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The mentally retarded ⎯ individuals in the shadows of light, on the fringes 
of life and society 
 
Introduction     
What I intend to do in this paper is to raise questions on modern and post-modern 
understanding of education, especially for young people who are categorized as mentally 
retarded by the school system and throughout their school life. The mentally retarded are 
often looked upon as a group. To some extent I do so myself in my research, perhaps doing 
them injustice. However, my aim is rather to deal with empowerment, and the strengthening 
of self-confidence. 
     How can we understand and approach the concept of education in these formal settings? 
How can we understand the nature of the process of educative communication? It is argued in 
the Kantian way of thinking that education of the mentally retarded is a problematic mission. 
The prospects seem to be dark and dismal. "Light and freedom" cannot permeate the minds of 
the mentally retarded. The theme of Enlightenment and humanism is discussed according to 
Michel Foucault and in relation to the mentally retarded. John Dewey, Emmanuel Levinas and 
Hannah Arendt present another way of thinking. According to Hannah Arendt’s political 
conception of being a subject the mentally retarded can ⎯ I quote: "come into the world"⎯ 
end of quote. 
     In connection with these theoretical perspectives, what does it mean to be an individual 
with mental retardation? Their life stories tell. I draw near to the stories I obtained from some 
of them in interviews. In order to let them do justice to themselves I posed questions to them 
about their views on man and knowledge, on power and their own place in society. They told 
me about their thoughts, emotions and learning, about desire and resistance in learning and 
about change. They let me get close to them. Later on in this paper I am going to report and 
analyse some of their answers, as far as my understanding reaches.  
 
Society and the mentally retarded ⎯  the creation and treatment of a category. 
In society you meet all sorts of people, an ethnical multitude, different social classes, gender 
issues ⎯ as well as personal abilities and disabilities. The educational system of any given 
society is the most significant, and probably the most effective, social institution for the 
making of the social being. Through this system human beings learn and communicate the 
norms, values and attitudes necessary for acting and functioning in a social context. The 
process of socialisation teaches the individual what it means to be a social being. Moreover it 
also reproduces a given social order by teaching its members to act in accordance with that 
order (Månsson, 2005).  
     In the Swedish educational system with a mainstream comprehensive school and a deviant 
special school for the mentally retarded, everybody learns about “us” and “them”.  Niclas 
Månsson (ibid.) concludes, that the process of socialisation has an endemic illness. It 
produces the familiar and typical as well as the unfamiliar and non-typical. Hence, the 
concept of socialisation might be used to understand how an individual is to be included. But 
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it can also be used in order to answer the question why some individuals and groups are 
considered to be strangers.   
     In Swedish pre-schools you meet all sorts of young children. Facing disability or mental 
retardation may at times be a problem for children and adults, but in the pre-school context 
not a severe one. The same conditions are at hand in primary schools, but in secondary 
schools there is a fundamental change. Examinations and marks are designed in order to meet 
with the specific educational goals. Those goals are identical and equal for every single girl or 
boy in a comprehensive school. According to Swedish Law, pupils will be offered education 
at special schools if they cannot reach the goals and pass their examinations because of mental 
retardation. This is a reality for many pupils. Over the last 15 years, the number of pupils who 
are educated in special schools has been increasing – and the trend seems to be continuing. 
From 1992 until 2000 the percentage increase was 50% and for the last five years 37%. 
     Before this moment of decision in choosing school ⎯ secondary school or special school 
⎯ the child with so called “special educational needs” and his or her family may perhaps not 
be in agreement with the authorities about "mental retardation" as an appropriate 
categorization for the child. They may have formed their own conception of the child’s 
difficulties, and tend to see them as lying within the field of normal diversity, at least when it 
comes to teachability.  These difficulties draw their attention to the child’s place in the margin 
of the mainstream society, but now they are suddenly faced with the categorization: "mental 
retardation".  This categorisation can be regarded as a requirement from the school’s point of 
view when trying to offer the right support and assistance, which then consequently is special 
school education.  
     In our part of the world a special educational organization has been designed exclusively 
for the mentally retarded. Surely, this categorisation has its function. A teacher whose notion 
of teaching is to bring light into darkness will discover that some pupils remain in darkness. 
Accordingly, these pupils dwell in darkness, and it is difficult or even impossible to bring 
about a change. These pupils do not have the ability to let the light enter their mind. The 
teacher teaches them in vain and the pupils violate the established order of things. Perhaps 
they are no pupils but strangers. Borders are drawn between comprehensive school and 
special school, in Sweden called “sär-skola”, “separated school”. 
 
