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,ÁÂÏÕÒ ÄÁÙÓȡ  Á -ÏÎÔÁÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ &ÉÅÌÄ×ÏÒË1 

Hard work  

On the last day of May, when the sun beats down on a central street in the City and burns my hand 

which, as it reaches for my lukewarm iced coffee, is still semi-sedated by sleep (it could, for 

instance, easily have knocked something over had the table not been empty except for the sticky 

substance ï perhaps dried-up beer ï that reflects the sun back from the rough wooden table), on 

such a day when the air is stagnant the street has a distinctive smell. I noticed it as soon as I stepped 

out of my front door in the middle of the afternoon, the sun having long worked on the multiple 

dried puddles of juices, whose creation and death this street witness every night. Resuscitated, they 

now appear sticky, sparkling, glittering, and release odours which mix with lotions and perfumes, 

car exhaust and evaporating asphalt: the sweet and spicy concentrate of human, sun and city. 

Much obliged  

On the Danish National Labour Market Authorityôs (Arbejdsmarkedsstyrelsen) webpage, you can 

read the following under the heading ósickness absenceô (sygefravær): 

 

If you are absent from work due to illness for a longer period of time you can get support 

from your municipality to help regain your ability to work and return to the labour market 

as soon as possible. You are also eligible for economic compensation in case of absence 

due to illness in the form of sickness benefit (sygedagpenge) é If you are absent due to 

illness for more than eight weeks, the municipality will send you an information form 

which you must return within eight days. Subsequently the municipality will summon you 

to a follow-up conversation or call you up no later than eight weeks after your first day of 

sickness absence. The purpose of the conversation with the municipality is to assist you in 

keeping your job and your connection to the labour market é It is your obligation to 

participate in the municipal follow-up. (Arbejdsmarkedsstyrelsen 2010a, my translation) 

 

                                                 
1
 Since the sections in this prologue are narrated in a tone that at times diverge from standard academic language I find 

it proper to underline that all build on empirical data gathered during and before the fieldwork. Where conversation, 

questions, or opinions are recounted they build on recorded conversations.  
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Since the summer of 2009 municipal caseworkers have had the option of referring citizens who 

receive sickness benefit to other organizations who specialize in programmes aimed at shortening 

the period of sickness absence by keeping the citizens óactiveô while they are unable to work. In the 

spring of 2009, before these new rules were included into the law on sickness benefit, a controlled 

trial (Active ï Back Sooner) was carried out in order to test central elements of the amendments to 

the law. During the trial period citizens with who received sickness benefit and who had certain 

birth dates were randomly drafted for an obligatory offer of a programme of activity for ten or more 

hours a week. These offers of activity could be, and was in several cases, outsourced to private 

employment agencies. The activity could consist of physical exercise or classroom teaching by 

psychologists, social workers or medical doctors with the aim of reorienting the sick citizensô 

understanding of their current situation and making them go back to work more quickly than they 

otherwise would have done.  

Your own words  

In the municipal office where citizensô right to sickness benefit is evaluated, citizens who are called 

in for the initial meeting often have only the vaguest idea about the meetingôs purpose. What they 

do understand is that they are going to be checked out. This is why you frequently see citizens 

arrive with special handbags or briefcases where they have collected all the different pieces of 

information they envisage might be needed to prove their illness to the caseworker. For the same 

reason, when they rummage around in their bags for some specific piece of paper, it often happens 

that medical journals, prescriptions, official letters and little cards with scribbled appointments with 

physical therapists or psychologists spill onto the floor or out on the caseworkerôs desk. The 

caseworker will then try to stop this presentation of evidence: óJust tell me in your own words why 

you are not at work.ô If this is requested of a person with of non-Danish nationality the following 

almost invariably occurs: the citizen says (for instance in Polish, Russian or in broken Danish), 

óWhy, because I am sick!ô upon which he or she resumes the rummaging for evidence to confirm 

this circumstance. Perhaps a sick note or alternatively a direct phone number to the doctor is 

brought to light and offered to the caseworker. Then the caseworker might say something along the 

lines of óYes, I know you are sick, thatôs why you are here today, but explain to me what it is about 

your illness that makes you unable to go to work.ô If, on the other hand, the citizen guesses what the 

caseworker is driving at, the conversation might move forward more smoothly.  
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The privilege  

If you are ill and you get referred to a private employment agency that specializes in ósickness 

benefit package solutions (sygedagpengepakker)ô the goal of your referral might be to train for 

stable attendance. If you have been away from óthe ordinary labour marketô for a long period the 

mere task of showing up every day at 9 am can prove challenging. It certainly poses a challenge for 

the researcher, and few are the days on which she makes it on time. While this has no immediate 

consequences for the researcher, this is not so in the case of Irene. Irene is not there voluntarily and 

might lose her right to sickness benefit if she does not show up. These are the main differences 

between the researcher and Irene: in the fall of 2009, the researcher is 28 years old and fit as a 

fiddle; Irene is 59 and suffers from diffuse pain, a metabolic disorder and a case of diabetes that has 

recently taken a turn for the worse. With the exception of three years, the researcher has been 

enrolled in different sorts of education since she was five; Irene has been working full-time in 

restaurants and shops since she left primary school. The researcher is paid a salary; Irene receives 

sickness benefit. That is why it is the privilege of the researcher to stroll down to her local coffee 

bar, Nosewise, on a given Wednesday at 10:15 am to have a coffee and a late breakfast while Irene, 

for the n
th
 week in a row, must sit in the private employment agencyôs computer room and work at 

her curriculum vitae or play Minesweeper until her pain gets so severe she might be allowed to go 

home. 

Piss and coffee 

In a different street in the City a man is sitting in a particular spot in the ground. He is embracing 

his knees while his entire slovenly being trembles. He is sitting in the exact spot where a public 

urinal stood until recently. The penetrating and nauseating smell of centuries of pissing has 

impregnated the surroundings to the extent that I have to hold my breath when I pass on my bicycle 

even half a year after its removal. Sitting in this specific spot is this young man ï junky, thief or 

whatever else might explain the presence of the equally young but, in contrast, sparkling clean 

policemen who stand in a circle around him. A sorry excuse for a citizen sitting in the middle of a 

puddle of piss that spreads around him between the cobblestones and forms channels that run 

towards the doorway of the local pub, forced by the slight tilt of the street. Not far away, if you turn 

right just after the National Bank, on the other side of the bridge separating the former military 

bastion at Christianôs Harbour from the Royal Dockyard and Copenhagenôs commercial centre, sits 

a big square building. Above the buildingôs entrance is a large stone section into which the 
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following word was chiselled decades ago: Overformynderiet ï the popular meaning of which is 

akin to ósuper-paternalismô. The fact that the National Labour Market Authority resides here seems 

especially appealing to the Danish sense of self-irony and causes many knowing looks to be 

exchanged by visitors and employees alike. To the extent that this building can be said to possess a 

smell, it must be the vague sent of a civil servantôs perfume, or maybe the bitter odour of filtered 

coffee or the particular smell of large quantities of paper gathered in one place. The sound of a pair 

of well-dressed and determined medium heels and a discreet but rhetorical knock on a door. This is 

where the most recent version of the law on sickness benefit was drafted. 

Not your average citizen  

In the summer of 2009, a taller-than-average woman sits in her garden and offers the researcher a 

cup of coffee. The taller-than-average woman would be forced to bend down further-than-average 

were she to console, say, a one-year-old in a day-care institution, as she used to do. And she has 

been doing a lot of bending, so now she sits in her garden five months after her back pain stopped 

feeling like your average back pain, and she is still waiting for the scanning that will indicate if the 

physical rehabilitation she has been on the wait list for since she got ill will be sufficient, or whether 

an operation is warranted. She does not know whether she has been waiting longer than average. 

Fitting  

It is best if none of the randomly chosen recipients of sickness benefit get exempted from the 

controlled trial (even if what the caseworker can offer is not likely to get them back to work sooner) 

because that would compromise the project design. This consideration can be voiced in several 

ways. Listen:  

 

A municipal caseworker:  We would really like it if you would participate in the project. If we only 

include the people it is sure to help then we will not be able to show when it 

does not help, okay? It is in order to ensure the best results possible that we 

want you to participate. So if you can, you must.  

 

An employee from the National Labour Market Authority:  What a controlled trial like this can do is to 

debunk some myths. Make us wiser. If we think 

this approach makes sense then we must also dare 

test it and see if it perhaps does not.  
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Another municipal caseworker: We cannot give you any treatment that will shorten your period of 

absence from work, but we have to find a way to plan your illness period 

so that it fits with the projectôs demand for activity.  

 

A citizen: It is fine that you make such a project, you know, I just do not think I fit into 

your box, okay? I mean, what do you want to talk about? If you do not know 

that, I cannot be bothered with it. Or óbotheredô ï it sounds a bit harsh perhaps 

ï but I am not doing it just for the fun of it, okay? It is a waste of your time and 

mine.  

 

36 

My adult working life began on the 15
th
 of October, 2007. A recent graduate with a degree in social 

anthropology, I applied for and got a job as an internal consultant in a municipality in Northern 

Zealand. My first task was to report numbers to Statistics Denmark and to the National Board of 

Social Services. I remember coming to work the first day and being left alone in a small and naked 

office. On the table before me some manager had placed eight sheets of paper filled with little boxes 

and paragraphs from the Law on Social Services (serviceloven). On each sheet I was required to 

report the frequency, amount and/or size of the municipalityôs offers in the service areas they 

inquired into. The most simple of the questions addressed the use of so-called óday centresô. I was 

to report the ódaily average number of visitsô in a given week six months ago. I stared at the sheet. 

