsory schooling . . . [and] students born abroad
with an academic degree from their previous country of residence” (Ministry of
Education, 2013a, p. 20). These groups are thus positioned as being at risk of margin-
alization, unless education is individualized to match their specific needs.

Thus, the student population is construed in a specific way, which is dependent on
knowledge currently available and deemed important to mobilize. Particularly impor-
tant here is the statistical data drawn upon in the texts, as these objectify participants
in terms of unemployment, immigration, social benefits, incomes, disabilities, and so
on. Specific groups such as immigrants with low as well as high levels of education,
people with low or no income, unemployed people, and especially females are, through
discourse, positioned as being at risk of exclusion. Adult education thus becomes a
place where the students, who are, construed as not yet fully citizens (and thus devi-
ants; Olson, 2012), can be corrected and shaped into successful citizens who will be
able to partake in the labor market.

Policy statements thus here positions MAE as a heterotopia of deviation, where
some groups are construed as in risk and as lacking something, and where MAE is
positioned as the place where such lack should be corrected. In order to elaborate
further on this discourse on adult education, and the way subjectivities of students
are shaped, we will now turn to an analysis of interviews with students and
teachers.

Mobilizing Discourses

Regularities of statements emerge when analyzing the transcripts of the interviews
with students and teachers. The following questions guide this analysis: In what way
do the students pick up and mobilize policy discourses? What student subjectivities
are shaped and fostered? Two distinctive student subjectivities are identified: the root-
less, unmotivated, and irresponsible student; and the responsible, goal-oriented, and
motivated student.

The Rootless, Unmotivated, and Irresponsible Student

Statements from the teachers as well as the students position the latter group as fail-
ures, being unmotivated, irresponsible, and rootless. Such constructions, through reg-
ularities of statements, mainly emerge in two ways within the interviews with the
teachers: through descriptions of current student populations, and through descriptions
of and comparisons with previous student populations.

Alex, a teacher in social sciences within MAE, describes that students are participating
in MAE because there is no alternative, as they have failed to get a job. However, when
students find an alternative (e.g., a job), they immediately drop out. He goes on to say,
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The big difference of teaching in adult education in comparison with teaching at upper
secondary school is that . . . how should one put it . . . many students have much more
experience of life and all students must take a greater responsibility and many students
are not great at doing that. There is, as we in the teaching profession put it, a reason for
why one attends adult education. In many cases the reason is that one has not been able
to succeed at upper secondary school and then one tries once more and it does not work
this time either.

Students are here described as failures, as those who have not managed to complete upper
secondary school, and who will probably fail once more. Furthermore, they are construed
as those who are not very responsible, even though they are expected to be so in their
capacities as adult students. In the above description, there is also a comparison made
between teaching in MAE and at upper secondary school. This is further elaborated in a
statement where Peter, a teacher with 20 years of teaching experience, compares his cur-
rent students with students in the 1990s. According to Peter, students are now younger,
often with a non-Swedish ethnic background. Numerous students are described as having
little experience of being active in society, for instance, through employment, and many
of them are said to be “rootless.” Peter draws the following picture:

The group that attends today thus has a tendency to be younger and more students have
dropped out from education instead of starting to work. So there are more individuals
who have not had any real relationship with Swedish society. Instead you have either
arrived in Sweden or you have dropped out of some kind of education and then fluttered
around a bit and then you end up in adult education. Very few today [students] have
anchorage in family, work . . . own apartment. Earlier, it was people [students] who were
a part of society; now, it is more individuals who are . . . a bit more, yes, rootless.

Subjectivities of students are here construed as fluid rather than stable. Students are
spoken about as “younger,” as newly arrived in Sweden, “rootless,” and as “fluttering
around,” rather than having a job or being engaged in family life. MAE nowadays is
here construed as a kind of heterotopia of deviation, a space where these kinds of stu-
dents should be purged of their lack of responsibility and given the ability to be part of
society. Through development of a “real relationship with Swedish society,” they
should be shaped into successful citizens who can gain employment and thus support
themselves in terms of having their own apartment and starting a family. They are thus
positioned as currently being outside society, and in need of stability in terms of
belonging to something bigger (being part of “society”), compared with only belong-
ing to themselves (being just “individuals™).

