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Abstract: This article discusses an apparently ‘outdated’ concept of thinking about learning
within the lifespan. Obviously, the term ‘biographical learning’ has been replaced by the label
of ‘lifelong learning’. In a first section, this position is critically examined and the importance
of the biography for all learning experiences is emphasised. In a second step of
argumentation, it is conceptually specified what the peculiarity of biographical learning
actually is. The specifity of this learning concept can only be understood from a biographical
perspective through the dimensions of ‘temporality’, ‘contextuality’ and ‘reflexivity’. The
concluding third part introduces the concept of ‘biographicity’ and proposes a theoretical
understanding of the complex biographical learning idea using the ‘grammar metaphor’ from
language theory.
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Biographical learning is an idiosyncratic term. It seems a bit outdated and competes with the
fashionable concept of “lifelong learning” that has been established in international further
education since the 1970s. However, the idea that we are lifelong learners is a kind of triviality
for adult education. The realisation that we learn during the entire lifespan has been a matter
of course long before the targeted political labeling of lifelong learning in the 2000s. But what
does this actually mean? Do we really know what learning in the life course stands for? And
is a deeper understanding of social learning processes adequately covered by the political
concept of lifelong learning?

The British educational sociologist John Field has convincingly worked out that behind the
programme of lifelong learning a “silent explosion” could be hidden (Field, 2000, pp. 35 ff.),
not simply the change to an educational society for all, rather possibly the danger of a political
instrumentalisation of the learners and a division in society into those who know and those
who don’t (cf. Alheit & Dausien, 2002). As early as 1997, the OECD pointed out in a prognosis
that the economic compulsion for lifelong further education could lead to processes of social
exclusion that threaten the most advanced societies of late modernity. And what the forced
learning process “does” to individuals, how they personally react to it, how they organise it in
their own way has not been adequately researched until today — neither empirically nor
theoretically.

The following article tries its own way of approaching these problems. In a first section (1),
the critical disposition to the concept of lifelong learning is turned positively, so to speak, by
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linking it to the concept of “biography”. The conceptual focus on biographical learning (Alheit,
2009) enables not only empirical access to the concrete individual and his or her experiences;
it also creates the theoretical prerequisite for overcoming a false dualism of “subject” and
“world”, of individual and society. Rather, as the German sociologist Hartmut Rosa (2016)
suggested, the subject-world-relationship is conceived as a form of “resonance”, a dialectical
oscillation between the contexts in which we live and the biographical resources that are
available to us. This theoretical metaphor seems particularly suitable for describing
biographical learning processes — a project that characterises the second section (2), in which
those dimensions identifying learning from a biographical perspective are worked out more
systematically. In the third part of the article (3), a kind of “mental grammar” of the lifetime
is to be presented with the innovative concept of biographicity, which places the biographical
learning process in a social-historical framework. And it is precisely this perspective that is not
“outdated”. We urgently need it for a contemporary theory of education (‘Bildungstheorie’).

1. Learning and Biography: perspectives of a “new resonance”
1.1 Lifelong learning as a challenge

When we spontaneously think of “lifelong learning”, it may not be the positive associations
that come to mind at first, but rather the problematic ones. Let us mention, for example,
artists in music: the vast majority of musicians do not have a “job” for their entire life. They
are forced to be flexible and have to constantly adapt to new conditions. They have to learn
to function in different cultural settings. They take on many roles, face completely new
audiences and are forced to learn with the growing challenges (cf. Smilde, 2009, pp. 1 f.). In
the pandemic crisis, for many the entire economic existence is even being called into
question. Basically, for them, the need for lifelong learning has become a conditio sine qua
non, perhaps even an unavoidable basic requirement that affects late modern societies in a
very fundamental way: the inescapable compulsion to learn continuously.

What is striking here is that the blueprint of the normal biography obviously has become
disordered. Organised around a work biography, the institution of the “life course” (Kohli,
1983, 1985) is becoming increasingly diffuse. The unproblematic sequence of a learning and
preparation phase in childhood and youth, an activity phase in the center of life and a rest
phase within old age only applies to a small number of (mainly male) people. The phase
transitions have long since become social risk situations (Heinz (Ed.), 2000). Ever new status
passages come into being. At the same time, the importance of the active work phase in the
center of the life course begins to decrease noticeably. Just a drastic proof: in 1906 an average
working year in England still took about 2,900 hours, in 1946 it was only 2,440 and in 1988
1,800 hours (Hall, 1999, p. 427).

The “inner structure” of the work has also changed. The massive redistribution of jobs from
the industrial to the service sector is only a superficial symptom of this. More importantly,
the notion of a consistent “working life”, while traditionally excluding women, is finally a thing
of the past. Average employment no longer means exercising one and the same job over a
considerable span of life, but alternating work and further training phases, voluntary and
involuntary career breaks, innovative career switching strategies, self-chosen alternation of
work and family phases (cf. Arthur, Inkson et al., 2000). In this process, the focussing power
of that Protestant work ethic, which according to Max Weber’s diagnosis was one of the most
effective orientation patterns of Western capitalist modernity, also seems to be dwindling
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(Weber, [1904] 1920). New “post-materialistic” orientations become visible (representative:
Inglehart, 1989).