óWhat is a day centre?ô I thought to myself. I got up and began to ask around, getting a different 

answer from each person I asked. Three weeks and many phone calls later, I knew there were three 

such óday centresô; that primarily elderly people came there during the day to be kept active; and 

that nobody knew how many people used them. I nevertheless had to fill in the form, since 

returning it incomplete to Statistics Denmark was not an option. I do not remember what I wrote, 

perhaps ó36ô. In any case, the number was the sum of the added guesses of the day centre staff I 

happened to get hold of. óWell, itós just a guess because we donôt jot it down every time someone 

comes in, okay?ô one staff member cautioned me. 

 

Overdose 

Today in the Municipal Jobcentre, caseworker Ida has just decided that she wants to get a 

motorcycle driverôs license. In her office a woman pulls down her blouse and points with her right 
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index finger towards the place on her left chest where, instead of a breast, we now see a topography 

of scarred skin. In another office, caseworker Marie, who at this moment in time still does not know 

whether she is finally pregnant, just manages to prevent a man from pulling down his trousers. 

Instead he now inches the tight jeans leg up over his knee in order to prove the existence of a scar 

from a wound from the knife he intended for something completely different and work-related, but 

which cut a ten centimetre line from his knee up along his inner thigh when large sacks fell on him 

as he unloaded a lorry. At the fifth office down to your left, a woman cries furious and humiliated 

tears in Ianôs office as she understands there is no way around it; she will have to tell this young, 

unfamiliar man why she, who has been able to take care of herself for 60 yearsô worth of life, now 

suddenly cannot. Ian himself just buried a friend. Overdose. 

 

What Kate did not do 

óI might as well say right away that those feedback charts on the participants in the controlled trial ï 

I have not completed them. And I feel bad about it but I do not know where to begin. I just did not 

do it...ô  

ésays Kate, employee at the private employment agency ENGA. The researcher now 

watches Marie ï who by now knows she is pregnant ï tell Kate how she herself would have 

approached the job had it been hers, while Kateôs team manager says, óOf course we will solve that 

task. That is part of the agreement.ô Kate is responsible for one of the citizens Marie has referred to 

the private employment agency as part of the controlled trial, but she has no idea what the woman 

in question has been doing during the four weeks she has been involuntarily participating in the 

controlled trial. Except that she has seen her psychologist but ï by the way ï that had nothing to do 

with the project, and then she has been on the internet searching for something Kate does not know 

about. óWe only know them from the group sessions, so we will have to pass on the specific 

questions,ô says the team manager. Apparently nobody knows anything about the people who are 

participating in the controlled trial, to Marieôs irritation and the researcherôs amazement. In the end 

Marie asks if they can feel certain home at the municipal jobcentre that they have been informed 

about cases in which the citizens have not showed up for the controlled trial? Kate says she is pretty 

sure the municipality has not been informed about that, no. 
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Barri ers 

When the municipal caseworkers refer a citizen to a private employment agency, they need to fill in 

an electronic form that serves as the contract with the private employment agency. On this form, the 

municipal caseworkers must indicate what the purpose of the referral is. This is what a ópurpose of 

referralô might look like when the private employment agency receives such a contract from the 

municipal caseworker: óThe barriers need to be broken down.ô This is how a conversation between 

the researcher and the privately employed social worker might then sound:  

  

Researcher:  Is that all you know when the citizen is referred here?  

 

Social worker:     Yes, that is a typical contract. And then you might wonder why they want to pay for a 13-

week programme without specifying which barriers they intend us to óbreak downô. 

 

Shrubberies  

At the private employment agency, ENGA, the team leader Marianne found herself overwhelmed 

by the absurdity of the fact that they had for a moment seriously discussed among the colleagues 

whether to lay out shrubberies in their yard in the hope that the homeless people and vagabonds 

whose work ability they were sometimes commissioned to assess would remain at their property. 

The discussion had been a response to the fact that that the employees had noted that these people 

repeatedly got their applications for early retirement pension rejected on the grounds that the 

applicant had participated too little in the work ability testing for the caseworkers to have sufficient 

grounds for assessing their ability to work. The employees at ENGA felt compelled to react to the 

circumstance that those worst off who were not even able to attend the work ability testing, those 

who in their professional opinion lived up to the criteria for early retirement pension the most, were 

by the same token cut off from receiving it. It seemed that whatever they did, it would lead to an 

absurd condition ï a continuation of the present practice if they did nothing, an equally absurd 

condition if they build flower beds for the vagabonds to sleep in while they documented it.  

 

A helping hand  

During those first months of my employment in the municipality, I struggled continuously with the 

numbers I had to report to Statistics Denmark. The report on the delivery of ópersonal care and 
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practical assistanceô proved to be a particularly tough one. The data system could not extract the 

numbers we needed and nobody had mastered spreadsheets beyond the simplest commands and 

sorting. Apart from that, dead citizens had still to be removed from the files and we knew that 

people who no longer received any kind of help continued to figure in the system as well. What lent 

an additional touch of fiction to the exercise was that Statistics Denmark required that we indicate 

the total amount of time for which each citizen received such services. Unlike most other 

municipalities where services were granted in minutes (for example, 45 minutes of cleaning a 

week), in this municipality people were granted specific services (cleaning the floor, watering the 

plants), regardless of the time it might take to complete them. I called up Statistics Denmark and 

explained the situation on more than one occasion but it was not an option to hand in an incomplete 

form. Furthermore, some boss further up the municipal system had been to a meeting at which our 

municipality had been singled out as one out of only three that had still not reported our numbers, 

and the pressure to make sure our numbers were in before his next meeting had travelled down the 

system from manager to manager until finally I was the one presented with the task of getting it 

done. I also received emails from employees in Statistics Denmark who were themselves under 

pressure to get the statistics out before the end of the year. Finally, one of my managers took me 

aside and told me to make up some numbers that were not too far off those we had reported the 

previous year.  

 

What Kate does not get 

Kate has just had a discussion with one of the municipal caseworkers about the case of a woman 

who has been referred to the private employment agency for 25 hours of activity each week. The 

woman has repeatedly left early or has not shown up at all because she is in pain. Since Kate is 

contractually obliged to inform the municipality of the total number of hours the woman has been 

present, this situation has resulted in a stream of formal letters from the municipality to the woman 

inquiring into the existence of óvalid reasonsô for her non-attendance.  

 

Kate:  So I phoned the caseworker to ask what the purpose of this referral was. I asked her if these 25 

hours a week is the key issue or if we can accommodate the attendance to the womanôs pain. But 

without answering me the caseworker starts talking about booking another three months of the 

programme for the woman. Then I asked her, in a straightforward manner, what the purpose of that 
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would be. And if she had said óto work on a stable attendanceô or óto handle the health-related 

issuesô which this woman finds so disturbing then the situation would have been different. But no! 

The caseworker was only interested in whether or not she could be here 25 hours. This is where 

this turns into a discussion about whether it is my job to place myself in the doorway and say óNo, 

you cannot leave.ô Where would that take us? This is where I begin to think that this whole system 

is extremely odd. 

 

19 % 

Wednesday, the 10
th
 of June, 2009: On the front page of Politiken, one of the largest Danish 

national newspapers, you can read that Danish social workers break the law on a daily basis. The 

subheading clarifies that one out of two social workers is unable to live up to the legal requirements 

on a regular basis. The question posed by the Danish Social Workerôs Union to its members on 

behalf of Politiken, was as follows: óHave you been able to live up to the guidelines for your social 

work as defined by the law within the past three years?ô A pie chart shows that 49 % responded that 

they did, 32 % responded that they did not and 19 % did not know. In the text you are served the 

additional information that most of the social workers indicate that these breaches of the law happen 

on a daily or weekly basis. The journalistic angle on the story is the increasing workload in the 

public sector and the unfortunate incidents that happen due to a general lack of time for processing 

cases.  

 

A guiding principle  

The basic principle shared by these accounts is that the portrayal of any situation might lend us a 

perspective through which to look at and wonder about other situations. Approached this way, 

writing anthropology is not merely a question of presenting a convincing argument or juxtaposing 

different perspectives on the same reality ï of different viewpoints adding up to the reality ï but of 

addressing separate realities that might intersect and overlap, while remaining distinct. This 

approach requires that we accept and cultivate ambiguity: from one perspective Kate (the privately 

employed social worker who had not filled in the registration charts the controlled trial required) is 

a nuisance who has not understood the first thing about the task she has been given by the municipal 

caseworker, but she could also be seen as the only sensible person in the system. Both perspectives 
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might be considered situated truths about Kate and her work, but they will not add up to a coherent 

or truer picture. 

 

Something extra  

Do not hold it against a civil servant that the following thought occurs to her at 4 pm after she has 

been observed by an anthropologist for an entire day...  

 

Civil servant: We are 200 people who are just sitting here, writingé making paper. We just sit here and 

write about what ought to be doneéwithout doing. I sit here and when I look out of my 

window over at the Ministry of Social Affairs, I thinké óI wonder what they are writing over 

thereéô 

 

Such a thought might occur on an afternoon in the fall of 2009. But, she adds, she knows that even 

if she is not directly involved in the implementation of programmes and plans themselves, her work 

sets the framework for how political agendas might be put into practice elsewhere. One of her 

colleagues, for instance, has written the framework for the controlled trial in which citizens on 

sickness benefit were subjected to obligatory offers of óactivityô intended to help them return to 

work as soon as possible. In such a case, policy stops being merely paper and can acquire life, as in 

the following interaction between a citizen, John, and our municipal caseworker, Marie: 

 

John:  You had me confused there for a moment because I thought you said it was an offer. So it is 

something I am forced to? 

 

Marie:  Well, you are actuallyé perhaps I should have mentioned that. But you have to look at it as if we 

are giving you something extra. 

 

John: But then maybe I should not join the fitness centre anywayé or start swimming as I had plannedé 

If I have to participate in your activity. I mean, I would not want to overburden myself either, 

right? 