Regularities of statements emerge concerning the shaping of students when we turn
to the comments from an interview with another teacher. Bruce also reflects on the
changes in adult education in the past couple of decades:

In 1994, I started [working] in adult education and at that time it was still very obvious
that it concerned these [students] that took the national scholastic aptitude test. There was
a clear and vivid aim with the studies: you were on the way towards university studies.
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You knew what you wanted and where you were heading. Since then it has slowly, yet
clearly, changed. Now we get, in my experience, younger and younger students. And,
there is not really a specific goal for studying—the goal is to finish, that is that you have
failures in previous studies in upper secondary school. Then, you simply have to complete
and finish it. But there is really no thought on studying at university level. And students
have not had any time spent between upper secondary school and adult education. There
are those individuals who just go across the schoolyard from one unit [upper secondary
school] to the other [adult education].

Students are here positioned as young and as failures, in terms of their previous stud-
ies. They are further construed as being without any specific goals and without ambi-
tion, compared with students in the 1990s. The focus of students seems to be “to
finish,” rather than to finish in order to do something specific, such as further study or
getting a specific job. Together, these statements and others from the interviews with
the teachers label the students in MAE as failures, being irresponsible, rootless, and
lacking in ambition, as not yet being a “real” part of society, and thus not really being
good-enough citizens. Either the students have not yet had a job (as they have directly
moved from upper secondary school to MAE), or they are quite newly arrived in
Sweden as migrants. MAE as a heterotopia of deviation suggests that this is a place for
adults who have failed and who now get a chance (temporary stability) to become cor-
rected and molded into citizens who are part of society.

Turning to the interviews with the students, similar ways of constructing student
subjectivity emerge. Students position themselves as failures in terms of previous
schooling and in terms of the labor market, which is illustrated by statements from the
students Marilyn and Thomas.

I missed getting the 400 points needed to be able to apply to study at university level, so
that’s why [I’m studying adult education]. Hmm, but I was 17, so young, when I
graduated, so I thought, but fuck school . . . (Marilyn)

It did not go very well for me in upper secondary school; now, I have the possibility to fix
that. (Thomas)

Failure is here construed in terms of being young and unmotivated when studying in
upper secondary school. Adult education becomes a second chance, a place to “fix”
previous failings and behavior in school and thus to get back on the right track. Another
way in which failure is construed relates to the labor market, which is exemplified by
statements from the students Joni and Rodney:

My family bought a video store where I worked for almost three years until we went
bankrupt, so that didn’t work. After that, I came back to municipal adult education. I had
to do something with my life because my life also went bankrupt, so to speak. (Joni)

And then I worked for one year. After that, I moved away from home, and then I was
unemployed for a year, and lived on money I’d saved. Then, I enrolled in adult education . . .
that was like 2%% years ago. (Rodney)
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Joni worked for a few years in her parents’ business, but when they had to close it
down, there were few alternatives. Joni had previously participated in adult education,
and when her parents’ business, as well as she herself, went into “bankruptcy,” adult
education became an option potentially providing new opportunities for her in the
labor market. Rodney also argues that failure in the labor market is a reason for enter-
ing adult education.

So far, we have illustrated how there are regularities of statements shaping a dis-
course where MAE students are defined as rootless and irresponsible failures. Such fail-
ure refers both to previous schooling and to getting or keeping a job. Adult education
here becomes a space, a heterotopia, for those who are not yet citizens in terms of having
the knowledge needed in order to get or keep a job, and be included in society. However,
as we will illustrate in the next section, it is not only a place for the unmotivated. Even
though nearly all students before entering MAE had failed in upper secondary school or
in the job market, adult education is also considered as a place for motivated students
who have ambitions and are responsible—students who see MAE as something positive,
which can help them to correct previous misfortunes and problems.

The Responsible, Motivated, and Goal-Oriented Student

The teachers’ and students statements establish two somewhat different student sub-
jectivities. These subjectivities are positioned as each other’s opposites and in the
interviews with teachers mostly as very dualistic. Matthew, a teacher, who on the one
hand defines students as irresponsible failures, also states that some students go to
MAE in order to get a “decent job” or to study at “university level”:

Some of the students want to study at university level, others just want a decent job. . . .
Some of them are tired of their jobs, some have worked in the restaurant sector and are
tired of the working conditions . . . it is quite mixed, yes . . . many young students have
problems with not getting anywhere because of poor grades from upper secondary school.
So, adult education has become a prolongation of upper secondary school.

In this statement, the students are not construed as rootless or unmotivated; rather, they
are those who previously failed in their studies but are now aiming for something spe-
cific, such as university studies or getting a new job. Alex expresses similar notion of
students by comparing the motivated and unmotivated groups.