In the process, “careers in social space” (Bourdieu, 1990) almost inevitably lose their clarity.
Class, gender and generational status still have the significance of “biographical resources”
(Hoerning, 1989), but their prognostic value for the perspective of actual biographies seems
to have fallen significantly. Collective biographical patterns tend to be superseded by
individual risk situations (Beck, 1986; Reckwitz, 2017). Longitudinal studies of female work
biographies show a surprising degree of differentiation (already Moen, 1985). Studies in
traditionally homogeneous social milieus observe increasing erosion processes (Mooser,
1984; Beck, 1986; Reckwitz, 2017). Comparative studies within the same age cohorts have
found an increase in heterogeneous biographies, especially among older people (Dannefer,
1988; Dannefer & Zell, 1988).

In addition, there are influential changes from the recent past, to which the Polish-English
sociologist Zygmunt Baumann (2005) in particular drew attention: modernity has, so to speak,
“liquefied”. Conditions are changing faster than those affected can understand. Life becomes
“precarious life, lived under conditions of constant uncertainty” (Baumann, 2005, p. 2). This
development forces individuals to wander back and forth between “unconditional
individuality” and “total belonging” (cf. ibid., p. 30). Globalisation is changing the economic
and cultural conditions of reproduction at ever shorter intervals. On the one hand, the
internet and social media convey the feeling of being able to be anywhere in seconds; on the
other hand, however, they overwhelm people with escalating decision-making options that
“exhaust” the modern self, as the Parisian sociologist Alain Ehrenberg (2008) diagnosed.

So it seems that it has become more complicated to “live a life”. Outdated biographical drafts
lose their accuracy. Biography itself has become a field of learning in which transitions have
to be anticipated and managed, and personal identity is possibly just the result of difficult
learning processes. Biographies are becoming more wayward, more individual, more
unpredictable, but at the same time more colourful, more autonomous and more headstrong.
The life course seems — unplanned — to become a kind of “laboratory” in which we have to
develop skills that for the time being have no real “curriculum”.

But is lifelong learning — as demanded by the current political programmes — really the
alternative? Does the adaptation to the external changes of the “social world” have to be the
logical consequence? Would it not be just as useful to ask where the resources of the affected
“subjects” lie, what potential for resistance and action is hidden in the biographies of the
individual people? — However, this presupposes an interest in very concrete biographies, in
biographical learning processes. Only when — besides the dramatic processes of change in the
“social world” around us — the associated reconstitution of the “subject” has been understood
does it make sense to systematically think about practical consequences — for example for
learning in adult education.

1.2 “Resonance” and “biographicity”

For as little as the “world” that surrounds and influences us was always there — regardless of
the fact that we experience it as “subjects” and can actively shape it — the “subjects” are just
as little equipped with awareness and the ability to act before any encounter with reality. The
relationship between “subject” and “world” is not necessarily bound to the Cartesian subject-
object-duality that has dominated the development of modernity (cf. Merleau-Ponty, 2003,
pp. 47 ff.). It is relationally constructed and characterised by mutual penetration. The
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“subject” is decidedly not “dead”, as Nietzsche and the poststructuralists would like us to
believe (cf. Frank, 1986). Nor is it an unresisting product of “objective relations,” not a mere
epiphenomenon of discourses or dispositifs, as Foucault (2002) suggests. And the “world” is
also not a simple construction of the subject, not a cognitive artefact without an ontological
raison d'étre. “Subject” and “world” are really interwoven in a way that is expressed in the
formulations of phenomenology — such as Heidegger’s “being in the world” or Merleau-
Ponty’s “étre-au-monde” (cf. Rosa, 2016, pp. 65 ff.). The phenomenologist Bernhard
Waldenfels, who is also quite interested in social sciences, says there must exist

“a basic trait of responsiveness that in a way shapes everything that goes on in
our speech, action and other behaviour. Responsiveness means what makes
answering answering, which [...] may be called ‘answerability’. Responsiveness, if
our attempt proves valid, would assume the same proportions as the more
familiar conceptions of intentionality and communicativeness, while at the same
time exhibiting a ‘logic’ of its own, distinct from the logic of intentional acts and
communicative acts.” (Waldenfels, 2007, p. 320; translation by the author)

The phenomenon of “answerability”, which is clearly distinguished from the reflexive
“responsibility”, describes, so to speak, the “pre-conscious” and always bodily-related
experience of the subject in his or her world. It characterises a “resonance relationship”
between the subject and the entirety of his/her environment. And “resonance” means — at
least optimally — always the oscillation between the two spheres of “subject” and “world”. It
represents the ‘natural’ connection between the two, which can also be endangered (cf. Rosa,
2016, pp. 517 ff.). Similar to the “I”-dimension in George Herbert Mead’s idea of the “Self” —
as opposed to the conscious “Me” (Mead, 1973, pp. 212 ff.) —, “answerability” represents an
immediate, spontaneous, cognitively (not yet) comprehensible reaction to internal or
external impulses, it is a kind of openness and sensitivity to the world and to others, which is
the basis of our social existence.