 

Marie:   No, that would not be smart.   
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Upsetting  

One evening in the spring of 2009, a group of top government officials from a range of different 

ministries are gathered to discuss the current conditions for policy making. They are concerned 

about their respective ministersô tendency towards óresponse politicsô: politics that directly answer 

criticism raised in the media. The following exchange about an important piece of legislation that 

has just been adopted in the Parliament takes place:  

 

A [polite, careful tone of voice]:  You can get the impression that parts of the act were not wholly 

thought throughé?  

 

B [who has written large parts  Not thought through!!! Jesus, no! It is a shoddy job! But 

of the legislation in question]:  what would you expect? We had two weeks to come up with it.  

 

In another office in another building a group of project workers are being told by an official from a 

ministry that in their investigation of the current state of their front desk services they are being too 

critical. They would not want to upset the staff too much. 

 

Beside the poin t 

19 % of the social workers do not know whether they have broken the law or not. 

 

Rule of law 

After a meeting between a group of developers from across the different sections of the 

municipality a tired senior public servant addresses the researcher: 

 

 You know what?  

é Iôve been on the municipal committee for social benefits for quite a while and I have said 

time and again that we need to have some rules that the citizens understandéor at least some that the 

caseworkers understandé as a minimum we will have to demand that those who adopted them understand 

them... 

 

Apart from that, you know what? 
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éI have really been wondering about this tender we are discussing now. As you know, we are 

sitting here at the municipal level trying to draft some sensible tender documents and to describe the content 

of some courses for sick people. And this is before the law has even been passed by Parliamenté before we 

know any of the results from the controlled trial. But if we do not do it now we will not make it in time. And 

if we do not make it in time we will not be able to collect the reimbursement from the state. As a 

municipality we cannot afford that. 

Puzzling  

In March 2009 a journalist from the Danish Broadcasting Corporationôs Programme 1 casts his 

inquiring eyes on the legal foundation of the controlled trial, and he is on to something. Actually he 

is not a journalist, but who would have guessed? With a self-image as the constitutional watchdog 

and his thoroughness and fierce mannerisms, the only thing lacking to complete the stereotypical 

picture of the classic journalist is a cigarette wedged behind his ear. He prefers black coffee from 

the machine to the freshly ground French press, also available, as he makes himself comfortable in 

an editing room deep inside the colossus that constitutes the Danish Broadcasting Corporation. 

While the researcher marvels at the technology, the reporter brings in the sound directly from 

Parliament, where an interpellation caused by his in-depth journalism has just begun. At the 

National Labour Market Authority, where his reports have caused significant overtime work, he is 

suspected of ópoliticizingô. Is it political scheming that drives him? Or is it his sense of the logical 

flaw that in his childhood drove him to solve every mathematical puzzle on the back page of the 

journal, The Engineer? 

 

Front line  

On the radio, they argue that the controlled trial targeting recipients of sickness benefits is illegal. A 

professor of social law says there is no doubt about its illegality. The National Labour Market 

Authority says there is no doubt about its legality. Ida from the Municipal Jobcentre thinks it is 

uncomfortable: óIt makes me feel rather like a foot soldier, the orders come down from above and 

you just toe the line. Luckily I do not think we have cut off anybodyôs sickness benefits. But we 

have told people we will, so I am sure they have felt the pressure.ô  
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Questions for Carl  

How did you feel when you were sitting at home on your couch, alone, your health deteriorated, job 

gone? Did you want to give up? Did you suspect that getting back on your feet would be an uphill 

task? Did you feel dizzy? 

 

Failure  

Carl felt as if his life had ended. As if, at age 51, life had nothing left in store for him. Carl just sat 

there on the couch every day. We might imagine him staring into space or at the television screen. 

An outdoorsman now sitting in his apartment; a strong man reduced to passivity. He grew grumpy; 

his friend told him he was not like himself anymore:  

 

Carl: The first two or three days, I really did not want to be here at the private employment agency. I had 

already accepted that it was all over. But now I know that there is more in life for me. And my 

friends tell me that I am a much happier person. This group of people I have met hereé it is like 

having good colleagues, it makes me want to get up in the morning and go óto workô. 

 

In the statistics Carlôs case will appear as a failure; the municipality has invested in a ósickness 

benefit packageô to get him back on track; in other words, back to full-time employment. The 

private employment agency had four weeks available. They were paid around 1000 Danish kroner 

(or 134 ú) a week for 25 hours in which he ï the citizen ï was to be brought closer to the labour 

market through an approach centred on his needs. Carl was not, however, ready for full-time 

employment after four weeks.  

 

Success 

Eventually, when I handed in the last sheet to Statistics Denmark, it felt like a victory. It mattered 

less that the calculations should have been based on a specific week in March and that it had been 

necessary for me to base my calculations on a random week in December. It mattered less that it 

was fictional, as we did not grant people a ótime slotô but a service ï meaning that I eventually had 

to make up numbers based on assumptions such as: óIt probably takes ten minutes a week to water 

plants twice a week.ô It mattered less that I had spent two months, off-and-on, plus my colleagueôs 

time, to create this fiction. It mattered less that both he and I knew that the files were incomplete. 
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What did matter was that I was finally able to conclude the task that had been haunting our unit and 

that had caused problems for our management and Statistics Denmark. I received much praise for 

my handling of the task and from then on all kinds of statistical charts landed on my desk.  

 

Motivating  

One Monday afternoon in the fall of 2009, a man has been summoned to a meeting at the private 

employment agency. He does not know why. He has already been through two programmes at the 

employment agency before and extensive files have been written on his case. He has a letter in his 

hand telling him to report this Monday at this hour to this agency, but the letter does not tell him 

why he has to do so. Therefore, he called his former municipal caseworker before the meeting and 

asked her why he has been referred without previous agreement? He is left none the wiser, since his 

caseworker can only inform him that she is no longer working on his case and she cannot tell him 

who is. óDo you know who my caseworker is?ô he asks Sofie, the privately employed social worker 

who has been commissioned by the municipality to ómotivateô him to a third programme in the 

private employment agency. Sofie looks through her considerable pile of papers. She cannot find 

the information. The man presses on: óBut I have been through the work ability testing twice 

already. How can they just keep referring me here?ô He explains to Sofie that he has lodged an 

appeal against the municipalityôs decision to deny him an early retirement pension. It is Sofieôs job 

to explain to the man that he must participate in the programme in order to maintain his right to 

social security until the appeal has been processed. Also, he has to go through the work ability test 

again because the last one has just expired due to the lengthy processing of his case. óBut how can 

you do this to a human being? It is meaningless,ô the man pleads with Sofie. óMeaning,ô he insists 

óis a conversation between two humans. Not just sending me out here without explanation. I do not 

want to be here. I have been here twice. You have your file on me already.ô Sofie tells him it cannot 

be any other way. It is the law. 

 

Beginning, middle and end  

Kate does a shoddy job. A focal point for a municipal caseworker is to comply with the law. Kate 

struggles to fill in the gaps in an opaque system. According to the news, 19 % of the social workers 

do not know if they break the law. A focal point for a municipal caseworker is to comply with the 

project design. A focal point for the citizen is to get well. A reporter has noted a logical flaw. A 
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policy maker has two weeks to draft an important piece of legislation. A ósickness benefit packageô 

has given Carl back his hope for the future. An authority says there is no logical flaw. It is a focal 

point for the National Labour Market Authority to ensure that the citizens get the help they need to 

get back to work as soon as possible. Carlôs case was a failure. óI wonôt do it just for the fun of itô. 

Statistics are essential for estimating the success or failure of the employment effort. A citizen sits 

in a puddle of piss surrounded by policemen. A citizen sits in a garden waiting for treatment. All 

kinds of statistics land on my desk. A policy maker drinks her coffee surrounded by reports, laws 

and drafts. A caseworker handles her pile of cardboard case files that grows higher by the hour. It is 

the law. On a street in Denmark citizens have sex, sell drugs, get pissed, fall in love and drink iced 

coffee. óBut what would you expect?ô 
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#ÈÁÐÔÅÒ υȡ  !ÂÓÕÒÄÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 3ÅÎÓÉÂÌÅ $ÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ 

On the 8
th
 of October, 2010 the quantitative evaluation of the controlled trial Active ï Back Sooner

2
 

targeting recipients of sickness benefits (Rambøll 2010) was published on the webpage of the 

Danish National Labour Market Authority. It concluded that the intervention had failed to 

abbreviate the period over which the intervention group received public benefits (as had been the 

purpose), and furthermore that the intervention had cost significantly more than the equally 

effective ónormal procedureô (ibid.: 1f). However, the ónormal procedureô (received by the control 

group established for the purpose of comparison) had at the time of the evaluationôs publication 

long ceased to exist: immediately following the trial period and nine months before the publication 

of the evaluation central elements in the project had been integrated into the revised law on sickness 

benefit. This included the possibility to refer to activities (which could include physical exercise or 

sessions on stress management) and the duty to assess whether people could return part-time to 

work while sick. The law itself had been adopted by the Danish Parliament some months before the 

controlled trial was completed; the first draft for the law had been placed for public hearing in 

December 2008, some weeks before the controlled trial started.  

This was only gradually realized by those municipal caseworkers, who laboured under the 

impression that the results from the controlled trial would be used to assess whether or not such an 

intervention would be recommended. In other words, these employees had thought of their effort as 

an attempt to make óevidence-based policyô (and some continued to think of it as such even after the 

law had gone through the first of three readings in the Parliament, only a few months after the 

implementation of the controlled trial had begun). The controlled trial itself had come about partly 

as a result of many Danish caseworkersô wish to ómake a differenceô and to be able to offer 

something óthat made senseô to the sick citizens who moved through their offices and electronic 

case management systems. However, for the caseworkers included in my study it ultimately came to 

be experienced as even more senseless than the ónormal procedureô it was meant to replace. Indeed 

statements such as óthis is absurdô, óthis is meaninglessô or óthis makes no senseô remained common 

when the caseworkers talked about their work both before, during, and after the implementation of 

Active ï Back Sooner.  