Here, it is everything from the totally unmotivated to the totally motivated. At the same
time, the difference in knowledge is tremendous. You can have one student who used
to be a shepherd in Somalia who has been in Sweden for two years, to individuals from
some sort of priest family who fled from religious persecution, but who have previously
studied theology at university level. These individuals then have to find a common
level. . . . It is very evident—it is like a great ravine between students. One group is
here because of societal measures. They don’t want to be here, but they have to. This
contrasts to the group that [by their own volition] enroll in MAE because they actually
want to achieve something. These two groups are overwhelmingly different.
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Alex here mobilizes a dualistic notion of the student population. Either the students are
motivated to undertake studies or they are not. Either they are studying by their own
volition, or they are not. He goes as far as to say that, within the group of unmotivated
students, there is a group that is “detained” and forced to attend classes, although he
admits that this group is rather small. Nonetheless, the broader group of unmotivated
seems to be considered as quite sizeable.

Even though the same regularities emerge in the shaping of student subjectivity in
interviews with teachers and students, the students tend to provide a more positive and
complex impression of the student population than the teachers do. The students to a
greater extent than the teachers position themselves as responsible, in contrast to the
teachers’ views of them being quite unmotivated and irresponsible. And student state-
ments are not as dualistic as the teachers. In the following statement, Marcus, one of
the students, depicts adult education as a place to deal with problems, as well as a place
that provides opportunities for success.

Adult education does not have anything to do with citizenship because this is where
people go when they have failed in upper secondary school . . . if you interpret it that way.
But to study actually has something to do with being a citizen. Because you have to be
educated before you start working. . . . Here, we find those who failed [in upper secondary
school] but who want to succeed . . . people are a bit more serious here . . . they want to
overcome their problems . . .

Marcus mobilizes discourses of success and failure, as well as of responsibility.
Education is positioned as an entry ticket to getting a job, and getting a job is a sign
of success. The logic here is that the students have problems, and by taking responsi-
bility to enter and successfully complete adult education, they will eventually get a
job, and thus overcome their problems. Marcus here describes the students as respon-
sible, in contrast to how they were labelled by the teachers. Furthermore, the state-
ment illustrates the complex relationships between the two student subjectivities. On
the one hand, MAE is constructed as a place for the failed ones who are not respon-
sible; on the other hand, it is a place to take responsibility, correct failure and to
achieve something specific, namely, to overcome their problems. The construction of
students as responsible individuals is further illustrated by a statement from an inter-
view with the student Jonas:

It is not that great, I have never enjoyed school, but it is something that has to be done.
When you have always had such tough times with work, you feel that if you are supposed
to work full time, which hardly exists anymore, but if not that then at least get a better job,
with more pay, even though I have always been paid minimum wage, education is needed
and then I have to do something about it. Now it was perfect conditions for me to deal
with that. I was unemployed for six months before I started here, so it has become more
of an issue with money. You have to deal with this.

A complex relationship between student subjectivities here emerge, where Jonas con-
strue himself as a failure, at the same time as he construe himself as responsible. Jonas,
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who has been unemployed and who dislikes school, positions the choice of entering
adult education as a necessity, as well as an individual responsibility. In order to get a
better job, education is needed. Furthermore, Jonas sees participation as a necessity as
it provides student benefits and the opportunities to support himself (e.g., through
student loans) after a longer period of unemployment. Thus, participation is here partly
construed as being “forced” on the student. However, at the same time, the student
positions himself as being responsible as he chooses “to deal with this.”

The idea of participating in adult education as a way of taking responsibility by
making an active individual choice is further elaborated by another student, Marilyn:

Then, I think it is great that they have this because some [students] had lost their
motivation when they were younger, when they attended upper secondary school. They
did not manage then, but then found motivation again . . . somehow, there is more
motivation here, it is more of an individual and conscious choice. Upper secondary
school was, in some sense, compulsory. You sort of had to attend it, but here you made
the choice all by yourself to choose to study here. Upper secondary school is more of a
requirement, you know, and here you go to do your thing because you think about
yourself and your future.

Marilyn states that entry into adult education is not coerced because it is an active
conscious choice made by the individuals who enroll in it. Students are here construed
as being more motivated because they think about themselves and the future they are
about to build. Adult education is on the one hand something that you need to have,
and on the other hand, it is important to emphasize that the individual makes the choice
to study.