However, such sensitivity does not determine the uniqueness expressed in our personal
biography. Who we are is not given by a “being like that” (Heidegger’s “Sosein”), but by the
temporality of our very own social “becoming”, i.e. through an ongoing biographical learning
process. It is interesting that this process does not follow general “laws”, but has its own
individual “logic” (Alheit & Dausien, 2000). It is part of the peculiarity of the biography that
institutionally and socially specialised and separate areas of experience are integrated and
(re)assembled in the process of biographical perception processes to form a special meaning.
This achievement of the subjects can be summed up with the term “biographicity” (cf. Alheit,
1990, 1996, 2020; Alheit & Dausien, 2000), which takes up the idea of the “self-willed”
subjective appropriation of learning opportunities (Kade, 1994; Kade & Seitter, 1996), but also
accentuates the chance of creating new cultural and social structures of experience. Policies
and pedagogical concepts of lifelong learning affirmatively build on this educational potential
contained in the biographical construction logic of experience and action, but without taking
seriously the critical impulse which also belongs to it (Alheit & Dausien, 2002). For this reason,
it is necessary to clarify the “external” framework structure of a life and learning history for
the analysis of individual biographical learning processes. In the following, both the concrete
uniqueness of a biography and the integration into social framework structures are to be
related more systematically to the concrete learning field “life”.
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2. Biographical learning as “artistry of life”

First of all, a certain modesty is required. More than 50 years ago, the German philosopher
and educator Ginther Buck rightly stated in his phenomenological study Learning and
Experience: “Of all human achievements, learning by its nature seems to belong to the most
hidden and unknown phenomena.” (Buck, 1967, p. 11; translation by the author) In fact, in
everyday life we experience that we have learned something, for example to play a
demanding piano sonata; but the concrete learning process, i.e. the question of how we
learned and internalised the playing, remains largely elusive from direct experience. We
cannot watch the learning process, we can only reconstruct it ex post based on the traces it
left behind:

“We learn many important things, as one say ‘unconsciously’, i.e. in such a way that we
cannot, in principle, remember how the learning took place. One day we ‘can’ do a certain
performance. But we know nothing to say about the process that led to the competence,
because this ability is the condition for our becoming conscious of learning.” (Buck, 1967, p.
11; translation by the author)

Paradoxically, the “learner’s lack of experience with regard to his/her learning” (ibid.) goes
hand in hand with a certain “knowledge” about one’s own learning. For example, we know
that we struggle to learn vocabulary; we know that repeated etudes on the piano bore us.
But we also know that we only learn complicated movements on the piano or violin if we have
repeated them endlessly. The contradictory relationship between concealment and evidence,
between knowledge and ignorance, has to do with the fact that we can somehow perceive
the difference between the beginning of learning and its result, but know almost nothing
about the process that lies between these two points:

“Since we don’t know what learning as a process is, we talk about learning as a process that
takes place between two states of a system, namely the state before ‘learning’ and the state
after ‘learning’. We call this specific state change learning. The conclusion is: the first thing
we can say about ‘learning’ is that learning is an explanatory model for the observation of
very specific changes and not a term with a contentually precisely definable reference area.
And the observation conditions to be taken into account are anything but simple.” (Schmidt,
2003 pp. 11 f.; translation by the author)

When we talk about biographical learning, the problem seems at first glance to be much more
complicated. How can it work to understand a life-history learning process if we fail to really
decode the limited process of a manageable learning progress? After all, biography is itself a
temporal construct. To understand it means to know crucial things about time structures that
determine that life-historical learning process. But biography is also a concept that expresses
the “subject-world dialectic” mentioned above. If we learn biographically, we must also have
an understanding of the contexts in which we live. Ultimately, biographical learning describes
an act of self-assurance, a reflective look at one’s own life. The three dimensions

“temporality”, “contextuality” and “reflexivity” (Dausien, 2008, pp. 163 ff.) could therefore
be of help in understanding the complex phenomenon of “biographical learning”.

Temporality. Unlike most psychological or didactic learning theories, learning from a
biographical perspective does not refer to “small-scale” changing processes, but to time
structures in which the formation of meaning is possible. As Theodor Schulze (1993) has
clearly shown, such processes of creating meaning do not usually run linearly, but rather
discontinuously and are linked in an unsystematic and unpredictable manner to form
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superordinate structures of experience and interpretation. The decision to become a
professional musician or a doctor produces a number of possible meanings in the course of
one’s biography, which are never fixed, but are constantly formed and reshaped over the
course of time. Biographical learning processes are not bound to the sequence of learning
steps in the manner of a “string of pearls”, but represent complex, overlapping time
structures. Educational pathways often involve detours, interruptions, spontaneous insights
and decisions, revisions and caught-up processes.

