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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 ssediated by sleep (it could, for
instance easily have knocked something over had the table not been empty except for the sticky
substancé perhaps driedip beeri that reflects the sun back from the rough wooden table), on
such a day when the air is stagnant the street has a distinctivelsmgtied it as soon as | 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, spdikg, 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 Nat i on al(Arbejdsimarkedsstyidlaem&bpage, yow ¢am o r i t
read the foll owing unde(sygefrdveer) headi ng O0si cknes

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 at@lir market

as soon as possible. You are also eligible for economic compensation in case of absence
due to illness in the form of sickness ben@dijgedagpenged | f you are abs
illness for more than eight weeks, the municipality will send gauinformation 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 conversationheitmainicipality is to assist you in
keeping your job and your connection to

participate in the municipal followip. (Arbejdsmarkedsstyrelsen 2010a, my translation)

! Sincethe sections in this prologuenarrated in done that at times diverge from standamhdemic languagefind
it proper to underline thaill build on empirical data gathered during and before the fieldwork. Where conversation,
guestions, or opinions are recounted they build on recorded conversations.



Since the summer of 2009 municipal caseworkerge 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
spring 0of2009, before these new rules were included into the law on sickness benefit, a controlled
trial (Active i 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 siskneenefit 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. Thetiagy could consist of physical exercise or classroom teaching by
psychol ogi st s, soci al wor kers or medi cal doc
understanding of their current situation and making them go back to work more quicklydian th

otherwise would have done.

Your own words

I n the municipal of fice where citizenso6 right
in for the initial meeting often have only tF
do undestand 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 neededgtovetheir iliness to te 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 psyh ol ogi st s spi || onto the floor o]
caseworker will then try to stop this presentation of evidedick:u st t el | me i n you
you ar e nlbthisimrequestedroka pérson with of ADanish nationalityte following

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

60 Why, b e ¢ a u siEdN Whichahmor shie cekuimés the rummaging for evidence to confirm
this circumstance. Perhaps a sick note or altemigtia direct phone number to the doctor is
brought to light and offered to the caseworker. Then the caseworker might say something along the
lines of6 Ye s, |l know you are sick, thatodés why vyou
yourillnesss hat makes you unable to go to work.o |If

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 teatspal i zes i n
benefit package solutionsygedagpengepakkérihe goal of your referral might be to train for
stable attendance. I f you have been away fror
mere task of showing up every day at® @an 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 vahatarily
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, &abelic 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 workitigméuih
restaurants ahshops 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 cuffadae breakfast while Irene,
forthe"week in a row, must sit in the private el
her curriculum vitae or play Minesweeper until her pain gets so severe she might be allowed to go

home.

Piss and coffee

In a dfferent 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 nauseaingll of centuries of pissing has
impregnated the surroundings to the extent that | have to hold my breath when | pass on my bicycle
even half a year after its removal. Sitting in this specific spot is this young nuanky, thief or
whatever else mightxelain 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 formssctienein
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 ChristowaldbsDdHakyaomud dmaodmCopmeniRagen
a big square building. Above the buildingds
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following word was chiselled decades agwerformynderiet the popular meaning of which is
akin tpatteseumpalri smdéd. The fact that the Nationa
especially appealing to the Danish sense of-ismlfy and causes many knowing looks to be
exchanged by visitors and employees alike. To the extent that this building sardkio possess a
smel | |, it must be the vague sent of a civil
coffee or the particular smell of large quantities of paper gathered in one place. The sound of a pair
of well-dressed and determineddium 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 taldranaverage woman sits in her garden and offergd¢bearcher a

cup of coffee. The tallethanaverage woman would be forced to bend down fuitthanaverage

were she to console, say, a g@arold in a daycare institution, as she used to do. And she has
been doing a lot of bending, so now she sitseéndarden 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 sufficientethrewh

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. Thisidemation 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? i6 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 Authorityhat 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 illnessdpe
so that it fits with the projectos

A citizen: It is fine that you make such a project, you know, | just do not think | fit into
your box, okay? | mean, what do you want to talk about? If you do not know
that, | cannot be bothete wi t h i t .71 itGound® dbit harske pedapd
T 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 ©®f October, 2007. A recent graduate with a degree in social
anthropology, | 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. | remember coming to work the first day andybefhalone 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 Servisesviceloven)On each sheet | was required to
report the frequency, amon t and/ or size of the municipal.
inquired into. The most simple of the questions addressed the used $0l ed O6day cent
to report the 6daily average numb eedatatesheat.si t s
6What is a day centre?6 | thought to myself.
answer from each person | asked. Three weeks and many phone calls later, | knew there were three
such d6éday cent r es peppletcama therepduringnther day toy be &eptdaetive] and
that nobody knew how many people used them. | nevertheless had to fill in the form, since
returning it incomplete to Statistics Denmark was not an option. | do not remember what | wrote,

per haplaany &G&pHthe number was the sum of the added guesses of the day centre staff |

happened to get hold of. oWel |, itds just a ¢
comes in, okay?6 one staff member cautioned m
Overdose

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

motorcycle drivero6s | icense. I n her office a
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index finger towards the place on her left chest where, instead of a breast, weeacwpography

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 jeansuggover his knee in order to prove the existence of a scar
from a wound from the knife he intended for something completely different andrelatkd, 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 lanbés office as she understands ther
unfamiliar man why she, who has been able to takeacdre her sel f for 60 year
suddenly cannot. lan himselfst buried a friend. Overdose.