              The establishment of any given order, then is not only a praxis through which humans draw 
             borders between different occupations, social classes, nationalities, or neighbourhoods.  
             It also involves an including and excluding praxis that makes the world inhospitable to  
             the stranger. Keeping the stranger at bay does not stem from an isolated and arbitrary  
             adventure; it is a part of a cultivating and order-building strategy.  
                                                                                            (Månsson, 2005, p. 177). 
 
Mapping, description and classification of problem behaviour among people with learning 
disabilities and mental retardation is a trend in society. “It is proposed that the adoptions of 
such criteria offer the possibility of improved services for the individuals concerned, with 
resultant improvements in their adaptation and social inclusion” (O´Brien, 2003, p.32). The 
purpose is to include, but the prerequisite is exclusion.  
     To teach a homogenous group of children seems to be regarded as easier and more 
effective. Educators are requested o identify who is, or is not, capable to be enlightened. To 
organize groups, classes and schools they must appoint to what extent the children can “gain 
light”. For those pupils who are labelled “mentally retarded”, the marking ink seems to be 
permanent, lasting for life.  
     Thus, we are confronted with a special group of children, the mentally retarded children, 
and with a special needs education for those pupils that are the categorized as such. In 1994, 
the UNESCO Salamanca Declaration established the guidelines for special needs education 



 3

and inclusive education. They are offered a special school education and – as a consequence – 
"inclusive" education, earlier "integration", according to predominant ideology. Since 1994 
the Unesco Salamanca Declaration shows the guidelines of special needs education and 
inclusive education. As a consequence, those children are offered not only special school 
education – but also "inclusive" education, in Sweden earlier known as "integration", 
according to the predominant ideology.  However, although the change of name and contents 
has been accomplished, from integration to inclusion, the idea of norm and deviation lingers 
on. We still have to deal with the notion of divergence, not variety or difference. Or, if you 
like, special school pupils tend to be “not quite up to the mark” in the eyes of others. 
 
 
Enlightment to people with mental retardation ⎯  a cul-de-sac 
This metaphor of light and darkness can be traced back to the Enlightment.  Immanuel Kant’s 
idea of education reflects the development towards rational autonomy. 220 years ago Kant 
tried to answers the question: Was ist Aufklärung? Michel Foucault (1984) considers Kant’s 
answer, making his own reflections: Enlightenment is “neither a world era to which one 
belongs, nor an event whose signs are perceived, nor the dawning of an accomplishment” 
(ibm, p. 34). Kant is looking for a process that releases man from the status of immaturity. By 
“immature” he means, as Foucault puts it, "a certain state of our will that makes us accept 
someone else’s authority to lead us in areas where the use of reason is called for" (ibm, p.34). 
Obviously, in Kant’s philosophy this is aimed directly against the authority of Church and of 
the medical profession. But at the same time it is directed against man himself. He himself is 
responsible for his immature status and it is his obligation to find his way out of this 
predicament, this plight. Kant is looking for an introduced difference, a "modification of the 
preexisting relation, linking will, authority, and the use of reason" (ibm, p.35). 
     Gert Biesta (2002, 2003) elucidates how Kant established a connection between 
Enlightenment and Education. The birth of modern education is related to The Enlightenment. 
In Kant’s opinion, man has a gift and inclination towards free and self-governed reflection, 
which is his destination and purpose of life. Education is the only way to reveal this and to 
make man a real human being. Man must become a subject. Human subjectivity is focused as 
the central interest and issue of education. When the individual discover this gift and 
inclination he discovers himself and his humanity. Kant’s understanding of subjectivity 
includes the notion of "an ability to use reason without being directed by anybody else". This 
ability of the subject is the necessary condition for rational autonomy.  Modern educational 
theory and practice are tremendously influenced by this Kantian idea (Biesta, 2003; 
Lundgren, 2003). Kant argues that knowledge about things depends on an active connection 
between the senses and the intellect. As Trond Berg Eriksen has pointed out, Kant argues that 
all our knowledge about things is derived from the interaction between the intellect and five 
senses. Using their inherent specific tools, these two human functions ⎯intellect and senses 
⎯take on the task of gaining knowledge (Eriksen, 2000). Are the mentally retarded disabled 
from gaining knowledge about things? Some decades ago there was a subject in special 
schools for the “teachable mentally indolent”, called “training of the (five) senses”. Those 
pupils went to this school in order to be emancipated. Others were called “not teachable 
mentally indolent”. For them, no education existed at all. They could not be educated, because 
it was impossible. (Then, in 1969, there was a change. “Sär-skola”, special school, was a new, 
transformed school to offer education to all children with mental retardation, including those 
who earlier were “not teachable mentally retarded”.)  
      