Contextuality. However, biographies not only have a chronological order, they are, in the
words of Pierre Bourdieu (1990), “careers in social space”. They can therefore not only be
located “in” the individual, for example as purely cognitive activities of a self-referential brain,
but they must also be localised in the social worlds on which they depend. These “worlds” in
which learning processes take place as individual and interactive practices are not
homogeneous, designed learning environments, but complex, contradictory organised and
socially and historically “layered” contexts of different scope: They are concrete situations,
living environments and structured historical-social spaces.

People who acquire a profession encounter such contexts in their complex structure as a
concrete challenge: There are the situations of practical trying out with their demands on
professional skills that are required here, but also on the interactive ability with colleagues or
clients to deal with the “responsiveness” and “resonance” mentioned above. A nurse who
works with people living with dementia (Smilde, Page & Alheit, 2014) must, in addition to
nursing expertise, develop “antennae of empathy” for her clientele who can perceive
“vibrations” distant from their own experiences. There are the cultural worlds in which people
have to feel at home through unasked acceptance by those close to them, through natural
collegial recognition among colleagues. However, such lifeworlds are fragile and vulnerable,
precisely because they are framed by historical-social structures and by unexpected crises
that threaten the security and self-evidence of lifeworlds. The global Covid-19 pandemic is a
dramatic example of such threats.

Reflexivity. This term means the ability of individuals to put themselves in a reflective
relationship to their own experience process, to perceive their own learning processes, to
(critically) “observe” them on a higher level, to form and transform experiences. This is
fundamentally linked to the disposition to enter into a discourse with others (and with
oneself) about one’s own experiences. However, the idea of biographical reflexivity also
implies another aspect: experiences that we have had influence new experiences that we
have afterwards. “Life history is not only formed in learning, it also has a reflexive effect on
new learning processes.” (Dausien, 2008, p. 166) Our biography — that is what the term
“biographicity” means — is in a certain sense self-referential in generating action and
constructions of meaning. In the course of life, it develops its own “experiential logic” (cf.
Alheit, 1996; Alheit & Dausien, 2000). This undoubtedly causes a certain limitation of our
learning and action potential, at the same time it makes meaningful, orderly action possible
in the first place. In a sense, it is the basis of our “life skills”.

In his inspiring study The Reflective Practitioner (1983, 1987), the American philosopher
Donald Schon expanded the dimension of reflexivity by observing what makes us experts in
our professional activities. He refers to Michael Polanyi’s concept of “tacit knowing” (Polanyi,
1966). In his observations, professional competence has to do with the ability to deal with
new, unknown and risky situations (Schon, 1987, p. 22). This ability hides spontaneous
knowledge. Schon calls it “knowing-in-action” — a kind of knowledge that is based on many
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years of practical experience, without actors being able to say why and how they know what
they are doing. An experienced doctor, for example, intuitively recognises an illness when a
patient comes to the treatment room with certain symptoms, without being able to describe
exactly where this spontaneous “inspiration” actually comes from. These moments, which are
based on an intuition that can hardly be explained, may also be found in pedagogical action.
The reasons for the unconscious self-evidence of situational action cannot be described. In
the situation of active action, implicitly available knowledge remains largely hidden (Schon,
1987, pp. 26 ff.).

Nevertheless, experienced practitioners can succeed in reacting flexibly even in the specific
professional situation. However, this “reflection-in-action” is difficult to distinguish from
“knowing-in-action”. The subtle differentiation between ‘reflective’ and ‘reflexive’ in the
English language may help to clarify what constitutes this idiosyncratic reflexivity: while
reflective is usually used for cognitively controlled activity (‘reflection on’), reflexive is used
more for the intuitive reaction in the flow of action (‘reflection in’). “Reflection-in-action” is a
symptom of high intuitive skill. And at the same time it is an expression of what the term
“biographicity” tries to capture: the subject’s “pre-conscious” reaction to his or her world, as
it were, which builds on previous experience and is at the same time capable of innovative
learning intuition. It is about that “responsiveness” which Waldenfels speaks of (2007, p. 320).
Through an intuitive “answer” to the concrete challenges of life, we, as unique individuals,
are able to reinterpret our contexts if necessary and to experience the “world” as a space that
can in principle be shaped. A final theoretical consideration should clarify why this seems
plausible.

3. Biographicity als unique “grammar of the social”

What could be meant by the mentioned “uniqueness”? Certainly not the exclusion of
“objective” influences, so to speak. For example, we know very well that being a man or a
woman — including the existence as a “diverse” person — determines our lives. We have
learned that a social advancement from a working-class background is associated with
personal injuries. Or we experience that being a migrant usually means a struggle for
recognition (cf. Honneth, 1995). And yet we try to be “ourself”. So we have to solve the
problem that “objective” characteristics and “subjective” uniqueness are not mutually
exclusive. Perhaps focusing on the gender phenomenon will help us to understand the
complexity of the problem.

