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Editorial

Liebe Leserinnen und Leser,

wir mdchten Sie herzlichst zur Lektiire des ersten Heftes 2018 der Zeitschrift fiir Diskurs-
forschung einladen, das mit den Topoi Stress, Rassismus, Wissenschaftsforschung und
Methodologie/Methoden ein heterogenes Themenspektrum umfasst. Um mit dem ers-
ten Punkt zu beginnen: Stress scheint — nicht nur in Europa - zu einem zentralen Topos
von Diskursen geworden zu sein, die den Zusammenhang von Leben und Arbeit in Glo-
balisierungsprozessen auf spezifische Weise konfigurieren und dies ist auch das Thema
des ersten Beitrages dieses Heftes, wobei die Autoren von »The Stigma of Stress and the
Absence of Agency«, Martin Molholm und Mikael Vetner (Aalborg), sich des Fallbeispiels
Dianemark annehmen. Thnen erscheint, hinsichtlich der Rekonstruktion des Stressdispo-
sitivs, die Abwesenheit von Handlungsmacht (agency) und konkreten Handlungsemp-
fehlungen zur Stressbewiltigung einerseits und die gleichzeitige Stigmatisierung arbeits-
bedingter psychischer Erkrankungen andererseits als zentral fiir das Verstdndnis des
Phidnomens. Besonderes Augenmerk bei der Erklarung dieser Charakteristika des Stress-
dispositivs verdient dabei, aus Sicht der Autoren, der konkurrierende Globalisierungsdis-
kurs, der Menschen als blofle Ressourcen in arbeits- und wirtschaftsbezogenen Bezie-
hungen versteht.

Der Beitrag von Hannah Rosenberg (Koblenz-Landau) » Wissenschaftsforschung als
Diskursforschung. Uberlegungen zur Selbstreflexion wissenschaftlicher Disziplinen im
Anschluss an Ludwik Fleck« widmet sich der Frage nach dem Gewinn, den eine diskurs-
analytisch angeleitete Wissenschaftsforschung in Aussicht stellt. Rosenberg konzeptiona-
lisiert in ihrem programmatischen Beitrag Denkkollektive (Fleck) als soziale Kampfelder,
wihrend die Denkstile als das jeweilige Ergebnis diskursiver >Aushandlungsprozesse« zu
fassen seien, was die Autorin anhand einer Fallstudie aus dem Bereich der Erwachsenen-
bildung zu plausibilisieren sucht. Anliegen einer diskursanalytischen Wissenschaftsfor-
schung in kritischer Absicht ist aus der Sicht der Autorin eine Reflexion des scheinbar
Evidenten bzw. Faktischen, bzw. die gesellschaftlichen, politischen und 6konomischen
Interessen, die die Praktiken des Wahrsprechens und des wissenschaftlichen Forschens
strukturieren.

Jan Zienkowskis (Université Saint-Louis — Bruxelles) »Challenging Nationalist Defini-
tions of Racism. Critical Discursive Interventions in the Flemish Debates about Racism’s
Relativity« plddiert fiir einen Kritikbegriff, der im Sinne eines Metadiskurses neu auszu-
richten ist. Gegenstand sind dabei die verschiedenen kritischen Interventionen in den
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Editorial 3

flamischen Diskurs tiber Rassismus als ein relatives Konzept, das 2013 seinen Ausgangs-
punkt in den Au8erungen der Neuen Flimischen Allianz fand und der sich seinerseits als
ein Gegendiskurs zu multikulturalistischen Aussagesystemen verstanden wissen will.
Zentrum des Artikels bildet entsprechend eine Rekonstruktion von fiinf Typen der Kritik
in der flimischen Debatte um die Relativitit des Rassismus, auf die der Autor metatheo-
retisch reflektierend reagiert.

Mit Methodologien und Methodenfragen befasst sich der vierte Teil des interdiszipli-
néren Gesprachs »Diskurse untersuchen - ein Gesprach zwischen den Disziplinen« zwi-
schen Reiner Keller (Augsburg), Achim Landwehr (Dusseldorf), Wolf-Andreas Liebert
(Koblenz-Laudau), Werner Schneider (Augsburg), Jiirgen Spitzmiiller (Wien) und Willy
Viehover (Fulda). Der flinfte und letzte Teil des interdisziplindren Gesprachs wird in der
zweiten Ausgabe 2018 veroffentlicht.