In this thesis I use such statements as a lens through which to explore how we might best 

understand the implementation of the project Active ï Back Sooner and the contradictions between 

                                                 
2
 Translated from the Danish title óAktive ï Hurtigere Tilbageô. 
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what was intended and what took place. One strategy is to dissolve the contradictions by claiming 

that the project was never meant to be helpful; that the politicians never meant to use the results of 

the project for anything; that the intention was really something else. However, that solving 

contradictions hypothetically does not make them go away is a daily experience of the civil servants 

and caseworkers the reader will meet in this thesis. Contradictions will return to resist the 

interpretations and decisions made. How then might we understand the projectôs apparent failure? 

What might we learn about the ways in which the policy targeting recipients of sickness benefit was 

implemented and about the effects it had? What kind of theorization about how policy driven 

development happens in complex settings such as the employment system might an ethnographic 

exploration of implementation lead to? These are the questions I will work with in this thesis. 

 

Anthropology and the absurd 

Since most vernacular accounts of bureaucracy attract allusions to Franz Kafkaôs novel, The 

Process ï absurdity if any ever was ï it seems curious that absurdity and meaninglessness has not to 

a larger extent been the subject of ethnographic analyses of bureaucracy. But perhaps this is not 

strange at all. As our disciplineôs trademark is making the exotic familiar, the irrational rational, the 

incoherent coherent, perhaps we have come to see it as our duty to do so and regard the failure to 

make sense of things ï as Matt Tomlinson (2007) suggests in his chapter in The Limits of Meaning 

ï as our personal failure as analysts. There does seem to exist, as Joel Robbins comments in the 

same volume, a particular, strong, anthropological will to make sense out of everything (Robbins 

2007: 221). Whether this is something proper to anthropology as a discipline or to science in 

general I will not pursue here, but I will take to heart the warning from the sociologist Glenn 

Goodwin (1971) that social scientists risk losing their sensitivity to the absurdity of things as they 

become more and more expert at constructing explanations (ibid.: 842).  

 

Absurdity in sociology and anthropology  

For a discipline that has much to say about meaning and rationality it is remarkable how silent 

anthropology has been on absurdity and meaninglessness. Whereas meaninglessness and absurdity 

arose as explicitly pursued topic in the sociology of the 1970s and 1980s (Boorstein 1969; Goodwin 

1971; Broadhead 1974; Seidman 1983; Lyman & Scott 1989; also Casey 2002), a search through 
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major databases
3
 reveals that the words óabsurdô, óabsurdityô, ómeaninglessô and ómeaninglessnessô 

in article abstracts
4
 gives next to no results; when the word does appear it is, with few exceptions, 

used to accuse others ï primarily fellow academics ï of making ridiculous, senseless, futile or 

paradoxical arguments.
5
 In other words, whereas óabsurdityô or ómeaninglessnessô  in sociological 

literature is seen as a condition that underlies and orders social interaction (Lyman & Scott 1970; 

Goodwin 1971) and been introduced implicitly in anthropology through the affiliated sociological 

theories (Goffman 1959; Becker 1963; Matza 1969; Garfinkel 1967),
6
 it has largely not been treated 

explicitly as an empirical category to be explored ethnographically.  

To my knowledge, the few exceptions to this rule are two articles, óThe meaninglessness of 

ritualô (Staal 1979) and óWhatôs in a word: The meaning of meaninglessness in Telefolminô
7
 

(Jorgensen 1980) and the aforementioned edited volume on Christianity, The Limits of Meaning 

(Engelke & Tomlinson 2007). These three texts differ from their sociological counterparts in that 

they have treated meaninglessness empirically rather than as a fundamental condition of human 

existence. However, they do so in distinct ways. Jorgensenôs aim is to make analysts of religious 

belief systems pay attention to the role of ambiguity and incoherence by looking at their material 

through a Telefolmin theory of meaninglessness. Staalôs take on the subject is similar; he departs 

from a Western theorization of meaninglessness in order to elaborate a new theorization of ritual 

praxis which is more loyal to his empirical observations. Robbinsô analytical move is to make a 

synthesis of the empirical material presented in the volume, The Limits of Meaning, in order to 

explore how meaninglessness is socially constructed as the backdrop of a meaningful (more 

specifically, Christian) existence, a condition necessarily external to what is perceived to be óthe 

systemô (Robbins 2007). In this thesis, I will follow in the footsteps of these three anthropologists in 

looking empirically at meaninglessness and absurdity. Like Robbins, I will be attentive to the fact 

that meaninglessness seems to always be explained like a system-fault rather than being a 

constitutive characteristic; like Stall, I wish to elaborate a theorization that includes 

                                                 
3
 JSTORE, EBSCO, AnthroSource and Google Scholar. 

4
 For the word to be an explicit focus of analytic treatment I would expect it to be mentioned in the abstract.  

5
 Such as Rollsô (2001) The Meaninglessness of Aboriginal Culture in which he demonstrates the futility of the attempt 

to define who is and who is not aborigine.  
6
 In his 1989 foreword to the second edition of A Sociology of the Absurd, Rom Harr® calls Lyman and Scottôs volume 

óthe first book of the new sociologyô (Lyman & Scott 1989: ix). This ónew sociologyô was what Lyman and Scott had 

identified as a ónew wave of thoughtô in 1970 when the book was first published (ibid.: 2), going under such names as 

ólabelling theoryô (e.g. Goffmanôs  Presentation of Self, 1959; Beckerôs Outsiders, 1963; Matzaôs Becoming Deviant, 

1969  and the óethnomethodologyô of Garfinkel, 1967) and óneo-symbolic interactionismô. 
7
 The Telefol are a people in Papua New Guinea. 
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meaninglessness rather than excludes it; and like Jorgensen, I will pay attention to the role of 

ambiguity and incoherence in producing the experience of meaninglessness.  

The dynamic nature of absurdity and sense-making will therefore be the concurrent 

analytical figures throughout the analytical sections on implementation and decision-making that 

comprise this thesis; here I will unravel the multitude of decisions, purposes, goals, and criteria for 

success that constitute one small but significant corner of Danish labour market politics. I use 

absurdity as an analytical umbrella for emic statements such as óthis is purposelessô (formålsløst), 

óthis makes no senseô (giver ingen mening), óthis is futileô (nyttesløst), óthis is ridiculousô 

(latterligt), óthis is absurdô (absurd) and óthis is meaninglessô (meningsløst) which were used by my 

informants to judge the content of their work and the labour market effort in general. These usages 

fall close to philosopher Steven Luper-Foyôs (1992) definition of absurdity as covering óthe 

ridiculousô, óthe incongruousô and óthe meaninglessô, with the latter in the three senses of óthe 

senselessô (that which is unintelligible or the activity that does not fit a purposeful pattern), óthe 

futileô (that which has a purpose but fails to achieve it) and óthe pointlessô (that which has no 

purpose at all) (ibid.: 97).  

 

Absurdity in this thesis  

I do not take these judgements uttered by the men and women employed in the ólabour market 

systemô to be exhaustive descriptions of the work or tasks they carried out but to be accurate 

descriptions of their experience of the same. While I talk of sense-making, I therefore wish from the 

beginning to make it clear that I depart from the before mentioned sociological theorizations of 

absurdity and sense-making in important respects: I cannot empirically regard sense-making as 

happening in a vacuum and cannot agree that óthe world is essentially without meaningô (Lyman & 

Scott 1989 [1970]:2). Contrary to Zygmunt Baumanôs stipulation that ópurposes and meanings are 

not ñgivenòô (Bauman 1992: 6) in my material they are given, and in abundance. So while I agree 

that ópurpose can be chosenô I do not agree that ómeaning can be created ab nihiloô (ibid.: italics in 

original) which was also what Robert Broadhead pointed out in his review of A Sociology of the 

Absurd (Lyman & Scott 1970) when he cautioned against what he regarded as Lyman and Scottôs 

confusion of the óthe meaninglessness of ñmetaphysical realityòô with the ósocial construction of 

realityô (Broadhead 1974: 43). In other words, the experience of meaninglessness is not exhaustive 

of social reality.  
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In this thesis I shall therefore argue that the Danish labour market effort is experientially 

absurd. Absurdity (in the sense of senselessness, purposelessness, futility, meaninglessness) arises 

in my empirical material as the emic judgement that there is no logic to what takes place, that 

something has ceased to make sense and serves no purpose. In support of philosopher Thomas 

Nagelôs (1971) argument that the sentiment of absurdity is the result of the human capacity to step 

back and look at oneôs own practice in a disengaged way, absurdity and meaninglessness appear in 

my empirical material as a perspective belonging to the momentarily disengaged person, and not to 

the practitioner of policy crafting or delivery of public services in the moments of being engaged in 

responding to the tasks at hand. In other words, I take absurdity to be a perspective the human can 

move in and out of and not an objective condition. 

The analytical purpose of this thesis is to unravel this sentiment of absurdity by showing 

the multiplicity of logics at work in implementation of law and policy. It is not so, I shall argue, that 

the situations that provoke the sentiments of absurdity and meaninglessness are characterized by an 

absence of meaning or logic, but rather a presence of competing goals and conflicting purposes, and 

a multiplicity of parameters by which to judge the sensibility of oneôs actions. Therefore to call the 

Danish labour market effort absurd is not only to do justice to a sentiment shared by many Danish 

citizens (whether its practitioners or those subjected to it); it also offers a perspective from which to 

appreciate the different goals and criteria for success that compete for civil servantsô and 

caseworkersô attention. By paying attention to the conditions that gives rise to the experience of 

absurdity and meaninglessness it is the theoretical aim of the thesis to extract a theory of how policy 

driven development happens. 