What Kate did not do

6l might as well say right away that thoise fe
| have not completed them. And | feel bad about it but | do not know where to begin. | just did not
do it...®o

ésays Kat e, e mp | oy®mentaagency BNEA. @ heireseatcieer newnp |
watches Mariei who by now knows she is pregnaittell Kate how she herself would have
approached the job had it bee&Ofherouu,r swehiwlee wkd
task. That is part of the agrean e rKate i 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 gargcip the
controlled trial. Except that she has seen her psychologi$tibuthe wayi that had nothing to do
with the project, and then she has been on the internet searching for something Kate does not know
about6 We only know t h essions$, scowe will hawe tg passuop thes specific
g u e s t gays the tedm manager. Apparently nobody knows anything about the people who are
participating in the controlled trial, to Mar
Marie asksif they can feel certailmome at the municipal jobcentteat they have been informed
about cases in which the citizens have not showed up footiieolled triaP 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 pieposof t he ref err al I's. T
referral 6 might |l ook | i1 ke when the private e
muni ci pal casewor ker : 0The barriers need to b

the researchema 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 fer a 13
week programmewt hout specifying which barriers t

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 amoaolietges
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 thahéhatmployees 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 forassessing 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 eaiyement 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 conditiori a continuation of the present practice if they did nothing, an equally absurd

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

A helping hand

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

numbers | had to report to Statistics Denmark. The report on the delivérypag r s o n a | cat
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practical assistanced6 proved to be a particul
numbers we needed and nobody had mastered spreadsheets beyond the simplest commands an
sorting. Apart from that, dead citizens had dtllbe 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 (cleaningotve ilatering the

plants), regardless of the time it might take to complete them. | 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 furthertbp 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 1 was the one presented with the task of getting it
done. | also received emails from employees in Statistics Denmark who were themselves under
pressure to get the statistics out before the end of the yearyFoad 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 aha wom
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 tataimber 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 exi siatemlanee. of odévalid reason

Kate: So | phoned the caseworker to ask what the purpose of this referral was. | asked her if these 25
hours a week is the key issue or i f we can ac
without answering me the caseworker starts talking about boakinther three months of the

programme for the woman. Then | asked her, in a straightforward manner, what the purpose of that
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woul d be. And i f she had said 6to wo-relatedon a
i ssueso6 whi ch distrbsg thea thesituation wodlidshave 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 wheiNber it
you cannot | eave. 6 Where would that take us?
is extremely odd.

19 %
Wednesday, the Dof June, 2009: On the front page Bblitiken one of the largest Danish
national newspapers, you can readttBanish 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 th
behalf ofPolitikenn wa s a $Havke ol beenvable to liée up to the guidelines for your social
work as defined by t he Apewhawshaws that49t%respopdadsthat t h
they did, 32 % responded that they diot 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 setor 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 ahd 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 redliyf different viewpoints adding up therealityi 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 registratibarts 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

17



might be conslered 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 anthropokidor an entire day...

Civilservantt We are 200 people who are just sitting her
write about what 0 udpihgt | sit here &dnd wheroldoeleouti of myo u t
window over at the Ministry of Social Afai r s , I thinké o6l wonder

t hereébd

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 themselvestker w

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 Dbenefit were subjyettyédi ndoeondédgaborh
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 confusethere for a moment because | thought you said it was an offer. So it is

something | am forced to?

Marie: Well,youareact ual l yé perhaps | should have mention

are giving you something extra.
John: Butthenmgbe | should not join the fitness centre
If I haveto participate in your activity. | mean, | would not want to overburden myself either,

right?

Marie: No, that would not be smart.

18



Upsetting
One evening irthe 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 respectivepumnsis peildcdhatdiedydaaspey i t o
criticism raised in the medidhe 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 canget the impression that parts betact were not wholly

t hought through¢é?

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 comeitipit.

In another office in anotmebuilding 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 point

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?

€ | 6ve been on the municipal commi ttee for
time and again that we need to have some rul es
caseworkers under st an déto demand thahthose winaadoptedethen unddrstatda

them...

Apart from that, you know what?
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€l have really been wondering about this te
sitting here at the municipal level trying to draft some sensible teludeiments and to describe the content
of some courses for sick people. And this is befo
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

I n March 2009 a journalist from the Danish B
inquiring eyes on ta legal foundation of the controlled trial, and he is on to something. Actually he

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

and his thoroughness and fierce mannerisms, the only thing lacking toetertip@ 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 thel@ssus 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 higejpth journalism has just begun. At the
Nationd Labour Market Authority, where his reports have caused significant overtime work, he is
suspect ed o 1sitpofitioal schemimyithatidnvesdim? Or is it his sense of the logical
flaw that in his childhood drove him to solve every matherahtpuzzle on the back page of the

journal, The Enginee?

Front line

On the radio, they argue that tbentrolled trialtargeting recipients of sickness benefits is illegal. A
professor of social law says there is no doubt about its illegality. The Hatiabbour Market
Authority says there is no dbt about its legality. Idérom the MunicipalJobcentrethinks it is
uncomf olt makels mefeel rather like a foot soldier, the orders come down from above and
you just toe the line. Luckily I do not thik we have <cut of f anybodyo6s

have told people we will, so | am sure they h
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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? Didyou 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 evergyl 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 day | really did not want to be here at the private employment agency. | had

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

friends tell me that | am a much happier person. This group of people | have mmét her t i s |
having good coll eagues, it makes me want to g
I n the statistics Carl s case wil!/| appear as

benefit packaged to get ¢hbaok tobfatone enploymént. @he k ; i
private employment agency had four weeks available. They were paid around 1000 Danish kroner
(or 134 0) a week Tithercitiz2Zrb was tolbe woughtncloserha tlee Habolre
market through an approacterdred on his needs. Carl was not, however, ready foitirfiud

employment after four weeks.