The teacher, the educator, is supposed to produce an autonomous individual. Is the 
fundamental problem lack of mental sensations? Thus, if you do not reveal much of this talent 
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for free and self-governed reflection because of mental retardation, is your humanity 
threatened? To use reason “not directed by anybody else”, seems to me, on the contrary, to 
have a certain potential in favour of the mentally retarded. It might imply that one can very 
well dissociate oneself from the mainstream, like mentally disabled certainly do. But the 
consequences for all so-called normal individuals are enormous: What will happen if we can 
all dissociate ourselves from the mainstream? Who, then, is a fool? Who, then is an idiot? Is 
reason always reasonable, and from whose point of view? Is Enlightenment really the proper 
destination of all human beings? 
      
Kant discusses, in a rather ambiguous manner, the difference initiated by enlightment. As 
Foucault (1984) puts it, beneath the appearance of simplicity, it is rather complex and 
abstruse. We can ask, like Foucault, the question whether every single human being is 
involved in this change as a historical process with its political and social consequences. Or 
does it deal with the humanity of human beings, the constitution of the human being? 
     Kant makes a distinction between the private and the public use of reason. Reason must be 
submissive in its private use and free in its public use. Man is a segment of society, a cog in a 
machine, and finds himself in a circumscribed position and in determined circumstances. 
Therefore reason must be subordinated to meet with the particular ends in view. On the other 
hand, there can be a free and public use of reason when one is a rational member of a rational 
humanity. Kant’s contract, which he presented to Frederic II, the contract of rational 
despotism with free reason, can be applied to education. In this context, the educator is the 
Frederic who gives freedom to his subject, i.e. pupils. 
      
If we look upon Enlightenment as a historical change, it affects the political and historical 
existence of all people on earth. Also, we can understand Enlightenment as a change affecting 
what constitutes the humanity of human beings. If so, do the mentally retarded really belong 
to the human race? Does Enlightenment involve those who are categorized as mentally 
retarded? Many of them often accept the authority of others. What has been said they grasp as 
the truth. Also, they have never thought about telling others anything but the truth. They have 
the gift of not understanding how to cheat or lie in order to wilfully rob others of their rights 
or belongings. What about maturity? “He is twenty-eight but his intelligence is at a level of a 
four-year-old child.” Do you fail being human if you do not escape from being immature? 
Kant said that reason must be submissive in its private use and free in its public use. Perhaps 
the opposite is true for the mentally retarded – and perhaps the problem lies with everybody 
else? If the educator’s experience is to fail in giving freedom, with whom lies the problem? 
What sort of limits do we perceive? 
     Teachers and school professionals are used to looking upon mentally retarded as disabled. 
In earlier years, “education of the abnormal” together with medical care, was subordinated to 
county councils. Some 30 years ago, special needs education was called 'clinic education'. 
According to that approach the pupils had some sort of disease that could be treated in a 
clinic. Was the executed commission “a forlorn hope”? In a Kantian way of thinking mental 
disability is a disability to be educated and, moreover, a disability to be mature. It tends to be 
understood as darkness, a sort of cul-de-sac for the educator and for those who never reach 
maturity in the Kantian sense. Is this explanation still valid? Is the opinion still alive? 
 