To use a metaphor from language theory: the “semantics” of the gender code may be hidden
in the historically changing institutionalised interaction orders (Goffman, 1994) or in the
routines of social practices (Garfinkel, 1967), their “grammar” lies in the biographical action
resources of the individuals, in their own biographicity. And this grammar produces
performances that do not fit in with the concept of the deconstruction of gender, for example,
because other semantics also have an impact on them: for example the semantic code of
social inequality (“class”), but also the semantics of ethnicity (“race”), which are becoming
increasingly important in the course of post-industrial modernity with its global colonisation
processes and migration movements. The world region in which we are born or the historical
time that shapes us can also be semantic codes.

These semantics work together in the affected subjects. And the “mental grammar” that
every individual has to develop, which becomes the basis of his or her lifestyle and determines
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the performance of everyday actions, precisely the biographicity, is not just a simple addition
of those semantic codes; it is a unique productive resource for dealing with oneself and the
world — a kind of “generating principle” of the temporally stratified performances of a
concrete biography.

However, the wider theoretical context associated with this metaphor is by no means as
straightforward as it might seem. Neither the relationship between semantics and grammar
nor the multidimensionality of the concept of grammar itself has been clarified. Noam
Chomsky, whose important studies on a “transformational-generative grammar” are directly
touched upon here (cf. Chomsky, 1965), has remained ambiguous as far as his “grammar idea”
is concerned. What makes his provocative concept interesting for the following
considerations, however, is the idea that grammar represents a deep mental structure, a
principle of creation that generates a (in Chomsky’s case: linguistic) level of performance
through certain transformation rules.

It seems conceptually essential that this deep structure is syntactic, as a system of rules for
signs, and not — as in the case of George Lakoff (1971), Chomsky’s prominent opponent —
semantic, as a relationship of meanings. Because, if the narrow field of linguistics is left, if the
guestion of a generative production principle is posed not only by language but also by
behavioural dispositions, routines, practices, taste preferences, implicit knowledge and
experience resources, Chomsky’s model is more convincing than Lakoff’s “generative
semantics”: It explains why a concrete individual reacts to very different “social semantics” —
the gender code, the class code, ethnic and religious differences —in a structurally similar way,
why there is obviously an “experiential code” for processing the various social semantics
whose transformation rules remain relatively stable.

What distinguishes this transfer of the linguistic model to the more complex realm of
biographical experience from Chomsky’s basic theory is the criticism of the tendency to
assume a kind of ‘nativistic competence’, that is, a basic ability already present at birth.
However, biographicity as the unique social grammar of the individual only arises in the
biographical process of experience. Through self-referential processing of external impulses,
through dealing with the different semantics of the concrete social environment, an “inner
logic” grows, which can also change again and again through new external impulses. But it
does not change according to a determining principle inherent in the impulses, rather within
the framework of this inner logic itself. We may say: it “drifts” (Alheit, 2020; already Maturana
& Varela, 1988).

It is therefore possible that another theoretical reference is useful as a supplement: the
concept of “habitus” in Bourdieu’s theory (cf. Bourdieu, 1979, pp. 139 ff.; 1987, pp. 277 ff.).
This concept also benefits from Chomsky’s grammar idea (Bourdieu, 1997), but in the
distinction between opus operatum, as incorporated form of generative schemata,
“structured structure”, as it were, and modus operandi, “structuring structure”, so to speak
(Bourdieu, 1987, pp. 282 f.), the dialectical idea of an active principle of production arises,
which refers to a previous “social syntax”. This deep structure is incorporated through
practice. It is not a ‘natural’ competence (as with Chomsky), but “coagulated life story”
(Bourdieu, 1997, pp. 57 f.).

Interestingly, with this idea of a “history turned into nature” (1979, p. 171), Bourdieu refers
to a classic work in the sociology of education, Emile Durkheim’s L’évolution pédagogique en
France (1938):
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“In each of us, according to changing proportions, there is the person of yesterday; it is he
who, through the power of things, dominates in us, for the present is but a small thing
compared to that long past in the course of which we took shape and from which we come.
However, we do not feel this person from the past, since he has taken root deep within us; it
forms the unconscious part of ourselves. Because of this, one is tempted to give account of it
as little as of its legitimate claims. On the other hand, we have a lively feeling for the most
recent acquisitions of civilisation, which, because they are recent, have not yet had the time
to organise themselves in the unconscious.” (ibid., p. 16; quoted in Bourdieu 1979, p. 171;
translation by the author)

In this quote, Bourdieu is only interested in the “forgetting of genesis” (1979, p. 171), the
unconscious willingness to understand one’s own “(life)story” as a fait accompli and thus to
prove the stubborn resilience and inertia of the habitus. Bourdieu’s consequences from this
interpretation are extremely radical and are reminiscent of statements made in his polemical
essay on The Biographical lllusion (1990):