Success

Eventually, when | handed in the last sheet to Statistics Denmark, it felt like a victory. It mattered
less that the calculations should have been basexispecific 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 di d nof meanirgthat | eventagliyfhad a o
tomakep numbers based on assumptions such as:
plants twice a week. 6 It mat taedoend Ipd us tnmya tc oll

time, to create this fiction. It mattered less that both he &m#w that the files were incomplete.
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What did matter was that | was finally able to conclude the task that had been haunting our unit and
that had caused problems for our management and Statistics Denmark. | received much praise for

my handling of the task drfrom 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 progedrtitaes
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 hisyéy 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 ios.yo@wDknow who heyasks Sofieetheqriviatedyremploged docial worker
who has been commi ssioned by the municipalit
private employment agency. Sofie looks through her considerable pile of p&persannot find

the informati on. The man presses on: 6But I
already. How can t hey HeuesptainskceSofe thatéé leas lodgad gn me
appeal against the muninciapnaleiatryldys rdeetciirseinoenn tt o
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
agan because the | ast one has just expired due
you do this to a human being? It is meaningl e
6is a conversation bet we e ntherewathoht explanation. | ddlmt | u
want to be here. I have been here twice. You

be any other way. It is the law.

Beginning, middle and end

Kate does a shoddy job. A focal point for a municipabweasker 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. Aocal 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 i mport
has given Carl back his hope for the future. An authority says tharelagical 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. Carl 6s
Statistics are ess#al 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 coffeewsuded 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. 6Bybuwbrpewb@dbd
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#EADOAO v I AOOOAEOU AT A OEA
On the & of October, 2010 the quantitative evaluation of the controlled trial AétBack Sooner
targeting recipients of sickness benefits (Rambgll 2010) was published on the webphge of t
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 sigmifyc more than the equally
effective O6nor mal procedured (ibid.: 1f) . How
group established for the purpose of compar.i
long ceased to exist: immediatdbllowing 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 inclugsipal exercise or
sessions on stress management) and the duty to assess whether people could rétumtpart

work while sick. The law itself had been adopted by the Danish Parliament some months before the
controlled trial was completed; the first firdor 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 controlledltwould 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 tboamakepodévicgénc¢éaeand some continued
law hadgone 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 ¢ ®&s ewadr ktea slbe walsl
somet hing 6that made sensebdb to the sick citi
case management systems. However, for the caseworkers included in my study it ultimately came to
be experienced as even more sensé¢lessan t he O6nor mal procedur ed i
statements such as O6this is absurd6é, oO6this is
when the caseworkers talked about their work both before, during, and after the implemehtation
Active i Back Sooner.

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

understand the implementation of the project Activigack Sooner and the contradictions between

2 Translated from the Danish tite Ak it Hw et i ger.e Ti |l bageb
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what was intended and what took place. Gtmategy 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
contadictions 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 undersstand pr oj ect 6 s app
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 complexttsigs such as the employment system might an ethnographic
exploration of implementation lead to? These are the questions | will work with in this thesis.

Anthropology and the absurd

Since most vernacul ar accounts of bur eflBeucr ac
Procesd absurdity if any ever wasit seems curious that absurdity and meaninglessness has not to

a larger extent been the subject of ethnographic analyseseduauacy. But perhaps this is not
strange at all. As our disciplinebds trademarKk
incoherent coherent, perhaps we have come to see it as our duty to do so and regard the failure to
make sense of igsi as Matt Tomlinson (2007) suggests in his chaptéiia Limits of Meaning

I 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 owtrgtheng (Robbins

2007: 221). Whether this is something proper to anthropology as a discipline or to science in
general | will not pursue here, but | will take to heart the warning from the sociologist Glenn
Goodwin (1971) that social scientists risk tagitheir 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 remarkabkldmd
anthropology has been on absurdity and meaninglessness. Whereas meaninglessness and absurdit
arose as explicitly pursued topic in the sociology of the 1970s and 1980s (Boorstein 1969; Goodwin
1971; Broadhead 1974; Seidman 1983; Lyman & Scott ;1888 Casey 2002), a search through
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major databasés eveal s that the words o6absurdo, 6absu
in article abstracfsgives next to no results; when the word does appear it is, with few exceptions,
used to accuse ars1 primarily fellow academicd of making ridiculous, senseless, futile or
paradoxical argumentsi n ot her words, whereas O6absurditydég
literature is seen as a condition that underlies and orders social interagtiaen(& Scott 1970;
Goodwin 1971) and been introduced implicitly in anthropology through the affiliated sociological
theories (Goffman 1959; Becker 1963; Matza 1969; Garfinkel 196 Hgs largely not been treated
explicitly as an empirical category te lexplored ethnographically.

To my knowledge, the few exceptions to thi
ritual  (Staal 1979) and o6Whatés in a Wword:
(Jorgensen 1980) and the aforementionededdviblume on ChristianityThe 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. Homeer , t hey do so in distinct ways. Jor g
belief systems pay attention to the role of ambiguity and incoherence by looking at their material
through a Telefolmin theory of timsesimian egéparts s ne s
from a Western theorization of meaninglessness in order to elaborate a new theorization of ritual
praxis which is more | oyal to his empirical
synthesis of the empirical materialegented in the volumd&he Limits of Meaningin order to
explore how meaninglessness is socially constructed as the backdrop of a meaningful (more
specifically, Christian) =existence, a condi ti
systend ( Robbins 2007) . I n this thesis, I wi I f
looking empirically at meaninglessness and absurdity. Like Robbins, | will be attentive to the fact
that meaninglessness seems to always be explained |&gstamfault rather than being a

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

3 JSTORE, EBSCO, AnthroSoureedGoode Scholar.

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

®Such as RdHeMsabinglesaress bf)Aboriginal Cultimevhich he demonstrates the futility of the attempt

to define wio is and who is not aborigine.