 
An ethos – a limit-attitude – and its connections to the Enlightenment 
The public and universal use of reason must be legitimated. We have to determine "what can 
be known, what must be done and what may be hoped." (Foucault, 1984, p. 38). In a certain 
way there is an individual responsibility for overall process. A point of departure could be 
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recognized: the outline of what one might call the attitude of modernity. Foucault looks at 
modernity as an attitude rather than a period of history. By this he means 
 
                  a mode of relating to contemporary reality; a voluntary choice made by certain people; in the 
                  end, a way of thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that at one and the same  
                  time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task. A bit, no doubt, like what the  
                  Greeks called an ethos.                    (Foucault, ibm, p. 39) 
 
This ethos may be characterised as a limit-attitude at the frontiers. We have to analyse and 
reflect critically about what we are saying, thinking, and doing, through a historical 
understanding of ourselves. What place is occupied by arbitrary constraints and where are the 
possible transgressions? This criticism has a genealogical design, an archaeological method, 
and strives to give new impetus to the undefined work of freedom. This attitude must be an 
experimental one. Foucault (ibm) argues that  
  
                   …this work done at the limits of ourselves must, on the one hand, open up a realm of historical 
                   inquiry and, on the other, put itself to the test of reality, of contemporary reality, both to grasp the 
                   points where change is possible and desirable, and determine the precise form this change should  
                   take.                     (Foucault, 1984, p. 46) 
            
The ethos is, says Foucault, a "historical-practical test of the limits that we may go beyond, 
and thus as work carried out by ourselves upon ourselves as free beings (Foucault, 1984, 
p.47)".  
     The practical systems are homogeneous with their technological side and their strategic 
side. The systems stem from three areas: relations of control over things, of action upon others 
and with oneself. Thus we have three axes: knowledge, power and ethics. In the historical 
understanding of ourselves we have to analyse how we are constituted as subjects of our own 
knowledge, as subjects who exercise or submit to power relations and as moral subjects of our 
own actions. The critical investigations have their generality. Themes and issues recur from 
time to time, such as: Who is sane and who is insane? Who is mentally retarded and who is 
normal? Consequently, in order to elucidate the educational problems and obtain "reliable" 
knowledge about human beings, school itself asked for some quantitative measurement. 
Science assisted by constructing intelligence measurement and intelligence quotient. This tool 
is still there. We have to analyse these questions of general import in their historically unique 
form. But we can never reach a point of view from which we get access to any complete and 
definitive knowledge of what may constitute our historical limits. We are always in the 
position of beginning again. The work in question has its stakes. But it is possible to reflect on 
power relations conveyed by various technologies (ibm).  
     The deliberate and difficult limit-attitude includes recapturing some of its quality of being 
incessant. This attitude makes it possible to grasp the "heroic" aspect of the present moment. 
Modernity is the will to "heroize" the present, "to imagine it otherwise than it is, and to 
transform it not by destroying it but by grasping it in what it is" (ibm, p. 41). Modernity is 
also "a mode of relationship that has to be established with oneself. The deliberate attitude of 
modernity is tied up to an indispensable asceticism. To be modern is not to accept oneself as 
one is in the flux of the passing moments; it is to take oneself as object of a complex and 
difficult elaboration." (ibm, p. 41).  
     The constitution of the self as an autonomous subject is a philosophical issue, rooted in the 
Enlightenment. The creative process involves a permanent critique of our historical era. This 
permanent reactivation of an attitude, a philosophical ethos, is the thread, which connect us 
back to Enlightenment. We have to be "oriented toward the contemporary limits of the 
necessary, that is, toward what is not or is no longer indispensable for the constitution of 
ourselves as autonomous subjects." (Foucault, 1984, p. 43) 



 6

Foucault (1984) admits that he doesn’t know whether we will ever reach mature adulthood. 
But he describes the meaning of the historical event of the Enlightenment. The critical 
ontology of ourselves is conceived as "an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the 
critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are 
imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them" (ibm, p. 50) 
     It is easy to confuse the themes of humanism with the question of the Enlightenment, says 
Foucault (ibm). Humanism, a set of themes tied to value judgements, has served as a critical 
principle of differentiation. The humanistic theme is in itself too diverse to serve as an axis for 
reflection. What is called humanism has always been obliged to lean on certain religious, 
scientific or political conceptions of man. Foucault is inclined to see Enlightenment and 
humanism in a state of tension rather than of identity. 
     