Discussion

As argued in this article, both teachers and students pick up and mobilize policy dis-
courses and position students as subjects of deviation. Both the students’ and the
teachers’ statements construe students as not-yet-desirable citizens—be it in relation to
themselves, society, their studies, or the job market. The students are either positioned
as failures in terms of lacking proper education because of a failure to finish upper
secondary school or because of a failure in the job market. Through such statements,
adult education is shaped as a heterotopia of deviation, a place of citizen formation,
where citizens are molded and corrected into becoming what is considered desirable.
However, as our analysis of the interviews illustrates, two distinct but interrelated
student subjectivities are established: the rootless, unmotivated and irresponsible stu-
dent and the responsible, motivated and goal-oriented one. What these subjectivities
have in common is that they are both assigned to students who are construed as devi-
ants, that is, in need of correction in order to become desirable citizens. At the same
time, they are construed as potential candidates for success (according to their own
measures). The main difference is that the latter one of these subjectivities is posi-
tioned as that which is desirable, which raises some questions.
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First, we argue that this is an example of how positive notions of adult education and
the ambition to help empower people are mobilized within a certain rationality of govern-
ing. The logic goes that the failed citizen, or the not-yet citizen, needs to be shaped,
molded, and corrected within adult education in order to become responsible, motivated,
and goal-oriented in life. More specifically, the adult student should be able to get a job,
an apartment, and to support himself/herself. One way to view this logic could be to see
students’ choice as circumscribed; they have chosen adult education as the only possible
way to solve their current problematic situation, as a failure either on the labor market or
in school, or alternatively the status of being a migrant. In this regard, adult education as
a heterotopia of deviation becomes a place that serves as a site of stability for their dis-
placement; that is, they are more or less forced to end up in such a place. One might thus
argue that there is no freedom, or rather that the freedom of the students is circumscribed.
However, at the same time, the students themselves talk about adult education as an active
choice that they have made in order to be responsible citizens; in other words, they are
already what adult education should shape them into. This relate closely to the way stu-
dent’s statements position students in a less dualistic and more complex way than the
teacher’s statements about students. For students, they are not either or, but rather a mix-
ture of both student subjectivities. This may seem a bit contradictory, but drawing on what
Foucault (2007) called a neoliberal governmentality, the freedom of the individual could
be seen as both the starting point and the effect of governing. This draws on the positive
notion of adult education and reshapes it into a disciplinary practice where only certain
adult student subjectivities are allowed to emerge. Students as well as teachers in MAE
are thus made part of the way that such governing operates, although slightly differently.

Second, the heterotopia directs attention toward the future, that is, a utopia. Adult
education becomes a stable place limited in time that allows students to construct
themselves as desirable future citizens. Interviewees construct a future ideal self, a self
that in the future either works or studies at university; specifically, a self who has
become a responsible citizen. MAE provides a temporary place in time, a heterotopia,
which allows the students to leave a “reality” of unemployment or precarious employ-
ment. Such a heterotopia of deviation places the students in a positive dream of the
future—a utopian future. Nonetheless, a utopia is not and cannot be a “real” place, and
what is to become of the students after finishing MAE might well be a nightmare.
Their future is not determined. Rather, the future should be fostered, elicited, and
shaped by the students themselves. If they fail in building their future, in line with a
neoliberal governmental rationality, it is their own fault.

Concluding Remarks

Our analysis points to the importance of analyzing the way discourses are picked up,
shaped, and made productive through the statements of those who are the target of
policy measures (in contrast to those who only focus on policy discourse; e.g., Fejes,
2006; Brunila, 2011; Simons & Masschelein, 2008). In doing so, it becomes possible to
illustrate how policy discourse has discursive “effects” in the local in terms of being
picked up and mobilized by teachers and students themselves, that is, how there are
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regularities of statements. At the same time, it also becomes possible to illustrate how
there is no linearity between statements emerging in policy and in interviews with those
who are its target. Discourses are messy, and in order to make visible such messiness,
we cannot limit ourselves to conducting policy analyses. Furthermore, our analysis
points to the importance of analyzing adult education as a site, a heterotopia of devia-
tion, for the production of desirable and ideal citizens as part of a neoliberal govern-
mentality. As we illustrated in the introduction, the normative stance on adult education
as a route toward active citizenship, social justice, and well-being, however positive it
might sound, is, through current discourses, is made an important part of how governing
operates, where those who are the target of intervention become engaged in governing
themselves. As such, students construe themselves as failures, and in need of participa-
tion in adult education as a site where the promise is the uncertainty of a utopia.
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