® In his 1989 foreword to the second editionfoSociology of the Absurd Rom Harr ® calls Lyman

@he first book of the new sociology Ly man & Scott 1989: i x) . Thi s thadew s 0 ¢
identified as a imMmA®Wwhewthevbeok was first publishgd(ib, going under such names as
0l abelling t hé sPregedtationeof SEIl95LGCRetkeédUTsIders 1963; Matzad 8ecoming Deviant

1969 and thedteh n o0 me t haf @adfiihkeld ¥ 6 7) asnydnbbneoc i nteractioni smod.
"The Telefol are a people in PapNaw Guinea.
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meaninglessness rather than excludes it; and like Jorgensen, | will pay attention to the role of
ambiguity and incoherence in prodogithe experience of meaninglessness.

The dynamic nature of absurdity and semsking will therefore be the concurrent
analytical figures throughout the analytical sections on implementation and deunekimg that
comprise this thesis; here | will uwel the multitude of decisions, purposes, goals, and criteria for
success that constitute one small but significant corner of Danish labour market politics. | use
absurdity as an analytical umbr el | aformadslest) e mi ¢
0t hi s ma k e iverningen smeming)e 60t hi s (nytteslgst) u toit Ihe & i S roi
(latterligt), o6t hi s(abswd)aanbds uort dhdi s  i(nseningeEgatyvhicin wele eised By my
informants to judge the content of their work @hd labour market effort in general. These usages
fall close to philosopher Steven Lugeroy 6 s (1992) definition of

ridicul ousoa, 60t he incongruousd and o6the mean
senseleswbi ¢hhas wunintelligible or the activi
futiled (that which has a purpose but fails

purpose at all) (ibid.: 97).

Absurdity in this thesis

| do not taket hese judgements uttered by the men an
systemé6 to be exhaustive descriptions of t he
descriptions of their experience of the same. While | talk of seradéng | therebre wish from the
beginning to make it clear that | depart from the before mentioned sociological theorizations of
absurdity and sensmaking in important respects: | cannot empirically regard seiaeng as
happening in a vacuuen vamrdl d ainsn od s sagymrteiea ltlhyatwio
Scott 1989 [1970]:2). Contrary to Zygmunt Bawu
not fAgivenod (Bauman H&redven andih abundanam.ySo whiet| agree a |

t hat Ophurbpeoscehocsaend | do not aghndhiwd t(hiaki dd.me aint
original) which was also what Robert Broadhead pointed out in his revidwSufciology of the
Absurd(Lyman & Scott 1970) when he cautioned against what he regarde¢asan and Sc
confusion of the o6the meaninglessness of fAme"
realityd (Broadhead 1974: 43). I n ot her words

of social reality.
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In this thesis | shaktherefore argue that the Danish labour market effoeixigerientially
absurd. Absurdity (in the sense of senselessness, purposelessness, futility, meaninglessness) arise
in my empirical material as the emic judgement that there is no logic to what pidee, that
something has ceased to make sense and serves no purpose. In support of philosopher Thomas
Nagel 6s (1971) argument that the sentiment of
back and | ook at oned swayabsurdify ana méanirgglessness appeardn s e
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
respondingo the tasks at hand. In other words, | take absurdity ® ferspectivéhe 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, | shall argue, that
the situations that provoke the sentiments cuatity and meaninglessness eharacterized by an
absence of meaning or logic, but rather a presence of competing goatméiiading purposes, and
a multiplicity of parameters by which to judg
Danish labour market effort absurd is not only to do justice to a sentiment shared by many Danish
citizens (whether its pradiiners or those subjected to it); it also offers a perspective from wdich
appreciate the different goal s and criteri a
caseworkerso attention. By payi ng axperiencetoi on t
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 AicBack Sooner
took place primarily during the year 2009. My research can best be summed up as an example of
what Susan Wright and Sue Reiinareseaich fpproaeh toc a | |

studying policy that O0avoids presuming a hier
policy and i mplementing it on the governedo (
Wright and Reinhold lay out, thers ear cher f ol |l ows oO0a discussion

forth and back again between protagonists, and up and down and up again between a range of local
and national sitesd in order to st udygasethedpr o«
60thingd | studied t HBackiSptnerw eosdudted ethnggraghic getdworkA c t
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in three organi zat i®wouldhaveefiects (an offide & the Nationak Lmatsowr 6 i

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

as the discussions surrounding ActivBack Sooner took hold in the public debate | expanded my

research to include the comments and discussions in the media and the Parliament.
Central to Wright and & nhol dés approach is that whil

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

the ways in which events have Omul ti pforeghepot e
futured (ibid.). This wild.l reveal , they predi
changed in the nexto (ibid.). While Wright an

focus has been on decistaraking as momenia which Activei 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; AciivBack Sooner as it was invoked in one situation of
decisionmaking was not necessarily the same ActlivBack Sooner when invoked in the next.

Still, Actvei Back Sooner in all 0itsd versions had ¢
interested in tracing through my empirical descriptions in order tiedte a locally founded but
generally applicable theory of implementation. Before | move on to motivate my interest in the
repercussions of policies and decisimoaking further, 1 will add some notes on my usage of
personal names and place names in Hasis.