“By regarding the habitus as a subjective but not individual system of internalised structures,
as a scheme of perception, thought and action, which is common to all members of the same
group or class and which forms the prerequisite of all objectification and apperception, the
objective consistency of practices and the uniqueness of the world view is thus based on the
complete impersonality and interchangeability of the singular forms of practice and world
views. However, this amounts to considering all conceptions and forms of practice generated
according to identical schemata as impersonal and interchangeable — in the manner of the
singular intuitions of space, which, if one wanted to believe Kant, do not reflect a single
particularity of the empirical ego. [...] Since the history of the individual never reflects
anything other than a certain specification of the collective history of his group or class,
structural variants of the group or class habitus can be seen in the systems of individual
dispositions, which are systematically organised precisely in the differences that separate
them and in which the differences of careers and positions within and outside the class are
expressed: the ‘personal’ style, that particular mark borne by all the products of one and the
same habitus, all actions and works, is never more than a self-regulated and sometimes even
codified deviation from the style peculiar to an epoch or a class, so that it is not only marked
by conformity [...] but also by the difference that makes the manner first of all, it refers to the
common style.” (Bourdieu, 1979, pp. 187-189; translation by the author)

But is this really just about “personal style”? What about the “changing proportions” that
Durkheim also mentions? What is the meaning of the generative power of an individual
system of experience piled up in time, whose self-referentiality develops relative autonomy
in the course of a life history? Can such a “de-indivualising” perspective on habitus still be
justified in view of the significance of social constructivist insights developed in previous
considerations?

Let us once again take up the dynamic relationship between “semantics” and “grammar”
discussed ‘metaphorically’ above. Semantics are objectified horizons of meaning, such as the
class position of individuals. The gender dimension is also such a semantic (see above).
Empirically, it can hardly be denied that the formative power of these “meta-semantics” can
vary historically. If we take the US society, for example, the class question already took a back
seat to gender and race in the early 20th century. This has hardly changed. Rather,
phenomena of “intersectionality” (cf. Butler, 1991) are emerging, the intermingling of
objectified semantics, which also produce new dimensions of grammars, i.e. of habitus forms.
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Bourdieu’s self-assurance about the class dimension is possibly a contemporary and perhaps
also a European syndrome. After all, his fascinating work on “male domination” (2005) gave
gender semantics a central place.

However, it is undeniable that the “grammar of the social”, i.e. the principle of generation of
certain behavioural dispositions, world interpretations and lifestyles of the subjects, has
shifted from collective basic orientations to the individual him- or herself. The
“individualisation thesis” (Beck, 1986, pp. 205 ff.; Reckwitz, 2017), which has been critically
discussed for good reasons, is a superficial indication of this. Findings of the more recent
neurosciences are possibly more sustainable (cf. Alheit, 2020). This could mean — and here
Bourdieu’s early work may sharpen sensitivity — that, particularrly in Europe, the “semantics
of class” continues to have an incalculable influence on habitus configurations. At the same
time, however, it means that the grammar of the social emerges in the biographical process
of experience of each individual: as a “structured structure” and as a “structuring structure”
— however, that the process of “structuring” has become more complex. It is no longer a
dominant semantics alone that determines the structure; it is about a mix of external
semantics, possibly about changing hegemonies in the mélange. What then develops as a
grammar of the social is unique and bound to the biographical process of experience of each
individual. It is the biographicity of each individual — if you like: his/her “biographical habitus”.

In late or “postmodern” social formations we are dealing with new constellations in terms of
figuration sociology: from the positional fixation of class existence in premodern societies to
certain movements in the social space with relative stability of social habitualisation within
modernity, the trend in current societies is now towards an erosion of socio-structural ties
and securities and towards the concentration of survival risks on the individual him- and
herself (cf. Reckwitz, 2006, 2017). This in no way means that forms of social relationships are
becoming superfluous; it does mean, however, that they are not readily available as ‘quasi-
natural’ resources, so to speak, but they must be produced over and over again. And the
active basic competence for this process is the biographicity of the individuals (cf. Alheit,
2019: pp. 120-128 for details).

However, this also means that biographical learning takes on a new, almost political
significance. It becomes a counter-concept to the dominant political strategy of lifelong
learning, which forces the subjects to subordinate themselves to external circumstances and
especially to economic and power interests. We are currently experiencing the dramatic and
inhumane consequences of such a development with the example of an absurd war in the
center of Europe. A learning idea that takes the subjects seriously with their possibilities and
resources, but also with their uncertainties and fears must oppose such developments.
Biographical learning includes this resistance.

References

Alheit, P. (1990). Biographizitit als Projekt. Der ,biographische Ansatz” in der
Erwachsenenbildung. Bremen: University of Bremen Press.