              This philosophical attitude has to be translated into the labor of diverse inquiries. These inquiries 
                 have their methodological coherence in at once archaeological and genealogical study of prac- 
                 tices envisaged simultaneously as a technological type of rationality and as strategic games of 
                 liberties; they have their theoretical coherence in the definition of the historically unique forms  
                 in which the generalities of our relations to things, to others, to ourselves, have been problematized. 
                 They have their practical coherence in the care brought to the process of putting historico-critical 
                 reflection to the test of concrete practices.   …this task requires work on our limits, that is a patient 
                 labor giving form to our impatience for liberty.                   (Foucault, 1984, p. 50) 
 
It has to be supposed that man himself will be able to escape from his immature status only by 
a change that he himself will bring about in himself. He is an actor, a participant and a 
challenger at the same time.   
     If so, what about the mentally retarded? How can we understand their situation if we lean 
on Kant’s individualistic conception of being a subject? We are confronted with their limited 
use of reason, their sometimes indefinable will and their trust in authorities. Are they 
threatening us as human beings as we notice what we look upon as their limitations? Does this 
reflected image frighten us? Aude sapere! [Dare to understand!] 
     In contrast to Kant’s individualistic understanding of subjectivity, John Dewey stresses the 
social aspect. The ability and habit of thinking and reasoning is a result of interaction and 
social life. Intelligence is social by origin. Education has a social function and develops the 
immature through their participation in the life of the group. A group or society with shared 
concerns, with liberation of a greater diversity of personal capacities and with a free 
interaction, makes power available. By participating in such an interaction, individuals 
develop a social intelligence. Rationality is a consequence of shared social life and intelligent 
social acting, not a consequence of a lonely, clever brain’s work; man isolated from others. 
Dewey’s subjectivity is an obtainable attribute (Biesta, 2003). This social conception leads to 
an inclusion ideology. Accordingly, mentally retarded pupils could be successfully mixed 
with other, so called "normal" pupils.  
 
 
A difference for the different – to leave humanism behind 
Humanism can be an attempt to define the essence or nature of the human being. But if 
humanism specifies a norm of what it is to be human, this humanism excludes those who do 
not live up to the norm. Could there be a deviation from being human, some subhuman being? 
We talk about normal pupils and deviants, anyway. We suggest the existence of them. A 
human being has a rational nature and this define what it is to be a human. It draws a line 
between those who are included and those who are excluded and articulates some sort of 
requirement for inclusion.  
     Emmanuel Levinas and Hannah Arendt introduce another way of thinking. They leave 
humanism behind (Biesta, 2003). The human individual belongs to the human genus. He is "a 
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part of (sic!) an undivided unity" (Levinas, 1998). Logically he has an ultimate individual 
identity. The unity presents itself as a being, an independent existence. An individual is Other 
to the Other. Each one of us is an Other to Each. Each excludes all Others. This exclusion 
seem to reappear, and at an exalted level, in the humanity of the human individual.  
     According to Levinas and Arendt, life itself is perseverance in being and thus the human 
being lives in freedom, in the will to live. Man’s freedom affirms itself as an egotism of the I, 
whose identity identifies itself from within, by experience. From outside the identity and the 
human individual are indistinguishable from one another. Man is able to exclude the freedom 
of others, which limits his own. The I can declare war on another I and fight for its own 
freedom in the war of I’s (ibm). 
     For Arendt, subjectivity manifests itself in human actions (Biesta, 2003). Referring to 
Arendt, Biesta discusses subjectivity as a dimension of human action in the political sphere 
where we are with others. The question of democratic education is one of creating 
opportunities for action, for being a subject in school and in society as a whole. In democratic 
education, learning does not mean learning how to become a subject, but learning from being 
and having been a subject. The most important issue deals with the quality of democratic life 
inside and outside school.  
     Levinas (1998) talks about humanity of man, the person in the individual, source of rights 
in the man. There is an equality in which human individuals are promised the formal equality 
of individuals within a genus. This promise is given through and according to reason. Levinas 
put it in relation to the concept of differences. Human beings are very differently endowed by 
nature. He goes on to ask the question whether reason has always convinced will, will as 
practical reason, the triumphant scientific Reason, a guiding force, incapable of any false 
reasoning. 
     Let us, for example, recall the eugenic movement in Sweden between the 1930s and the 
end of the 1950s (Broberg & Tydén, 1991). Among the Nordic countries, Sweden was the 
only one where race hygiene met with great success. Among others, many of the mentally 
retarded were voluntarily or compulsorily sterilised. An official report from 1929 states that 
sterilisation was particularly motivated for this group: 
 