Usage of personal names and place names

In this thesis | refef as a rulg to people either by a fictional name (e.g. Ida, Marianne, Henry) or
by their nonspecific 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 cleacut offices, such as the Minister of Employment and the Vice Director of the
National Labour Market Authority, who are easily identifiable and fat teason will simply be
referred to by their titles. In one instance where | quote from Parliamentary minutes | use the
politicians proper names as this information is public accessible.

Those who are most vulnerable to identification in this thesis lage niunicipal
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 | have in consultation with some

81 wr i tgeotationmiadks ais a central point of the thesis will be to demonstrate the lack of unity and coherency in

Active T Back Sooner. | will elaboraten this later in this introduction.
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informants decided on the strategy of somesirscrambling caseworkers, cases and episodes from
different days. | 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
theinstances where | recount conversations between caseworkers and recipients of sickness benefit
| 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 traSedfor instance, in the second portrait
where | go through a series of meetings to present the municipal units work, the caseworker | have
chosen is lan who will be recognized by his colleagues. The cases and episodes, on the other hand
O6bel ongd o himtbut wrother coleagues as wdllhave furthermore invented extra
caseworkers or civil servants to whom | have attributed the most critical or vulnerable statements.
For instance the caseworkers Ena and Frank are such fictional caseworkers wiazserdha real
life caseworkers take turns occupying when offering harsh critique or stasethantleave
themselves especially vulnerable. The implication of these choices is off course that this thesis by
no means can claim to offer a portraiture @& thdividual lifeworlds of specific people. Nor have |
intended it to.

While the Ministry of Employment and the National Labour Market Authority are situated
in Copenhagen, the Capital of Denmark, | have been purposefully vague concerning the location of
both the municipality and the private employment agency which are included in this study.
Whenever | refer specifically to these organizations and the geographical location in which they are
situated, | refer to them as tivunicipality, the Jobcentre the City or ENGAT the latter being a
pure fictional and meaningless acronym | have given the private employment agency to distinguish
it from other private employment agencies, PEAs. What | call PEAs are themselves organizations
with often highly diverse asggnments some undertake research of th@wn, 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 thesier ito them as
private employment agencies to call attention to their role as private actors in the employment
industry. Since | have been present during meetings between the Municipality and the National
Labour Market Authority and between ENGA and thanipality there are people in all of these
organizations who will know which Municipality and which PEA | am dealing with. However, they
have wished to remain anonymous in this thesis and to accommodate to this wish | omitted
information that would makéheir organizational identity obvious. Again there are implications.

Not only is the thesis lacking in portraiture of individual N¥erlds, it is also curiously lacking in
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descriptions of organizational and geographical contexts. Yet the content aext ¢dratve needed
to tell the story | 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 | have needeesdiptions of work routines, of organizational links, and of the
processes through which ActiveBack 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, | 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, | refer to the appeslin the back of ththesis. For aletailed
list of the different types of data gathered and used from the different settings, | refer to Appendix |.
For an account of my access to and position in the different organizational settings, | refer to
Appendix Il. My access to dadldwork 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 Il. An organizational overview of the Ministry of Employment can be found in the

organogram in Appendix Ill.

Empirical interest: Repercussions of policy

Anthropology has, during the last couple of decades, produced a rich literature on tteeadffec
international development schemes. Common to these ethnographies is the refusal to take the
6failuresdéd or Osuccessesd of devel opment pr oj
1997, 2011; Das 2003; Li 2005, 2007; Mosse 2005, 2007; Tsif§; 2Akwis & 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 studieavie turned their attention to the practices and effects of
implementation and of the development schemes regardless of the relation of these effeets to pre
defined criteria for success. | carry this tradition forward and provide ethnographic accoumts of ho
the contrdled trial Activei Back Soonerdesigned 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 toet original policy. In the following | will position
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my approach as it relates to debates on oOeff
them.

I OAAOOAOGOI AT O 1.
The AntiPolitics Machine (1994) by James Ferguson is an empirical wieson of a failed
development project in Lesotho. Ferguson turns his analytical attention to what the project
accomplished rather than what it failed to d
not hi ng; It means doi n 005 284).eFergusam grguesl tratewdile thé F e 1
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 burearatic institutions (ibid.: 271f.). Rather than seeing these outcomes as side
effects of a failed project ,efhfeecwarot s( ibd dt o
concrete effects of the project wmgtbe exercisecob me s
bureaucratic state power 6 (ibid.: 273) . The 1
what he calollsttikhes darcthi ned; first political ¢
problems (nutrition) and then, ihd process of solving them, they become instrumental in carrying
out what is essentially a political operation (the expansion of thesststiem). Ferguson sees no
conspiracy here; this is not the wayjusthappenpl| an
to be the way things work outdo (ibid.).

There is an interesting parallel bet ween
work in Lesotho and an article that raised a public debate in Denmark when it was published in
2007 inoneofthelgre st dai ly newspaper s.i weHiegnotkmow whatl e,
we dGjarup et al. 2007, my translation), was written by eight former civil servants from the
Danish Ministry of Finance as a waeradinggfaand
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 hadrbedended 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
systemwhich 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.
6l nstead of <coll aborati on a nadtitiodtheardsatgfuvbichwas g ot

more paper and mor e pmytranslaliany Bhe way co(tr@gt Managemert 0 0 7
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had been used by practitioners was clearly a failure in the eyes of the planners (that is, Gjgrup et
al.). But it is equally clearhiit 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 freataff employees (such as doctors, teachers, casensorke

and policemen) in the public sector that the ever increasing demand for paper work has reached an
intolerable level (Finansministeri2011; Breemer 2008).