Zum Abschluss des aktuellen Heftes folgt zunéchst eine Rezension von Lisa Abben-
hardt (Universitat Augsburg) zu dem von Tina Spies und Elisabeth Tuider (2017) heraus-
gegebenen Band »Biographie und Diskurs. Methodisches Vorgehen und Methodologi-
sche Verbindungen«; anschlieffend bespricht Yvonne Niekrenz (Universitdt Rostock)
Ann-Judith Rabenschlags (2014) Buch »Volkerfreundschaft nach Bedarf. Auslandische
Arbeitskrafte in der Wahrnehmung von Staat und Bevélkerung in der DDR«.

Wir hoffen auf eine anregende, kritische und erkenntniserreichende Lektiire
Willy Viehover, Reiner Keller und Werner Schneider

Prof. Dr. Reiner Keller

Lehrstuhl fiir Soziologie
Universitdt Augsburg
Universitétsstrafle 10

86159 Augsburg
reiner.keller@phil.uni-augsburg.de

Prof. Dr. Werner Schneider

Lehrstuhl fiir Soziologie/Sozialkunde
Universitit Augsburg
Universitétsstrafle 10

86159 Augsburg
werner.schneider@phil.uni-augsburg.de

Prof. Dr. Willy Viehover
Hochschule Fulda

Leipziger Strafle 123

36037 Fulda
wilhelm.viehoever@sk.hs-fulda.de
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Martin Mglholm / Mikael Vetner

The Stigma of Stress and the Absence
of Agency*

Zusammenfassung: Seit mehr als 15 Jahren ist Stress ein zentrales Thema und Motiv innerhalb der
danischen Diskurse zum Verhiltnis von Arbeit und Leben. Téglich melden sich bis zu 35.000 Beschif-
tigte aufgrund von stressbedingten Symptomen am Arbeitsplatz krank. Dariiber hinaus wird geschatzt,
dass stressbedingte Ausfille und Behandlungen die ddnische Gesellschaft ca. 1,9 Mrd. Euro jéhrlich kos-
ten. Stress ist insofern eine ernste Bedrohung sowohl fiir die korperliche als auch fiir die geistige Ge-
sundheit der Einzelnen auf der einen, sowie fiir das allgemeine Wohl der Bevolkerung auf der anderen
Seite. Auffillig an den untersuchten Stress-Diskursen ist die weitgehende Abwesenheit von Handlungs-
macht und/oder konkreten Handlungsempfehlungen zur Bewiltigung von arbeitsbedingtem Stress in-
nerhalb der Phanomenkonstitution dieser Diskurse. Der folgende Artikel untersucht die Formierung
der dominanten danischen Stress-Diskurse, die sich durch eine Stigmatisierung von stressbedingter Ar-
beitsunfihigkeit bei gleichzeitiger Ausblendung von Handlungsmacht bzw. -optionen auszeichnen an-
hand einer Analyse ddnischer Management- und Fithrungszeitschriften.

Schlagworter: Stress, Stigma, Agens, SKAD, Foucault, Globalisierung, Lebenslanges Lernen.

Summary: For more than 15 years, stress has set the agenda in the Danish work-life discourses. Every
day 35,000 employees are reportedly absent from work due to stress-related illnesses, and stress is esti-
mated to cost the Danish society approx. 1,9 billion Euro per year. Stress is a serious threat to both phys-
ical and mental health as well as to the general well-being of the population. Compared to other dis-
courses, the discourse on stress is characterized by a notable lack of agency or policies for how to act or,
in this case, ways to deal with stress. This article describes how a substantial discourse on stress in Dan-
ish journals on leadership and management and in newspapers over a decade has contributed to creat-
ing an intricate stress stigma and an absence of agency.

Keywords: Stress, Stigma, Agency, SKAD, Foucault, Globalization, Life-long Learning.