Alheit, P. (1996). Biographizitit als Lernpotential. Konzeptionelle Uberlegungen zum
biographischen Ansatz in der Erwachsenenbildung. In H.-H. Kriiger & W. Marotzki (Eds.).
Erziehungswissenschaftliche Biographieforschung (pp. 276-307). Opladen: Leske +
Budrich.

16



ADULT EDUCATION Critical Issues Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022)
e-ISSN: 2732-964x

Alheit, P. (2009). Biographical learning within the new lifelong learning discourse. In K. llleries
(Ed.). Contemporary Learning Theories. Learning theorists in their own words (pp. 116-
128). London: Routledge.

Alheit, P. (2018). Biographieforschung und Figurationstheorie In: H. Lutz, M. Schiebel, & E.
Tuider (Eds.). Handbuch Biographieforschung (pp. 23-36). Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Alheit, P. (2019). Biograficitat. Aspectes d’una nova teoria de I'aprenentatge social. Xativa:
L’Ullal Edicions.

Alheit, P. (2020). Biographizitat als ,,mentale Grammatik” der Lebenszeit. In E. Schilling & M.
O’Neill (Eds.). Frontiers in Time Research — Einfiihrung in die interdisziplindre
Zeitforschung (pp. 161-183). Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Alheit, P./Dausien, B. (2000). Die biographische Konstruktion der Wirklichkeit. Uberlegungen
zur Biographizitat des Sozialen In: E.M. Hoerning (Ed.). Biographische Sozialisation (pp.
257-283). Stuttgart: Lucius & Lucius.

Alheit, P. & Dausien, B. (2002). Bildungsprozesse liber die Lebensspanne und lebenslanges
Lernen In R. Tippelt (Ed.). Handbuch der Bildungsforschung (pp. 569-589). Opladen:
Springer VS.

Arthur, M.B., Inkson, K. & Pringle, J.K. (2000). The New Careers: Individual action and
economic change. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 22, 713-715.

Baumann, Z. (2005). Liquid Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Beck, U. (1986). Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne. Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp.

Bourdieu, P. (1979). Entwurf einer Theorie der Praxis. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Bourdieu, P. (1987). Die feinen Unterschiede. Kritik der gesellschaftlichen Urteilskraft.
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Bourdieu, P. (1990). Die biographische Illusion. Bios, 3 (1), 75-81.
Bourdieu, P. (2005). Die mdénnliche Herrschaft. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Buck, G. (1967). Lernen und Erfahrung — Epagogik. Zum Begriff der didaktischen Induktion,
Stuttgart: Klett.

Butler, J. (1991). Das Unbehagen der Geschlechter. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.
Chomsky, N. (1965). Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Dannefer, D. (1988). Differential gerontology and the stratified life course. Annual Review of
Gerontology, 8, 3-36.

Dannefer, D. & Sell, R.R. (1988). Age structure, the life course and ‘aged heterogeneity’.
Prospects for research and theory. Comprehensive Gerontology, B, 1, 1-10.

Dausien, B. (1996). Biographie und Geschlecht. Zur biographischen Konstruktion von
Wirklichkeit in Frauenlebensgeschichten. Bremen: Donat.

Dausien, B. (2008). Lebenslanges Lernen als Leitlinie fiir die Bildungspraxis? Uberlegungen zur
padagogischen Konstruktion von Lernen aus biographietheoretischer Sicht In H.

17



ADULT EDUCATION Critical Issues Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022)
e-ISSN: 2732-964x

Herzberg (Ed.). Lebenslanges Lernen. Theoretische Perspektiven und empirische Befunde
im Kontext der Erwachsenenbildung (pp. 151-174). Frankfurt am Main et al.: Peter Lang.

Dausien, B., & Alheit, P. (2019). Biographical Approaches in Education in Germany In Oxford
Research Encyclopedia of Education (DOI:
http//dx.doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.519).

Durkheim, E. (1938). L’évolution pédagogique en France. Paris: Librairie Félix Alcan.

Elias, N. (1977). Zur Grundlegung einer Theorie sozialer Prozesse. Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie,
Vol. 6, (5), 127-149.

Ehrenberg, A. (2008). Das erschépfte Selbst. Depression und Gesellschaft in der Gegenwart.
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Field, J. (2000). Lifelong Learning and the New Educational Order. Stoke on Trent: Trentham
Books.

Foucault, M. (2002). Sicherheit, Territorium, Bevdlkerung. Geschichte der
Gouvernementalitét, 2 Vol.s. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Frank, M. (1986). Die Unhintergehbarkeit von Subjektivitiit. Reflexionen iiber Subjekt, Person
und Individuum aus AnlafS ihrer ,postmodernen” Toterkldrung. Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp.

Gardner, H. (1993). Creating Minds: An Anatomy of Creativity, Seen Through the Lives of
Freud, Einstein, Picasso, Stravinsky, Eliot, Graham and Gandhi. New York. Basic Books.