              [To all appearances, such an inheritance is a bad inheritance. Latent or manifest, it indicates an  
              increase of intellectual inferiority within the population. […] The less society is burdened by 
              genetic intellectual inferiority, the better for the happy continuing existence of a nation.]1  
                                                                                                  (ibm., p. 65) 
 
This postmodern way of thinking makes a difference. With each birth something 'uniquely 
new' comes into the world, as Hannah Arendt puts it.  
 
              With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, and this insertion is like a second  
              birth…This insertion…may be stimulated by the presence of others whose company we may wish  
              to join…                                                                     (Arendt, (1989[1958], p. 176-177) 
 
The otherness of the other individual comes out in a clear and distinct idea, as a relation from 
me to the Other and from the Other to me.  I have to answer, according to my consciousness, 
for the life and death of the Other. And this consciousness loses its symmetry in relation to the 
consciousness of the other person. In ethical peace, the relationship stretches to the 
unassimilable, incomparable Other, to the irreducible Other, the unique Other. Only the 
unique is absolutely the Other. And the uniqueness of the unique is the uniqueness of the 
Beloved. The uniqueness of the unique signifies love. The right of the Beloved is the dignity 
of the unique (Levinas, 1998).  
                                                           
1 Translator: Margareta Brogren 
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The eugenic movement seems to take another turn in the 2000s. Scientists try to improve the 
human material. Mothers avoid giving birth to a child with Down's syndrome. Can science 
help us to get rid of diversity – or difference? Is this turn related to a modern or a post-modern 
ethos or something else? Biesta (2002) argues that a shift from a world of diversity to a world 
of difference is one way to take the process of human communication seriously. 
 
                         
                        The main reason, however for making the shift from diversity to difference is of an ethical 
                        nature. It stems from the recognition that attempt to describe the plurality in terms of one of 
                        the positions within that plurality - and in doing so assume that this tells the "whole" story - 
                        does injustice to the other "positions". Thinking about plurality in terms of difference is, 
                        therefore a way not to mistake the part for the whole. It is a way not to totalise. In respect  
                        we could say - I will only mention it here - that thinking about plurality in terms of difference  
                        is one way to take democracy seriously.                 (Biesta, 2002, p.347) 
              