Brief note on method 

My ethnographic exploration of the crafting, planning and implementation of Active ï Back Sooner 

took place primarily during the year 2009. My research can best be summed up as an example of 

what Susan Wright and Sue Reinhold have called óstudying throughô ï a research approach to 

studying policy that óavoids presuming a hierarchical relation between policy makers determining 

policy and implementing it on the governedô (Wright & Reinhold 2011: 19). In the research strategy 

Wright and Reinhold lay out, the researcher follows óa discussion or a conflict as it ranges back and 

forth and back again between protagonists, and up and down and up again between a range of local 

and national sitesô in order to study a óprocess of political transformationô (ibid.). In my case, the 

óthingô I studied through was the project Active ï Back Sooner. I conducted ethnographic fieldwork 
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in three organizational units where I knew óitô
8
 would have effects (an office in the National Labour 

Market Authority, a unit in a municipal jobcentre and a team in a private employment agency) but 

as the discussions surrounding Active ï Back Sooner took hold in the public debate I expanded my 

research to include the comments and discussions in the media and the Parliament. 

Central to Wright and Reinholdôs approach is that while the researcher physically moves 

him- or herself between different organizational contexts he or she exercises a special awareness to 

the ways in which events have ómultiple potential effects with unpredictable significances for the 

futureô (ibid.). This will reveal, they predict, how keywords óinvolved in one incident reappeared or 

changed in the nextô (ibid.). While Wright and Reinhold are attentive to óeventsô or óincidentsô my 

focus has been on decision-making as moments in which Active ï Back Sooner was either produced 

as plans or public documents or used as a warrant for decisions. Their prediction, however, holds 

water when tested against my material; Active ï Back Sooner as it was invoked in one situation of 

decision-making was not necessarily the same Active ï Back Sooner when invoked in the next. 

Still, Active ï Back Sooner in all óitsô versions had effects and it is these effects that I have been 

interested in tracing through my empirical descriptions in order to elaborate a locally founded but 

generally applicable theory of implementation. Before I move on to motivate my interest in the 

repercussions of policies and decision-making further, I will add some notes on my usage of 

personal names and place names in this thesis. 

 

Usage of personal names and place names 

In this thesis I refer ï as a rule ï to people either by a fictional name (e.g. Ida, Marianne, Henry) or 

by their non-specific position or profession (a caseworker, a civil servant, a lawyer, a reporter). 

Exceptions to this rule is The Permanent Secretary from the Ministry of Employment and other 

holders of clear-cut offices, such as the Minister of Employment and the Vice Director of the 

National Labour Market Authority, who are easily identifiable and for that reason will simply be 

referred to by their titles. In one instance where I quote from Parliamentary minutes I use the 

politicians proper names as this information is public accessible. 

Those who are most vulnerable to identification in this thesis are the municipal 

caseworkers and the civil servants whose colleagues would recognize them because they take up a 

prominent role in this thesis. To make identification more difficult I have in consultation with some 

                                                 
8
 I write óitô in quotation marks as a central point of the thesis will be to demonstrate the lack of unity and coherency in 

Active ï Back Sooner. I will elaborate on this later in this introduction.  
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informants decided on the strategy of sometimes scrambling caseworkers, cases and episodes from 

different days. I have done this not only to ensure anonymity but also present the variety of work 

and decision. Information pertaining to sickness benefit cases is highly person sensitive data and in 

the instances where I recount conversations between caseworkers and recipients of sickness benefit 

I have altered central information such as illness and profession where they are so obvious as to 

allow the specific recipient of sickness benefit to be traced. So for instance, in the second portrait 

where I go through a series of meetings to present the municipal units work, the caseworker I have 

chosen is Ian who will be recognized by his colleagues. The cases and episodes, on the other hand 

óbelongô not only to him but to other colleagues as well. I have furthermore invented extra 

caseworkers or civil servants to whom I have attributed the most critical or vulnerable statements. 

For instance the caseworkers Ena and Frank are such fictional caseworkers whose character the real 

life caseworkers take turns occupying when offering harsh critique or statements that leave 

themselves especially vulnerable. The implication of these choices is off course that this thesis by 

no means can claim to offer a portraiture of the individual life-worlds of specific people. Nor have I 

intended it to.  

While the Ministry of Employment and the National Labour Market Authority are situated 

in Copenhagen, the Capital of Denmark, I have been purposefully vague concerning the location of 

both the municipality and the private employment agency which are included in this study. 

Whenever I refer specifically to these organizations and the geographical location in which they are 

situated, I refer to them as the Municipality, the Jobcentre, the City or ENGA ï the latter being a 

pure fictional and meaningless acronym I have given the private employment agency to distinguish 

it from other private employment agencies, PEAs. What I call PEAs are themselves organizations 

with often highly diverse assignments ï some undertake research of their own, some offer courses 

directed at other things than getting people back to work. However, all of them contract with the 

Municipality and since it is in this regard that they are interesting to this thesis, I refer to them as 

private employment agencies to call attention to their role as private actors in the employment 

industry. Since I have been present during meetings between the Municipality and the National 

Labour Market Authority and between ENGA and the Municipality there are people in all of these 

organizations who will know which Municipality and which PEA I am dealing with. However, they 

have wished to remain anonymous in this thesis and to accommodate to this wish I omitted 

information that would make their organizational identity obvious. Again there are implications. 

Not only is the thesis lacking in portraiture of individual life-worlds, it is also curiously lacking in 
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descriptions of organizational and geographical contexts. Yet the content and context I have needed 

to tell the story I have chosen to tell and to present my arguments have not been the private lives of 

Ida or Henry, nor the organizational budgets or the architectural details of the surrounding cities and 

streets. Rather I have needed descriptions of work routines, of organizational links, and of the 

processes through which Active ï Back Sooner was made and unmade. Neither of this has been 

hindered by the above constraints on the presentation of my material. In the last section of this 

chapter, I will account in detail for my writing strategy and use of context. 

For a further discussion of the different material the thesis builds on and a discussion of the 

conditions for my data gathering, I refer to the appendixes in the back of the thesis. For a detailed 

list of the different types of data gathered and used from the different settings, I refer to Appendix I. 

For an account of my access to and position in the different organizational settings, I refer to 

Appendix II. My access to do fieldwork in the National Labour Market Authority was facilitated by 

the fact that my research was funded by the Ministry of Employment. A description of my 

employment situation and the request for the research they wanted me to conduct can also be found 

in Appendix II. An organizational overview of the Ministry of Employment can be found in the 

organogram in Appendix III. 

 

Empirical interest: Repercussions of policy 

Anthropology has, during the last couple of decades, produced a rich literature on the effects of 

international development schemes. Common to these ethnographies is the refusal to take the 

ófailuresô or ósuccessesô of development projects at face value (Ferguson 1994; Shore & Wright 

1997, 2011; Das 2003; Li 2005, 2007; Mosse 2005, 2007; Tsing 2005; Lewis & Mosse 2006). 

While other social sciences have taken an analytical interest in identifying reasons for failed 

implementation (Lipsky 1980; Mintzberg 1994; Scott 1998; Kristensen 2001; Mulgan 2009; Winter 

& Nielsen 2010) anthropological studies have turned their attention to the practices and effects of 

implementation and of the development schemes regardless of the relation of these effects to pre-

defined criteria for success. I carry this tradition forward and provide ethnographic accounts of how 

the controlled trial Active ï Back Sooner, designed and adopted politically to be applied locally, 

quickly resulted in the creation of several parallel projects that evolved or mutated in anything but 

linear ways, often with only little relationship to the original policy. In the following I will position 
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my approach as it relates to debates on óeffectsô of interventions and the óintentionalityô behind 

them. 

! ÒÅÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ȬÅÆÆÅÃÔȭ 

The Anti-Politics Machine (1994) by James Ferguson is an empirical description of a failed 

development project in Lesotho. Ferguson turns his analytical attention to what the project 

accomplished rather than what it failed to do, asserting that óéñfailureòédoes not mean doing 

nothing; it means doing something elseéô (Ferguson 2005: 284). Ferguson argues that while the 

project failed to bring about the expected agricultural development it was instrumental in 

establishing a vast social infrastructure consisting of roads, post offices, health care clinics and 

numerous local bureaucratic institutions (ibid.: 271f.). Rather than seeing these outcomes as side-

effects of a failed project, he wants us to see them as óinstrument-effectsô (ibid.: 272); as both 

concrete effects of the project and outcomes that were instrumental in óexpanding the exercise of 

bureaucratic state powerô (ibid.: 273). The tendency of development projects to work this way is 

what he calls the óanti-politics machineô; first political questions (poverty) are reduced to technical 

problems (nutrition) and then, in the process of solving them, they become instrumental in carrying 

out what is essentially a political operation (the expansion of the state-system). Ferguson sees no 

conspiracy here; this is not the way the planners intend it, he emphasizes; óit really does just happen 

to be the way things work outô (ibid.).  

There is an interesting parallel between Fergusonôs observation from the development 

work in Lesotho and an article that raised a public debate in Denmark when it was published in 

2007 in one of the largest daily newspapers. The article, called óForgive us ï we did not know what 

we didô (Gjørup et al. 2007, my translation), was written by eight former civil servants from the 

Danish Ministry of Finance as a warning and a response to the Prime Ministerôs heralding of a 

public sector quality reform. These eight civil servants had in the 1990s promoted the introduction 

of contract management as a model for managing relationships in the public sector. In the article, 

they described how the model, which had been intended to  introduce an unusually high level of 

freedom and autonomy in the relationship between public sector institutions and their auditing 

authorities (and had initially been successful in doing so) had, in time, led to a widespread contract-

system which was not only highly resource consuming but which removed focus from the quality of 

the services provided and instead gave rise to an ever increasing elaboration of target figures. 