I n Fergusondés and GjRBrup et al.dés account
development scheme and the introduction of contract management, respectively) are presented as
straightforward. The Lesotho development project failed becaudid ot 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. Ambpologist 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 O6successd and Of
Drawing on ten years of experience with a project that became promoted as the blueprint for the
Oparticipatory approachd in development worKk
the project as successful and later failing had little if anythirptwith its practical effects.

In his monographCultivating Developmen®005) 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 jeid was being promoted most succesfully as an example of

the Oparticipatory approachod most of its <cor
control over program deliveryd (Mosse 2005: 1
rewml t of the theoretical l' inkage in the projec

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

the project eventwual l y aéfcahialnegded iint thhaed prrootjheicnt

anything to do with the review teambs abilit:
2007: 470) . Rat her , he argues, the projectos
reviewteamd s r ef us al to accept the projectds wunder
project activities neccesarily | eads to bette

project to change what it did, but to modify tiseoryd id.:i 431, italics in original). Thus
evaluations, according to Mosse, serve primar

but will not inform us of what took place in practice.
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Mosseds analysis i s si mil egandimpaciseaway rasno n 0 s
official evaluations but they are looking for different things. Ferguson wants us to explore the
effects of failure, Mosse wants us to expl or e
project practice. With Fergusonewsee an anpolitics machine where power is frfleating and
things just happen to turn out the way they do; Mosse, on the other hand, theorizespmltyqedr
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 |
take from these two approaches in my own extion of the implementation of Activie Back
Soonerand later the revised law on sickness benefit are tlesisitvities to the wider project
context and to the actual project practi¢d=erguson, observing the Lesotho development project
from afar, begins by asking if the effects of failure are not relevant for understanding
implementation and Mosse stepsoirthe whirlwind of consultancy, brokerage and translation and
asks what failure and success are, | look a little closer and direct my attention to the details of
policyymaker s6 and i mpl ement ervwhditiethaehils slicxeedsavioas k | i
effectsWhatis implemented 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 livedmetimes as
paper; sometimes as political ideal; somesiras decision or subject of debatesy 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 afg
as a resulof 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 pmlthcally 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 paple 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-pedined criteria of suces 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 plannerés best i intheantt i ons

politics machine. Seen thrgh this lens, intentionality loses its import; the effects of development
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happen o&ébehind the backs or against the wildl
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. Gjgrup et al.
2007) who introduced it t heir anal ysis dr aw
analysis, recieve little attention; the individual men amamen whose job it became to craft the
contracts. What happened once Gjgrup et al. had let contract management loose in Denmark and
what caused their intention to fail i n practi.i
perfecting the instruménd (i bi d. ). my transl ati on

This O6human drive towards perfecting the

what Tania Murray Li (2007) <calls o6the wildl t
which she places in the theoretical franoekvof a Foucauldian governmentality analysis. In this

framework O6governmentodé is seen as Othe attem
(i bid.: 5). She i1 dentifies two key practices

theicenti fication of deficiencies that need to
technicatliébnalbvidng t7He process that Nikolas R
rendering that within them visible, assembling informatidoow that which is included and
devising techniques to mobilize the forces ar
two practices of identifying a problem and of collecting information about an area of intervention
which will allow forthedent i fi ed problem to be recti-fied
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 sdferthigrings

together o6the two kinds of study [ Ni kol as] Ro

government al interventions and an O6anal ysis
entangled with the processes they would regulateiandp r ove d (i bi d. ) . I n t
world into O6the pland and O0the practiced she

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

Unl i ke Li 6s discursively <constituted O6wi |
towards perfecting the instrumentdé introduce
something general: a drive to respond to the tasks at hand andspdsbgsa will to perfect the

instruments given; i n other words, Ot he plann

°’ n Danish 6den bestandige menneskebi g&j Bruptet matl. pot
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individual intentionality at the core of development processes while inserting the question of
60i mpl e mgonawa toin @tlée widen context of human creativityhere understood in the
pragmatic sense of continuously producing and solving problems (Joas in Joas & Sennett 2006: 11).
It is the prespective of Gjgrup et al., rather than Li, that | will adopt in this thesisvdiratd wish

to address are the messiness and contradictions that charaterize human experience and practice an
the human response to this rather than human discursive practices as coherent perspectives.

Several analysis regard de facto policy as the unuiable outcome of lower level
bureaucratsod creative engagement with their e
James Scott calls attention to the tendency oflevdl bureaucrats to reinterpret the intervention so
that it called forresults they could more easily deliver (1998: 224); Michael Lipsky has delegated
the task of actual poliesna ki ng t ol @ wvwel Obsurmreseudcrat séd (such a
workers and policemen) due to their wide exercise of professional disceetd 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 implemerion of interventions might happen simultaneously and
continuously on al/l organizational l evel s. T
politicians or the centrally placed civil servants in the Ministry of Employment and isestiions
(see organogram in Appendix Ill) but also the municipal bosses, mualh@gers and caseworkers
as well as the bosses and employees in the private employment agencies who became involved in

the execution of central parts of Acti@ack Sooner.