 
A life story approach 
My research interest focus on persons with mental retardation. And this group – all these 
different personalities, all leading different lives – stands out as an artist’s mosaic. I want to 
access the stories through which persons with mental retardation describe their world. I want 
them to share their thoughts with me and with others through my text. I have not yet put 
together any narratives.  
     My aim is to elucidate how their own ideas about education and life, about view of man, of 
knowledge and society relates to the categorization of the mentally retarded in society. I am 
studying the field between the construction 'mentally retarded' and the person as a member of 
the caste. I am using a life history approach because “life stories are some of the best tools to 
elicit the expression of what people already know about social life” (Bertaux, 1983, p. 39). 
And I expect that this research will increase their options and their ability to do justice to 
themselves. My ethos is perhaps not a therapeutic one but rather, as Michel Foucault (1984) 
put it, a sort of limit attitude. I am trying to understand these life stories in a wider historical 
and political context. And I hope that the persons who told their stories to me will understand 
themselves as human beings, as social beings and last but not least, as creative actors. 
     To find the cases I could have asked my own pupils, those whom I met as a teacher in 
special school some years ago, but that would not have been good ethical research. I asked my 
colleagues in special schools in the south of Sweden, if they could recommend any of their 
former pupils. My colleagues presented me with a couple of names and I got into touch with 
some of them.   
     Before the interviews I wanted to make sure that the informants had some sort of support 
from a relative. I could not know if the interviews caused thoughts and emotions, which could 
be hard to shelter. My informants decided to whom my information letter should be 
addressed, namely their respective parents. I received written answers.   
     Two young persons told me their stories, a woman, Elin, and a man, “Blomman”. They 
choose these cover name themselves, exclusively for my research texts.  This was a method to 
show them my intention to safeguard their identity.  Perhaps they secretly wanted to be 
mentioned by their real name and show off themselves. However, I was able to manage this 
ethical issue, and together we chose to introduce their “stage name”, as Blomman put it, in my 
research text.        
     My field work consisted of unstructured, in depth tape-recorded interviews and field notes. 
My focus was on subjects’ life situation. I asked about education and space for action in 
special school, about learning, view of man and of society, about acting according to identity 
and quality in a democratic life. I wanted to know about participation, exclusion, power and 
different individual strategies of resistance.  
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In the autumn of 2004 I met Blomman every Monday evening for 8 weeks, for an interview at 
his “short-time-home”. Every Wednesday afternoon for 5 weeks I met Elin in my own home. 
These interviews took place in our guest-room. Both of the informants had made these 
choices of place.   
     Each tape-recorded interview lasted from 45 to 60 minutes. After each interview I listened 
to the tape and wrote down what I wanted to know more about, what I couldn’t completely 
understand and what I had missed to ask more about Next time we met I introduced cards, 
“reflection-cards”, on which I had written some of the notions and statements that I had heard 
from the taped interview. I wanted the informant to develop these thoughts. Each following 
interview started with some reflection-cards on the table in front of us.  
     Did they answer what I wanted them to do? Did they really understand my questions? Did 
I understand them? I tried to understand them and I tried to make sure that I grasped the 
meaning of their utterance. My informants have not read my transcriptions (yet). Perhaps I 
will not let them.  But after almost each interview they wanted to listen to their taped words. 
We let it take time, because this was important to both of us. The listening Elin and Blomman 
showed marked attention all the time. Afterwards they were satisfied with their own story and 
statements: 
                                    Elisabet: Is this what you want to say? 
                                       Elin: Yes.  
                                       Elisabet: Do you want to change anything?    
                                       Elin: No. I want it like that. I think it is good.  
And another time: 
 
                                    Elisabet: If I had asked this question again, what would the answer be? 
                                       Elin: The same. My answer is good. 
                                        --- 
                                       Elin: It is good. The thoughts are good.     
 
   
Shared knowledge 
We gained new perspectives, and a lot of new experiences and thoughts. Elin and Blomman 
were involved in my research not only as informants. Blomman asked about the book that I 
was writing. And one Monday when I came, he opened the front door and said expectantly 
and smiling: “YES! Now we are going to do research work!” Obviously he felt involved.  
     By way of introduction I asked them to tell me the story about themselves. Elin started to 
tell me where she lived and about her family. This was her social context but she did not 
mention anything about herself as a person. So my question was: 
 
                                    Elisabet: Who are You? 
                                       Elin: Elin Smith2. (Silence). 
                                       Elisabet: And who is Elin Smith? 
                                    Elin: (Silence for 8 seconds.) Hard to find out. I went to the X-school. With  
                                       Ann…and Beryl…and John. And Mary. And who were the other? (Silence). 
 
There is a connection between her notion of self and education. School was the very first 
thing she mentioned, not her age or some personal side. And she finds herself educated in a 
social community.  
     Blomman started in quite another way. He really told me his life story, from the very 
beginning of his life. He stuck to the main theme all the time, in spite of all the deviations we 
made.   
                                                           
2 All mentioned names are assumed. 
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                     About  myself…we-ell. It started with…well. The year, it was 19YY, when I came into  
                       existence. And…when I came into existence, there were two things that I had inside my  
                       body when I came into existence. I had Down´s syndrome and disability ⎯ so I had.  
                       But there was nothing wrong with me just because of that. Not at all.    (Blomman). 
 