Garfinkel, H. (1967): Studies in Ethnomethodology. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.

Goffman, E. (1994). Interaktion und Geschlecht. Herausgegeben und eingeleitet von Hubert
A. Knoblauch. Mit einem Nachwort von Helga Kotthoff. Frankfurt am Main, New York:
Campus.

Hall, S. (1999). Social Capital in Britain. British Journal of Political Science, 29 (3), 417- 461.

Heinz, W.R. (Ed.). (2000). Ubergdnge. Individualisierung, Flexibilisierung —und
Institutionalisierung des Lebenslaufs (3. Beiheft 2000 der ZSE. Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie
der Erziehung und Sozialisation), Weinheim: Beltz.

Hoerning, E.M. (1989). Erfahrungen als biographische Ressourcen In P. Alheit & E.M. Hoerning
(Eds.). Biographisches Wissen. Beitrdge zu einer Theorie lebensgeschichtlicher Erfahrung
(pp. 148-163). Frankfurt am Main, New York: Campus.

Honneth, A. (1995). The Struggle for Recognition. The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts.
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Inglehart, R. (1989). Kultureller Umbruch. Wertwandel in der westlichen Welt. Frankfurt am
Main, New York: Campus.

Kade, J. (1994). Erziehungswissenschaftliche Theoriebildung im Blick auf die Vielfalt einer sich
entgrenzenden péadagogischen Welt In R. Uhle & D. Hoffmann, D. (Eds.).
Pluralitétsverarbeitung in der Pddagogik (pp. 149-161). Weinheim: DSV.

Kade, J.,, & Seitter, W. (1996). Lebenslanges Lernen. Mbégliche Bildungswelten.
Erwachsenenbildung. Biographie und Alltag. Opladen: Leske + Budrich.

18



ADULT EDUCATION Critical Issues Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022)
e-ISSN: 2732-964x

Kohli, M. (1983). Thesen zur Geschichte des Lebenslaufs als Institution In C. Conrad & H.J. von
Kondratowitz (Eds.). Gerontologie und Sozialgeschichte. Wege zu einer historischen
Betrachtung des Alters (pp. 133-147). Berlin: Deutsches Zentrum fir Altersfragen.

Kohli, M. (1985). Die Institutionalisierung des Lebenslaufs. Historische Befunde und
theoretische Argumente. Kéiner Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, 37, pp.
1-29.

Lakoff, G. (1971): Linguistik und natiirliche Logik. Herausgegeben von Werner Abraham.
Frankfurt am Main.

Maturana, H.R. & Varela, F.J. (1988). Der Baum der Erkenntnis. Die biologischen Wurzeln des
menschlichen Erkennens. Bern, Miinchen: Goldmann.

Mead, G.H. (1973). Geist, Identitdt und Gesellschaft. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.
Merleau-Ponty, M. (2003). Das Auge und der Geist. Philosophische Essays. Hamburg: Meiner.

Mezirow, J. (2009). An Overview on Transformative Learning In K. llleries, K. (Ed.).
Contemporary Learning Theories. Learning theorists in their own words (pp. 90-105).
London: Routledge.

Mooser, J. (1984). Arbeiterleben in Deutschland 1900-1970. Klassenlagen, Kultur und Politik,
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

OECD (1967). What Works in Innovation in Education. Combatting exclusion through adult
learning. Paris: OECD.

Polanyi, M. (1966). The Tacit Dimension. New York: Doubleday.

Reckwitz, A. (2006). Das hybride Subjekt. Eine Theorie der Subjektkulturen von der
blirgerlichen Moderne zur Postmoderne. Weilerswist: Velbrick.

Reckwitz, A. (2017). Die Gesellschaft der Singularititen. Zum Strukturwandel der Moderne.
Berlin: Suhrkamp.

Rosa, H. (2016). Resonanz. Eine Soziologie der Weltbeziehung. Berlin: Suhrkamp.

Schmidt, S.J. (2003). Was wir vom Lernen zu wissen glauben. Report. Literatur- und
Forschungsreport Weiterbildung, 26 (3), 40-50.

Schon, D.A. (1983). The Reflective Practitioner. How Professionals Think in Action, Aldershot:
Ashgate.

Schon, D.A. (1987). Educating the Reflective Practitioner; Toward a new Design for Teaching
and Learning in the Professions. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Schulze, Th. (1993). Zum ersten Mal und immer wieder neu. Skizzen zu einem
phanomenologischen Lernbegriff In H. Bauersfeld & R. Bromme, R. (Eds.). Bildung und
Aufklédrung. Studien zur Rationalitit des Lehrens und Lernens (pp. 241-269). Minster,
New York: Waxmann.

Waldenfels, B. (2007). Antwortregister. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Weber, M. (1920 [1904]). Die protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus In: M.
Weber, Gesammelte Aufsdtze zur Religionssoziologie, Bd. 1 (pp. 17-206). Tlbingen:
Mohr [Original: 1904].

19