Analytical focus: Decisioamaking

I n this thesis my interest i's in implementat
their attempts to deal with the contradictions in their organizational environments. Therefore | am
interested in the moments where tbivil servants and caseworkers engage consciously with the
project Activei Back Sooner. These moments in which the project was explained, resisted,
adapted, critigued, defended, ignored or used as explanation and solution and seen as warranting
attention | consider conscious acts of decision. Attention to decisiaking 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 pragmatisralqoesd 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 BaniWot &6 8
Hope 1999) and Whitehead through his ten a | position in the debate
a recently formed philosophical movement that, like Latour, is interested in reintroducing
materialism in continental philosophy (Bryant, Srnicek & Harman 2011). Whitehead has, together
with Latou , been an i nspiration for Gr a bogemted Ha r m
phil osophyd a fundament al assumption of which
inexhaustive and distorted by our particular perspective (Harman 2010). Whates $y 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 nevexhaust 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 opragmatismwas first developed and the term coingdCharles Sanders Peirce in
1877 (Peirce 1955[1877]: 5) with the essay,
especially by his coll eagues, William J¥8mes
version, pragmatism is a theorization of & &efundamental 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.
Peirceds influence on anthr opol eogyy(Csdrdas 199r i ma
Hansen 1995; Dani el 1996; Vohnsen 2007) whi |
instrumental take on the idea of pragmatism has inspired the discipline through its insistence on
experienti al trut h ( Jheaikasoo of unizedt@imdy) as prdsented in bie we
Quest for CertaintfDewey 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 beenast influential in anthropological studies that seek to theorize human

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

19 Charles Sanders Peirce never published a book. His most influential essays and papers have been collected and
published by others. | useere The Philosophyof Peirce: Selected Writingedited by Justus Buchler from 1940
particdarly thees s ay s : 0The Fi xtaHdw nt ©tMaBkd e dbrduhereedpiadatioon the

editing and compideaBuchler(1940fwiiilpei rceds text s,
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realm of phenomenol ogy and takes Williae Jam
pragmatism was perhaps first conceived, Peirce being a physicist.

The theme | 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 Jamesod thinking pragmatism simultaneously
applying the pragmati c met teatidn, explam gvimyadrtairsideasc a n ,
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 informatiorulesdfar further
actions.

Whitehead and Harman can help bring another aspect of denmsiking 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 O0deci si ocedtral @osAlfredmMorth c t o]
Whiteheadbds theorization of the relationship
68). He uses the word 6decisiond6 explicitly,

a decision can therefore vex be exhaustive is both a fundamental condition of deersi@king

and the very thing that enables actuality to stand apart from mere potentiality. Graham Harman, the
founder o f 6object oriented ontol ogyadionshibas b
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 dnee  wr i t e s, 6deeper than t
be di ssol ved i nto t hemo (Har man 2011: 295) .
inexhaustibility of current relations that, as | read Harman, allows for newness and change.

Thus, to sum up my viewf what a decision is: with Whitehead (1929), | understand a
decision as the ment al or practical action of
that which is not mobilized in a given decision is our ground (as creative beings) foigfoew
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 psscef planning and implementation in
conflicting and unexpected directions.

Writing complexity

Context
Roy Dill eyds description of t he producti on
Whiteheadébés definition oefs,h dedciinsvioolnvse: s énCaoknitnegx tc
i mplication, di sconnectionsd6 (Dilley 1999: X
simultaneously by the analytical focus. When Peter Miller & Nikolas Rose (2008) proposed an
analytical approach in whichevare 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 @iSpectan
practice. Though Mill er anidaskewil Giavthe popditiona c h n
were established for regarding sickness benefit as an area of intervention in Denmark20@0)07
and how certain ideas about sickness and healttkkedento the public and political debate, it will,
however, not help us understand the practical effects of AttiBack Sooner nor will it be
informative of the messy details and contradictions inherent to either the implementation of

development projgs or the inexhaustive nature of decisioaking. Seen from the closg

perspective on the practicalities of decismm ki ng what Mill er and RoOSEe
of fers us seems | ike O6pured cont exgctureandthdrat i
bi gger structure that allow situated decision

(2010) Latour, on the other hand, claims to have written a cefrgext zoomfree monograph
invoking only those contextual details neededllow 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 | 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 el sebs cont
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 ess a)alsotGeerthe disruptionsng r
the surplus, the rejected. | 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 Ocwenmpd etedemst dndi ng of the | abour n
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 clrgextua
each other. Therefore | will not, in this thesis, provide a detailed account of subjectiwerlifis
contextualized by the larger political, economical and cultural schemes of things. Rather, | will
provide an account in which we will see how a pplis 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
particuarp b end wup being its &6plannerso.

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 | apply three diffareriting principles: montage, the environmental

portrait and the branchinglot principle found in gamebooks.

Montage

| have opened the thesis with a montage of empirical situations from the Danish public sector
(defined broadly).Intellectual montagesi according to Russian film maker Sergei Eisenstein
(1994), the juxtaposition of (in the case of film making) shots that elicit a specific intellectual
meani ng. A cl assic exampl e oStrikeinwhiehlhé crosstlips a | m (
between shots of a crowd of people being beabtgnthe military and shots of a cow being

sl aughtered. Here the interpretation of the v
peopl e | i ke c adipbeen tam thd airth oft alcleld ar froonsa $allet the suggested
interpretaibns 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 shopdaaeel 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 presethie field as having, to quote American novelist Kurt

Vonnegut , 6l eading character s, mi nor characte
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tests to be passed, and a beginning, a midd|I
narrdive 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 ader s Peirceds theory of consci
towards the establishment of thought habits (ibid.: 28) in our intellectual life; we tend to fix our
beliefs about the true state of thi mgntage, aBi sen
in Strike is associated with this type of conditioning so that having watched this sequ&tdkean
it becomes more likely that, the next time we watch a State intervention, we will think of people
being treated like mere cattle. In Eisenste6s t hinking it is the juxt
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 ahdtthat
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. Exampl es i anpttodchmureMome bfdahe thardceenstics df thed s
State inThe Nervous SystethTaussi g 1992); Ma PartialyGQonneStionsa t h e
(Strathern 2004), in which she revives comparison as an anthropological core project after the
relativistic turn oft he 1980 s; and Nigel Rapportds i nsi ¢
individual social lives as discussedTlimnscendent IndividugRapport 1997; also 1992, 1994).