óInstead of collaboration and dialogue we got a bureaucratic ... competition the result of which was 

more paper and more bureaucracyô (Gjßrup 2007, my translation). The way contract management 
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had been used by practitioners was clearly a failure in the eyes of the planners (that is, Gjørup et 

al.). But it is equally clear that the implementation of contract management has had enourmous 

effects on the way the Danish public sector is run and there seems to be universal agreement 

between politicians, civil servants and front-staff employees (such as doctors, teachers, caseworkers 

and policemen) in the public sector that the ever increasing demand for paper work has reached an 

intolerable level (Finansministeriet 2011; Bræmer 2008).   

In Fergusonôs and Gjßrup et al.ôs accounts the failures of the interventions (the acricultural 

development scheme and the introduction of contract management, respectively) are presented as 

straightforward. The Lesotho development project failed because it did not bring about the rural 

development it promised; the introduction of contract management failed because it turned out to 

function contrary to the intention of introducing greater freedom and trust in the relationship 

between public sector units. Anthropologist and former consultant for the UK Department for 

International Development, David Mosse, would advise us to begin our inquiry differently by 

examining how the judgments ósuccessô and ófailureô relate to the practices (Mosse 2005; 2007). 

Drawing on ten years of experience with a project that became promoted as the blueprint for the 

óparticipatory approachô in development work he demonstrates that the evaluation and promotion of 

the project as successful and later failing had little if anything to do with its practical effects.  

In his monograph, Cultivating Development (2005) Mosse offers a detailed account of the 

crafting and later implementation of the above mentioned British aid project set in rural India. He 

shows how in the period when the project was being promoted most succesfully as an example of 

the óparticipatory approachô most of its core óoutputsô were results of the exercise of óvertical 

control over program deliveryô (Mosse 2005: 161). The projectôs ósuccessô, argues Mosse, was the 

result of the theoretical linkage in the project design (the policy) which allowed the target groupsô 

participation in activities to be read as signs of a good and sustainable development (ibid.). When 

the project eventually ófailedô it had nothing to do with a change in the projectôs practice, nor had it 

anything to do with the review teamôs ability to ópenetrate the reality of project practiceô (Mosse 

2007: 470). Rather, he argues, the projectôs failure was occasioned (ósocially producedô) by the 

review teamôs refusal to accept the projectôs underlying theoretical assumption that participation in 

project activities neccesarily leads to better livelihoods. As a result the óreview team did not ask the 

project to change what it did, but to modify its theoryô (ibid.: 471, italics in original). Thus 

evaluations, according to Mosse, serve primarily to sustain or undermine a policyôs theoretical basis 

but will not inform us of what took place in practice.  
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Mosseôs analysis is similar to Fergusonôs in seeking for effects and impacts away from 

official evaluations but they are looking for different things. Ferguson wants us to explore the 

effects of failure, Mosse wants us to explore how judgements such as ófailureô relate to the actual 

project practice. With Ferguson we see an anti-politics machine where power is free-floating and 

things just happen to turn out the way they do; Mosse, on the other hand, theorizes a hyper-political 

network in which power is unequally distributed between people whose energy is bound up in 

sustaining the policy through translation back and forth between theory, plan and practice. What I 

take from these two approaches in my own exploration of the implementation of Active ï Back 

Sooner and later the revised law on sickness benefit are their sensitivities to the wider project 

context and to the actual project practice: if Ferguson, observing the Lesotho development project 

from afar, begins by asking if the effects of failure are not relevant for understanding 

implementation and Mosse steps into the whirlwind of consultancy, brokerage and translation and 

asks what failure and success are, I look a little closer and direct my attention to the details of 

policy-makersô and implementersô everyday work life and ask what it is that fails, succeeds, or has 

effects? What is implemented ï a piece of national policy, a locally adapted project or a myriad time 

bound solutions? 

In moving between the administrative levels on which the project lived ï sometimes as 

paper; sometimes as political ideal; sometimes as decision or subject of debates ï my analysis will 

zoom in and out on the project, sometimes coinciding with a view that allows for the ideas of 

Ferguson or Mosse to be explored. Where my approach differs from Fergusonôs and Mosseôs, it is 

as a result of scale. The closer we look at the moments in which decisions pertaining to the project 

are made, the more the project dissolves into a multiplicity of logics and strivings for conflicting 

goals and it seems that in those moments the project relates to the politically adopted project in 

nothing but name. How does all this happen? What brings about the dissolution of the project? How 

are the effects of political interventions produced concretely? To answer this we need people and 

with the introduction of people into the equation the question of intentionality surfaces. 

The question of intentionality  

When Fersugon encourages us to look at the tangible outcome of development projects regardless 

of the relation of these outcomes to pre-defined criteria of success he wants us to accept that the 

impact of development schemes leads to an extension of the bureaucratic sphere and that this 

happens despite the plannerôs best intentions. Planners are up against a powerful machine ï the anti-

politics machine. Seen through this lens, intentionality loses its import; the effects of development 
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happen óbehind the backs or against the willô of those who planned them (Ferguson 1994: 20). 

While the development of contract management in Denmark could certainly be argued to have 

happened behind the backs or against the will of the former Danish civil servants (i.e. Gjørup et al. 

2007) who introduced it, their analysis draws attention to a set of people who, in Fergusonôs 

analysis, recieve little attention; the individual men and women whose job it became to craft the 

contracts. What happened once Gjørup et al. had let contract management loose in Denmark and 

what caused their intention to fail in practice was, they write, óthe incessant human drive towards 

perfecting the instrumentô (ibid., my translation
9
). 

This óhuman drive towards perfecting the instrumentô might at first seem reminiscent of 

what Tania Murray Li (2007) calls óthe will to improveô, a mentality proper to development work, 

which she places in the theoretical framework of a Foucauldian governmentality analysis. In this 

framework ógovernmentô is seen as óthe attempt to shape human conduct by calculated meansô 

(ibid.: 5). She identifies two key practices as central for understanding the ówill to improveô: one is 

the identification of deficiencies that need to be rectified, the other the practice of órendering 

technicalô (ibid.: 7) ï involving the process that Nikolas Rose has described as ódefining boundaries, 

rendering that within them visible, assembling information about that which is included and 

devising techniques to mobilize the forces and entities thus revealedô (Rose in Li 2007: 7). These 

two practices of identifying a problem and of collecting information about an area of intervention 

which will allow for the identified problem to be rectified Li sees as parallel to Fergusonôs anti-

politics machine which reduces political problems to techincal ones (Ferguson 2005: 273). She too 

is interested in the practical outcome of such interventions. In her analysis she therefore brings 

together óthe two kinds of study [Nikolas] Rose would keep apartô (Li 2007: 27): the genealogy of 

governmental interventions and an óanalysis of what happens when those interventions become 

entangled with the processes they would regulate and improveô (ibid.). In this separation of the 

world into óthe planô and óthe practiceô she bypasses the steps that Gjßrup et al. draw attention to, 

namely, the practice of planning and the hopes and attempts to do good and make sensible decisions 

involved therein. 

Unlike Liôs discursively constituted ówill to improveô, Gjßrup et al.ôs óhuman drive 

towards perfecting the instrumentô introduces an intentional person, yet one who is driven by 

something general: a drive to respond to the tasks at hand and possessed by a will to perfect the 

instruments given; in other words, óthe plannerô. In their poetic sentence they simultaneously place 

                                                 
9
 In Danish óden bestandige menneskelige drift imod perfektionering af instrumentetô (Gjßrup et al. 2007).  
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individual intentionality at the core of development processes while inserting the question of 

óimplementation-gone-wrongô in the wider context of human creativity ï here understood in the 

pragmatic sense of continuously producing and solving problems (Joas in Joas & Sennett 2006: 11). 

It is the prespective of Gjørup et al., rather than Li, that I will adopt in this thesis since what I wish 

to address are the messiness and contradictions that charaterize human experience and practice and 

the human response to this rather than human discursive practices as coherent perspectives.  

Several analysis regard de facto policy as the uncontrollable outcome of lower level 

bureaucratsô creative engagement with their everyday tasks. In his study of Tanzanian villagization 

James Scott calls attention to the tendency of mid-level bureaucrats to reinterpret the intervention so 

that it called for results they could more easily deliver (1998: 224); Michael Lipsky has delegated 

the task of actual policy-making to the óstreet-level bureaucratsô (such as doctors, teachers, social 

workers and policemen) due to their wide exercise of professional discretion and responsibility for 

sorting through multiple and often conflicting organizational goals (1980: 13f.). Accepting these 

propositions we see that the planning of an intervention not only precedes the implementation of it 

but that planning and implementation of interventions might happen simultaneously and 

continuously on all organizational levels. The óplannersô in this thesis are therefore not only the 

politicians or the centrally placed civil servants in the Ministry of Employment and its sub-sections 

(see organogram in Appendix III) but also the municipal bosses, middle-managers and caseworkers 

as well as the bosses and employees in the private employment agencies who became involved in 

the execution of central parts of Active- Back Sooner. 