We talked about strategies of power and resistance. Although Blomman shows consciousness 
and self-confidence in the above extract, he says he often has difficulties to speak his mind. 
His strategy is to literally run away. Elin has other strategies. She mentioned some of her 
immediate superiors at her place of work, Eve and Susan. 
 
                       Elin:  I didn´t like Eve. When she pulled and tugged at me. My arms. (Silence). 
                       Elisabet: How did you act then? 
                       Elin:  I let her know, but of course she didn’t listen. (Silence). Then I brought it up with  
                                Susan, but then Susan didn’t listen. Then Susan stood up for Eve in stead. And did 
                                not care a bit for me.  (Silence). 
 
Elin has different kinds of strategies. Sometimes she “went away”. “I didn’t listen to 
them!”,“I stared at them. Intensely.“,”Then I put my foot down. Properly. Angrily.” And she 
knows it works: “If you put down your foot. Immediately. But …if you don´t put down your 
foot, you cannot solve any problems.” 
 
We talked about special school, where my informants have spent 13-14 years, two thirds of 
their lives. And about their brothers, who went (quote) “to the ordinary school” (unquote).  
 
                       Elisabet: Is special school unusual? 
                       Elin: Yes. I think so. Because there are those who are sick. 
                       Elisabet: I see? 
                       Elin: Sit in a wheelchair, you know. And cannot walk. 
 
Elin went to special school because she “needed help”. She knows herself to be ill: “I am ill. 
But it can’t be seen on the outside”. Her need for help recurs in her answers. However, in 
some sense it seems to be a lesson learned. What was the helper’s purpose and motive, if 
Elin´s lesson was: I am a person who requires assistance? 
 
 
Beyond the limits ⎯ making use of normal diversity 
 
In the West, there is a strong admiration of reason and mental penetration. In contrast, we 
might point the fact that reason has its limits, and to the concept of “the sacred fool”, that 
deviant, strange human being in the Eastern tradition (Wikström3, 2004). He or she is very 
seldom the winner in a fight of mental exertion. The sacred fool has confidence in the Other, 
bears good will towards the Other and has reliance in the Other. He or she has commiseration 
with everybody beyond the limits of reason and intelligence. Against rationality and 
developmental optimism, the sacred fool is capable of maintaining tender love, goodness, 
mercy and self-sacrify. The sacred fool loves ahead of reason. You come into being as you 
look into the face of tender love. “You must love life more than the meaning of life”, says the 
Idiot in Fjodor Dostojevskij´s novel. He exercises love and truth without treachery or a 
shrewd eye to the effect. He maintains confidence and trust.  

                                                           
3 Wikström, O. (2004). From a Swedish TV2-programme 2004-04-10, Den helige dåren. 
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This kind of social intelligence is needed and necessary in our world in order to make clear to 
us that difference and otherness do not threat our subjectivity but constitutes its fundamental 
conditions.  Leaning on an Arendtian way of thinking: education has to pay much more regard 
to plurality, diversity and difference. If plurality is a quality of action we have to ask the 
question about space for action, of real action (Biesta, 2003). Does education concern with 
action and subjectivity as real possibilities for everyone? Does education support persons to 
"come into the world" and their "acting on the web of human relations"?  Are the mentally 
retarded disabled, in the sense of unable to become educated, unable to become social beings 
or are they perhaps just made unable to act? Does school make them disabled in one way or 
other? The answer has genuinely educational consequences.  
     Five young women and men with artistic ability and with long and fine experience of 
being actress/actor at the Mooms Theatre in Malmö, Sweden, have just started their studies at 
Malmö Theatre Academy.  Every person involved, decision makers as well as teachers and 
students are pioneer workers because the five young persons mentioned are mentally retarded. 
These five high school students have been admitted to training on the same economical terms 
as all the other students, with the same wages and not with usual benefits to persons with 
mental retardation from local authorities. They are going to be professional actresses and 
actors in full. I am firmly convinced that each of these persons has many experiences, 
thoughts, feelings and well-developed mental gifts that are invaluable in that context. Is 
“mental retardation” an adequate label or the correct expression for these people entering 
higher education in the Theatre Academy? 
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