Environmental portraiture

It has been a challenge to write about the complexitpyypempirical 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 1
quoted above, stand at t he heart of this challenge: Be
(ibid.: 842) how do | write a readable text t
absurdity of things6é (i bid. ) ?ntattos prawesseeamchabouto f
the bureaucratic decisions | am interested in
a guiding form of the writing style | am aiming for in this thesis, most explicitly in chapter two
Portraits of Implementatio. 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 det2p Rdther ar e

42



than pulling the subject out of its environm
seamless paper backgrounddé (ibid.: 93), I n en
home, at the of fi 02;nother words wd avecakkoived o rsee thé sulbjactdf.
an environment al portrait Oamid the everyday
This approach speaks convincingly to the research strategy George Marcus (1995)
| abel |l eeias didensumimtdibed as the mode of ethnogra
the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in diffusedipea c e 6 (i bi d.
than concentrating ethnographic research on a singular site (in my case thisecanldffice in the
Mi nistry, the Parliament or a wunit in the mun
thingd (ibid.: 106)s panceshée tvharra uoguhs wohdiicfhf uiste pte
2011). While my methodologicad p pr oach t o data gat kartiemd@ minghs
as | tracked a policy through different 0sit
descriptonsymults i t ed. The primary real i zat lhasheenvthatn by
it quickly became <cl ear t haitthetptoject, id singulan didnotl f o
exi st. I'n addition, the 0si BaeksSéoner haved werenotwhk i ¢ h
physical 0sitesor alt hmaovedd ftfhurseughntkedtl ect ual 0
evidencebased policy and a local attempt to reach statistical goals. Since | wish to draw out the
multiple nature of the project(s) what best helps me describe the implementation procdss is no
physical O0sites®6 but rather t hBack®aoohefwas @sttin 6 b a
other words, different environments in which it can be inserted analytically to highlight its several

properties and lives.

Branching -plot novel

Afinalwr i ti ng principle | use is the 6égamebookd.
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 literatutiea branchinglot novel which is

like a normal linear narrative except for the choices the reader makes. Since my argument is about
decisionmaking | thought it interesting to explore how such a writing technique could be used in an
academic context. Enbranchinegplot principle will be limited to the chaptéfour Decisionin

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 bZhapter2: Portrait of Implementationin which the project Active

T Back Sooner is presented on eight different and heterogeneous backgrounds through as many
i ndependent portraits. I'n the first portrait
presated 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 sidleres#. In the second portrait,

06Dreaming of making a differenced, the projec
the project and dreaming of how it wild.l provi
the recipientso§ i ckness benefit. | nbasedpdadicy-bakeder vdi dpeonrcter6a, i

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 intervergion thorough research and
scientific evidence. We see how in the blurring of the borders between the scientific community and
the policymaker s each invites the critical gaze of
portrait, we follow themunicipal 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 erd/ibggthe 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 tteare related more by name than by content. The fifth portrait,
6Satisfying needsbd, zooms in on the municiopal
needs they are meant to address through the project. The title of the portrait is a puaysioa pl

the double meaning of being able to identify in the individual casegisfyingneed and, on the

other hand, of trying to satisfy theeedsthey identify. We see how many different goals the
caseworkers must satisfy and how they sometimes arenitfiat, mutually excluding each other.

The sixth portrait, 6Legal critique and | ocal
legal controversy the project occasioned in the spring of 2009. Departing from a midway seminar in
which the muniipalities 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 agacyntinelled trial
appears as a thoroughly incoherent, unstabl e

agreementsao, we follow the privately empl oye:
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ultimately became to recreate the meaning of tiiervention 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 i nteraction
of meam n,glgscribes 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 psesstirae.

The series of environmental portraits that make up my overall portrait of the project(s)
Active T Back Sooner is followed bZhapter 3: Absurdity produced by Sensible Decisi@ms
analytical chapter in whichsum up the different arguments ave made through out the series of
protraits and relate them to the anthropological literature on implementation of development
initiatives. In this chapter | answer the first two of my research questions (How might we
understand t he ActvepiaBaecnkt Soofoanielruér?e 6Whoaft do we Kk
which the implementation of Active Back Sooner took place?) and argue that policy driven
implementation is best understood as a series of momentarily meaningful decisions taken in highly
contradi¢ory organizational environments. | go on to argue that absurdity is integral to decision
making in general and to complex organizational settings in par@halpter 4: Your Decisiors
an experimental chapter in which | ask the reader to go throughdtiens of making a series of
decisions that pertain to the themes just touched upon in the series of portraits. | 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 explation of the role of doubt and time in decisimaking. These issues are
explored inChapter 5: Hesitationi on Bureaucratic Indecisiorthrough the analysis of two
different processes of decisiomaking in, respectively, the National Labour Market Autlyoaind
the municipal Jobcentre. The chapter examines what takes place before a decisioniisvtaken
the decisiormakers hesitate to adopt a stance or solutiand discusses in particular the role that
which is excluded as irrelevant in teh momentsmad k i ng deci si ons and th
might subsequently play in destabilizing the plans and efforts entailed by the decisions.

In the final chapter of the thesi€hapter 6: Anthropology of Absurdjty return to the
guestions | posed in the preéa@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. | argue that the recognition of and attention to absurdity enables us to
see ad account for the heterogeneous and-lvoear nature of development. | conclude the short

chapter by answering the third research question | raised in this chapter (What kind of theorization

45



about how development happens in complex settings might angedipiac exploration of the
implementation of Activer Back Sooner lead to when seen through the lens of absurdity?) by

outlining a norlinear theory of policy driven development.
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