  

Analytical focus: Decision-making 

In this thesis my interest is in implementation as driven by peopleôs engagement with tasks and 

their attempts to deal with the contradictions in their organizational environments. Therefore I am 

interested in the moments where the civil servants and caseworkers engage consciously with the 

project Active ï Back Sooner. These moments in which the project was explained, resisted, 

adapted, critiqued, defended, ignored or used as explanation and solution and seen as warranting 

attention I consider conscious acts of decision. Attention to decision-making is central to my 

analytical focus. My choice of theoretical inspiration might seem a bit outdated, as most of the 

theories were written about a century ago. However, both pragmatism (developed by Charles 

Sanders Peirce) and the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead have had a revival lately; in the case 
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of pragmatism by the reintroduction of William Jamesôs ideas through Bruno Latour (see Pandoraôs 

Hope, 1999) and Whitehead through his central position in the debates of the óspeculative realistsô, 

a recently formed philosophical movement that, like Latour, is interested in reintroducing 

materialism in continental philosophy (Bryant, Srnicek & Harman 2011). Whitehead has, together 

with Latour, been an inspiration for Graham Harmanôs development of an óobject-oriented 

philosophyô a fundamental assumption of which is that the human cognition of the world is always 

inexhaustive and distorted by our particular perspective (Harman 2010). What is shared by Peirce, 

James, Whitehead and Harman which allows me to group them together is their attention to both the 

relationship between potentiality and actuality and to how connections are forged. Central to their 

work is the belief that decisions never exhaust all the possible connections between facts (or 

sensory input), conceptualization and actions in any given circumstance. 

 

Decision are simultaneously acts of severance and connection  

The concept of pragmatism was first developed and the term coined by Charles Sanders Peirce in 

1877 (Peirce 1955[1877]: 5) with the essay, óThe Fixation of Beliefsô and was made famous 

especially by his colleagues, William James (1955[1907]) and John Dewey (1929). In Peirceôs
10

 

version, pragmatism is a theorization of a set of fundamental principles that govern our intellectual 

life. His philosophy offers a general framework for understanding the human actor situated firmly 

in a specific cultural and social context, with a stock of accumulated knowledge and experiences 

that is unique to him or her. This simultaneous accentuation of societal context, individual 

experience and universal human capacities is what makes pragmatism appealing to anthropology. 

Peirceôs influence on anthropology has primarily been through his sign theory (Csordas 1994; 

Hansen 1995; Daniel 1996; Vohnsen 2007) while his colleague William Jamesô slightly more 

instrumental take on the idea of pragmatism has inspired the discipline through its insistence on 

experiential truth (Jackson 2008). John Deweyôs theorization of uncertainty, as presented in his 

Quest for Certainty (Dewey 1929) has made him an integrated part of the medical anthropological 

canon (cf. Whyte 1997; Steffen, Jenkins & Jessen 2005). As these references might suggest, 

pragmatism has been most influential in anthropological studies that seek to theorize human 

experience (see also Brereton 2009). A notable exception is Bruno Latour (1999) who leaves the 

                                                 
10

 Charles Sanders Peirce never published a book. His most influential essays and papers have been collected and 

published by others. I use here The Philosophy of Peirce: Selected Writings edited by Justus Buchler from 1940 

particularly the essays: óThe Fixation of Beliefô and óHow to Make Our Ideas Clearô. For further explanation on the 

editing and compilation of Peirceôs texts, see Buchler (1940: vii-viii).  
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realm of phenomenology and takes William Jamesô ideas into the scientific laboratories, where 

pragmatism was perhaps first conceived, Peirce being a physicist.  

The theme I particularly want to draw out from the pragmatic tradition is its fundamental 

premise that ideas are future oriented actions. Whereas for Peirce pragmatism was a methodology 

with which he encouraged questioning and doubt as a means of examining the validity of theories, 

in Jamesô thinking pragmatism simultaneously also became a ótheory of truthô (James 1955: 47). By 

applying the pragmatic method pragmatism can, in Jamesô theorization, explain why certain ideas 

are meaningful to people by examining the concrete differences they make in their lives (James 

ibid: 133). Proclaiming that every belief that makes some practical difference to a person is true 

instrumentally (ibid: 49), he judged the validity of beliefs by tracing their practical consequences 

(ibid.: 42). Despite these differences, what Peirce and James share is the notion that our beliefs are 

decisions (Peirce 1955: 27) in that they are bridges between information and rules for further 

actions.  

Whitehead and Harman can help bring another aspect of decision-making to the fore, 

namely, the role of the information and the details which are not mobilized in a given decision. To 

turn attention to the ódecisionô as an act of severance of connections is central to Alfred North 

Whiteheadôs theorization of the relationship between actuality and potentiality (Whitehead 1929: 

68). He uses the word ódecisionô explicitly, he writes, óin its root sense of ñcutting offòô (ibid.). That 

a decision can therefore never be exhaustive is both a fundamental condition of decision-making 

and the very thing that enables actuality to stand apart from mere potentiality. Graham Harman, the 

founder of óobject oriented ontologyô, has built his theory on the premise that any relationship 

whether between objects or humans always will be distorted and inexhaustive. No matter how well 

we replicate the object (for instance thing, problematic or event) we engage with in our minds there 

will always be something left over. Objects are, he writes, ódeeper than their relations, and cannot 

be dissolved into themô (Harman 2011: 295). It is this dynamism that results from the 

inexhaustibility of current relations that, as I read Harman, allows for newness and change.  

Thus, to sum up my view of what a decision is: with Whitehead (1929), I understand a 

decision as the mental or practical action of cutting something off from the totality. The óexcessô or 

that which is not mobilized in a given decision is our ground (as creative beings) for forging new 

connections (Harman 2011) or, in other words, for making conflicting decisions. Each new decision 

might, by virtue of expressing an interpretation of the world (Peirce 1955), be seen as a programme 
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for more work (James 1955) and might pull the process of planning and implementation in 

conflicting and unexpected directions. 

 

Writing complexity  

 

Context 

Roy Dilleyôs description of the production of context in scientific texts is reminiscent of 

Whiteheadôs definition of decisions: óContext,ô Dilley writes, óinvolves making connections and, by 

implication, disconnectionsô (Dilley 1999: x). Following this, context and text are produced 

simultaneously by the analytical focus. When Peter Miller & Nikolas Rose (2008) proposed an 

analytical approach in which we are encouraged to explore the circumstances under which certain 

aspects of a population come to be politically interesting and singled out as being in want of 

political intervention, they place at the centre of analytical attention the discursive aspect of human 

practice. Though Miller and Roseôs approach might help us see ï as we will ï how the conditions 

were established for regarding sickness benefit as an area of intervention in Denmark in 2007-2009, 

and how certain ideas about sickness and health sneaked into the public and political debate, it will, 

however, not help us understand the practical effects of Active ï Back Sooner nor will it be 

informative of the messy details and contradictions inherent to either the implementation of 

development projects or the inexhaustive nature of decision-making. Seen from the close-up 

perspective on the practicalities of decision-making what Miller and Roseôs analytical framework 

offers us seems like ópureô context in that it facilitates an exploration of the larger picture and the 

bigger structure that allow situated decisions or suggestions to be made. With óThe Making of Lawô 

(2010) Latour, on the other hand, claims to have written a context-free, zoom-free monograph 

invoking only those contextual details needed to allow us to move to the next analytical step in his 

analysis so as not to lose his reader totally in the foreign terrain of French administrative law. The 

result is, as in the case of the analyses of Miller and Rose (2007) beautiful and convincing: well-

rounded. My interest, as I wrote earlier, is different. If by context we mean that which surrounds 

what is at the centre of immediate attention then it follows that what is at the centre of attention for 

someone is, potentially, somebody elseôs context.  

My approach will therefore encompass both approaches. If Latour wants us to see how 

translation takes place by tracing the transition of knowledge from one place to another, as he does 
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most beautifully in his essay, óCirculating referenceô (1999), I want us also to see the disruptions, 

the surplus, the rejected. I will zoom in and out, move between scales, institutional levels, situations 

and people (also Wright & Reinhold 2011). My aim is not to thereby approximate my analysis to 

any more ócompleteô or ótruerô understanding of the labour market area but to provide context by 

means of comparison (Rapport 1992; Strathern 2004) in displaying a multitude of different 

situations and incidents that will both serve as the ground for mutual comparison and contextualize 

each other. Therefore I will not, in this thesis, provide a detailed account of subjective life-worlds 

contextualized by the larger political, economical and cultural schemes of things. Rather, I will 

provide an account in which we will see how a policy is created multiple times and mutates 

continuously in different places and times. This means that the central subject of this thesis is not so 

much a specific group of individuals as it is a policy and those people who by virtue of having a 

particular job end up being its óplannersô.  

But then how does one write complexity without either imitating it or reducing it to 

simplicity? How does one render complexity intelligible without making things appear 

straightforward? In this thesis I apply three different writing principles: montage, the environmental 

portrait and the branching-plot principle found in gamebooks. 

 

Montage 

I have opened the thesis with a montage of empirical situations from the Danish public sector 

(defined broadly). Intellectual montage is, according to Russian film maker Sergei Eisenstein 

(1994), the juxtaposition of (in the case of film making) shots that elicit a specific intellectual 

meaning. A classic example of intellectual montage is Eisensteinôs Strike in which he cross-clips 

between shots of a crowd of people being beaten by the military and shots of a cow being 

slaughtered. Here the interpretation of the violent event is explicitly locked down as ósystem treats 

people like cattleô. Had the cross-clip been from the birth of a child or from a ballet the suggested 

interpretations would have been different: the bloodshed involved in transitions and new 

beginnings, or the careful and aesthetic orchestration of a State intervention. In this form of 

narration, one line of shots constitutes the main story line while other shots are placed at key 

moments to suggest parallelisms intended to lead the spectator to consider specific interpretations of 

the events portrayed. However, in the attempt to write about the complexities of labour market 

politics it would be misleading to present the field as having, to quote American novelist Kurt 

Vonnegut, óleading characters, minor characters, significant details, that it has lessons to be learned, 
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tests to be passed, and a beginning, a middle, and an endô (1973: 209). By dispensing with a 

narrative based on a leading argument and explicit story line the resulting intellectual montage has 

as its aim the multiplication of meaning rather than its reduction, it aims on interpretations that are 

more open than they are closed.  