Stress Research and Stress Policy in Europe, 1981-2014

Work-related stress, burnout, and depression are some of the most prevalent and severe
challenges facing Western societies, and they have been so for more than three decades.
In 2000, the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-OSHA)” stated the fol-
lowing in their report »Research on Work-Related Stress«:

1 The authors of this article would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for helpful comments.

2 EU-OSHA is the European Union information agency for occupational safety and health. EU-OS-
HA’s mission is to »develop, gather and provide reliable and relevant information, analysis and tools
to advance knowledge, raise awareness and exchange occupational safety and health information«
(https://osha.europa.eu/en/about-eu-osha/what-we-do/mission-and-vision).
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The Stigma of Stress and the Absence of Agency 5

»It is clear that stress-related ill-health is a major cause for concern in terms of its im-
pact on both individuals’ lives and the productivity of organizations and countries.
[...] even within a life perspective, work-related stress is a significant problem and rep-
resents a major challenge to occupational health in Europe.« (EU-OSHA 2000, S. 10)

According to EU-OSHA (2000), stress is one of the most prevalent causes of work-related
diseases, second only to musculoskeletal complaints (S. 27) or loud noise (S. 29). To sub-
stantiate the scope of the problem, the report refers to surveys going as far back as 1981,
giving evidence that stress is not a new problem, but has been a reason for concern for
more than three decades in Europe and the United States. The »National Survey of the
Changing Workforce« (NSCW) conducted in the US in 1997 showed that »about one
quarter (23.7% of men and 28.9% of women) reported feeling burned out or stressed by
work often or very often« (Jacobs/Gerson 2004, S. 86).

In 2002, EU-OSHA stated: »In the European Union, work-related stress (WRS) is the
second most common work-related health problem, after back pain, affecting 28% of EU
workers« (EU-OSHA 2002, S. 1). The same year the European Commission (2002) re-
leased a report in which they wrote the following:

»It is a known fact today that emerging« illnesses such as stress, depression, anxiety,
[...] are responsible for 18% of all problems associated with health at work, with a
quarter of them resulting in two weeks or more absence from work.« (EU-OSHA
2002, S. 8)

The European Commission proposes in the report that stress-related complaints and
illnesses are integrated into the employment guidelines for 2003 (EU-OSHA 2002, S. 14),
thereby highlighting the level of importance the Commission gives to this particular
health and safety problem.

Nevertheless, close to ten years later the situation seems to have worsened. In a com-
munication staff working paper from 2011, the Commission notes that »stress is one of a
group of so-called psychosocial risks that are an increasing occupational health con-
cern,« adding that »national surveys (where they exist) indicate that over the last 10 years,
work-related stress levels have increased in six Member States (Denmark, Germany, Lat-
via, Austria, Slovakia, Finland), remained stable in two (Netherlands, UK) and fallen in
one (Sweden)« (The European Commission 2011, S. 5 f.). In October 2014, the director
of EU-OSHA, Dr. Christa Sedlatschek, said the following in a press release:

»This is an issue, which can have enormous costs for both the health of employees and
of businesses. With work-related stress being the second most frequently reported
health problem in Europe and with costs to businesses of mental health disorders es-
timated at around 240 billion euros per year’, this is something that we simply cannot
afford to ignore.« (EU-OSHA 2014)

3 The total number of citizens in EU’s 27 member states was by January lst, 2015 (provi-
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6 Martin Mglholm / Mikael Vetner

In various reports (e.g., EU-OSHA 2014a, 2007), the European Agency for Safety and
Health at Work points to »the general acceleration of the pace of life, contributing to
work intensification, constant time pressure, multitasking, and the need to learn new
things just to maintain the status quo« (EU-OSHA 2014a, S. 4), in addition to »technical
and organizational changes, as well as [...] the phenomenon of globalization« (EU-OSHA
2007, S. 4) as important conditions affecting the working life.

As a discourse, globalization has long defined the axioms necessary to it and passed
the threshold of formalization (Foucault 1969, S. 206). Globalization and >the nature« of it
is an unquestionable phenomenon, and the consequences and ramifications are equally
unavoidable and inevitable. As the U.S. Undersecretary of State Stuart Eizenstat said in a
1999 speech, it is »an inevitable element of our lives. We cannot stop it any more than we
can stop the waves from crashing on the shore« (Fairclough 2009, S. 324).

Globalization is a crucial driver behind changes in technology, management and or-
ganization, pace, intensification, time pressure, and demand for lifelong learning, to
which the individual worker either accommodates or succumbs, adapts, or perishes
(Melholm 2013, S. 247, 334 ff.). It seems that those who are not willing to adapt to the
changing demands and expectations are met with an expectation to >wake up and face the
music« and develop themselves both professionally and personally if they are to keep a
position in the labor force (The Week-letter A4* 2004, vol. 40, S. 19). Globalization puts a
constant pressure on companies, employers, and employees, who are constantly looking
for new ways to generate ideas through creativity and innovation (Monday Morning
2005, vol. 30, S. 22), further amplifying the need for each individual worker to constantly
search for new and probably also unknown potential and resources, which can not only
benefit the company but also the individual and his team.