According to Charles Sanders Peirceôs theory of consciousness (1955) we are inclined 

towards the establishment of thought habits (ibid.: 28) in our intellectual life; we tend to fix our 

beliefs about the true state of things. Eisensteinôs classic application of the intellectual montage, as 

in Strike, is associated with this type of conditioning so that having watched this sequence in Strike 

it becomes more likely that, the next time we watch a State intervention, we will think of people 

being treated like mere cattle. In Eisensteinôs thinking it is the juxtaposition of shots that initiates 

this process towards the fixation of interpretation. As Peirce puts it, we see that the potential for 

specific interpretations already resides as qualities (ibid.: 98 ff.) in the individual shots and that  

interpretations are actualized in the clash between shots in numerous ways. The montage principle 

is not new to anthropological attempts to address and unfold perspectives on themes or objects of 

research. Examples include Michael Taussigôs attempt to capture some of the characteristics of the 

State in The Nervous System (Taussig 1992); Marilyn Strathernôs book, Partial Connections 

(Strathern 2004), in which she revives comparison as an anthropological core project after the 

relativistic turn of the 1980s; and Nigel Rapportôs insistence on the heterogeneous nature of 

individual social lives as discussed in Transcendent Individual (Rapport 1997; also 1992, 1994).  

 

Environmental portraiture  

It has been a challenge to write about the complexity of my empirical field and about the multitude 

of connections and intersecting realities without reducing the overall impressions of messiness and 

absurdity to coherence and clarity. The dilemma Goodwin (1971) raised in his article, which I 

quoted above, stands at the heart of this challenge: Being an óexpert at constructing explanationsô 

(ibid.: 842) how do I write a readable text that has not, by the same token, lost its ósensitivity to the 

absurdity of thingsô (ibid.)? As a means of writing about the implementation processes and about 

the bureaucratic decisions I am interested in, I have therefore chosen the óenvironmental portraitô as 

a guiding form of the writing style I am aiming for in this thesis, most explicitly in chapter two 

Portraits of Implementation. Photographer Kenneth Kobré (2008) distinguishes the environmental 

portrait from other kinds of portraiture by the role attributed to the background in the photograph 

(Kobr® 2008: 92); the background details are means to help óreport the storyô (ibid.: 92). Rather 
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than pulling the subject out of its environment and isolating it by placing it in front of óa plain 

seamless paper backgroundô (ibid.: 93), in environmental portraiture óthe subject is photographed at 

home, at the office, or on locationô (ibid.: 92); in other words, we are allowed to see the subject of 

an environmental portrait óamid the everyday objects of his or her lifeô (ibid.: 93). 

 This approach speaks convincingly to the research strategy George Marcus (1995) 

labelled as ómulti-sitedô and described as the mode of ethnographic research in which we óexamine 

the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in diffuse time-spaceô (ibid.: 96). Rather 

than concentrating ethnographic research on a singular site (in my case this could be an office in the 

Ministry, the Parliament or a unit in the municipal Jobcentre), the research is centred on tracking óa 

thingô (ibid.: 106) in the various ódiffuse time-spacesô through which it passes (also Shore & Wright 

2011). While my methodological approach to data gathering might be called ómulti-sitedô in so far 

as I tracked a policy through different ósitesô, I hesitate to call my ethnography (i.e. the written 

descriptions) multi-sited. The primary realization won by ófollowing the thingô (ibid.) has been that 

it quickly became clear that the óthingô I followed had no stability ï the project, in singular, did not 

exist. In addition, the ósitesô through which the project(s) Active ï Back Sooner moved were not the 

physical ósitesô I moved through but rather diffuse intellectual ósitesô, as varied as a debate on 

evidence-based policy and a local attempt to reach statistical goals. Since I wish to draw out the 

multiple nature of the project(s) what best helps me describe the implementation process is not 

physical ósitesô but rather the different óbackgroundsô on which Active ï Back Sooner was cast; in 

other words, different environments in which it can be inserted analytically to highlight its several 

properties and lives. 

 Branching -plot novel  

A final writing principle I use is the ógamebookô. This principle is used in the types of book mainly 

popular in the 1980s (Katz 2011) in which the reader makes choices in key moments which defines 

the course of the narrative. The simplest form of this literature is the branching-plot novel which is 

like a normal linear narrative except for the choices the reader makes. Since my argument is about 

decision-making I thought it interesting to explore how such a writing technique could be used in an 

academic context. The branching-plot principle will be limited to the chapter Your Decision in 

which the reader gets to make a series of decisions pertaining to sickness benefit cases in the 

municipal Jobcentre. 
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Structure of the thesis 

The introduction is followed by Chapter 2: Portrait of Implementation, in which the project Active 

ï Back Sooner is presented on eight different and heterogeneous backgrounds through as many 

independent portraits. In the first portrait, óCrafting the perfect planô, the controlled trial is 

presented on the background of a political attempt to make ends meet with reference to the national 

budget and of the administrative attempts to help the Minister of Employment secure the labour 

force and reverse the increment in the public expenses on sickness benefit. In the second portrait, 

óDreaming of making a differenceô, the project is presented in the municipal context of anticipating 

the project and dreaming of how it will provide the opportunity to ómake a differenceô in the lives of 

the recipients of sickness benefit. In the third portrait, óEvidence-based-policy-based-evidenceô, the 

project is presented on the background of a growing interest in Denmark, explicitly pursued by civil 

servants in the Ministry of Employment, in basing political interventions on thorough research and 

scientific evidence. We see how in the blurring of the borders between the scientific community and 

the policy-makers each invites the critical gaze of the other. In óThe project multipliesô, the fourth 

portrait, we follow the municipal project group as they make modifications in the project design in 

order to match the previously agreed upon policy to local circumstances. In the contrast between the 

project design that emerges locally in the municipality and the design envisaged by the civil 

servants in the National Labour Market Authority (which become apparent at a meeting between the 

Authority and the participating municipalities) we see that the controlled trial in singular has given 

way to a multiplicity of local trials that are related more by name than by content. The fifth portrait, 

óSatisfying needsô, zooms in on the municipal caseworkersô attempts to identify and negotiate the 

needs they are meant to address through the project. The title of the portrait is a pun and plays on 

the double meaning of being able to identify in the individual cases a satisfying need and, on the 

other hand, of trying to satisfy the needs they identify. We see how many different goals the 

caseworkers must satisfy and how they sometimes are in conflict, mutually excluding each other. 

The sixth portrait, óLegal critique and local reactionsô, presents the project on the background of a 

legal controversy the project occasioned in the spring of 2009. Departing from a midway seminar in 

which the municipalities again met with the National Labour Market Authority, it portrays the 

different ways in which the controversy was treated in the Labour Market Authority, the Parliament, 

in one municipal Jobcentre and by a reporter from the media. Once again, the controlled trial 

appears as a thoroughly incoherent, unstable entity. In portrait seven, óBending the rules and 

agreementsô, we follow the privately employed social workers and job consultants whose job it 
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ultimately became to recreate the meaning of the intervention as they receive the recipients of 

sickness benefit who are referred to their offers. We follow a series of rebellious acts and see how 

they seek to create a meaningful interaction in the given circumstances. The final portrait, óThe end 

of meaningô, describes the period following the enactment of the revised law on sickness benefit. It 

underlines the importance of creative adaptation of official plans in processes of implementing 

policy and shows how vulnerable such engagement is to the pressures of time. 

The series of environmental portraits that make up my overall portrait of the project(s) 

Active ï Back Sooner is followed by Chapter 3: Absurdity produced by Sensible Decisions, an 

analytical chapter in which I sum up the different arguments I have made through out the series of 

protraits and relate them to the anthropological literature on implementation of development 

initiatives. In this chapter I answer the first two of my research questions (How might we 

understand the apparent ófailureô of Active ï Back Soonerô? What do we know about the ways in 

which the  implementation of Active ï Back Sooner took place?) and argue that policy driven 

implementation is best understood as a series of momentarily meaningful decisions taken in highly 

contradictory organizational environments. I go on to argue that absurdity is integral to decision-

making in general and to complex organizational settings in partiual. Chapter 4: Your Decision is 

an experimental chapter in which I ask the reader to go through the motions of making a series of 

decisions that pertain to the themes just touched upon in the series of portraits. I do this partly to 

force the reader into a kind of faked complicity with the caseworkers and partly to lay the ground 

for my subsequent exploration of the role of doubt and time in decision-making. These issues are 

explored in Chapter 5: Hesitation ï on Bureaucratic Indecision through the analysis of two 

different processes of decision-making in, respectively, the National Labour Market Authority and 

the municipal Jobcentre. The chapter examines what takes place before a decision is taken ï when 

the decision-makers hesitate to adopt a stance or solution ï and discusses in particular the role that 

which is excluded as irrelevant in teh moments of making decisions and the role such óexcessô 

might subsequently play in destabilizing the plans and efforts entailed by the decisions.  

In the final chapter of the thesis, Chapter 6: Anthropology of Absurdity, I return to the 

questions I posed in the preface and argue that contradictions between plans and practice and 

between intentions and outcome are best understood within the framework of my proposed 

anthropology of absurdity. I argue that the recognition of and attention to absurdity enables us to 

see and account for the heterogeneous and non-linear nature of development. I conclude the short 

chapter by answering the third research question I raised in this chapter (What kind of theorization 
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about how development happens in complex settings might an ethnographic exploration of the 

implementation of Active ï Back Sooner lead to when seen through the lens of absurdity?) by 

outlining a non-linear theory of policy driven development. 
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#ÈÁÐÔÅÒ ςȡ 0ÏÒÔÒÁÉÔÓ ÏÆ )ÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