In short, globalization has put the individual employee and employer at the center of
attention. When handled and managed well, these changes represent a positive chance
for development. However, when poorly managed, they »may increase psychosocial risks
and result in negative health and safety outcomes« (EU-OSHA 2014a, S. 4).

A large Danish study from 2013 (Melholm 2013) came to a similar conclusion. In the
wake of new types of management and organization, new norms such as flexibility, enter-
prise, lifelong learning, personal development, job commitment, job dedication, positive
thinking, and constant availability have followed. One of the consequences is that, for

sional and estimated) nearly 504 million (Eurostat 2015). At the same time, the number of resi-
dents in Denmark approximately 5,7 million. Measured by the number of citizens in Europe,
mental health disorders cost businesses €476 per citizen per year. The Danish population be-
ing 1.123% of the total population in the EU, mental health disorders cost Danish businesses
(assuming that the costs in Europe are equally divided) 2,7 billion €/20,1 billion DKK per year.
In a 2014 report by EU-OSHA, the total cost to Europe at the societal level »from work-related de-
pression was estimated to be €617 billion annually. The total was made up of costs to employers re-
sulting from absenteeism and presenteeism (€272 billion), loss of productivity (€242 billion), health
care costs of €63 billion and social welfare costs in the form of disability benefit payments (€39 bil-
lion). [...] Work-related stress has been established as an important determinant of depressive dis-
orders« (EU-OSHA 2014a, S. 7, 18).
4 All translation of Danish texts to English has been done by the authors.
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The Stigma of Stress and the Absence of Agency 7

many people, the boundaries between work, family, and leisure time have deteriorated
and the work-life balance tipped (ebd., S. 389 ff.), causing an increase in the number of
people who develop work-related, psychological conditions.

As the examples above demonstrate, it is well documented that work-related stress is
an increasing problem to a rising number of people in the workforce. This is by no means
rnew news<«. While new principles of management and organization have resulted in bet-
ter, more meaningful, and dignified working conditions to many people, allowing them
flexibility, influence on their job and the tasks they perform, responsibility, and continu-
ous, lifelong learning and development, the same changes have resulted in an increased
intensity of work (Jacobs/Gerson 2004, S. 80), in work spilling over into the other spheres
of life, and in raising expectations and demands to such a degree that more and more
people succumb to the pressure and are diagnosed with stress, burnout, and depression.
This is >old news«as well. That the problem is immanent, and has been so for several dec-
ades, is not something new either; it has been accentuated repeatedly, not only by re-
search, but also by political institutions, the labor market, health care organizations,
work-environment organizations, among others, leading to declarations stating that it is
time to take action in order to contain and eliminate the problem. Yet, as some of the lat-
est reports show, the problem only seems to have become worse. That is a paradox. The
question is, how are we to understand this paradox.

To answer this question, we will describe the formation of the discourse on stress to
establish what attitudes, norms, knowledge, and perceptions the individual human being
is being subjectified with, and how the stress discourse, as a type of knowledge, is thereby
supporting the strategies of relations of forces (Foucault 1977, S. 194 ff.), which in sum
constitute a stress-dispositif. We will show what kind of actions — or absence hereof - the
discourse on stress incites, induces, and makes easier or more difficult (Foucault 1982, S.
789) and examine how the strategies of relations of forces act upon the actions of the in-
dividual, rendering certain actions likely and others unlikely.

Furthermore, based on the analysis of the antagonistic relation between the discourses
on globalization and stress (Molholm 2013), we will examine if and how the absence of
actions upon actions of stress can be understood as the manifestation of the final mo-
ment of confrontation in the relation between the two discourses, where »stable mecha-
nisms replace the free play of antagonistic reactions« (Foucault 1982, S. 794), and thereby
the victory of one, the globalization, of the two adversaries. It is our hypothesis that a »re-
ciprocal competition« (Keller 2011, S. 52) between these discourses has taken place over
the past couple of decades and that the discourse on globalization has >wonx.

Finally, we will discuss the potentially stigmatizing effect of stress. Recent British and
Danish surveys have showed that many workers »felt there was a stigma to being stressed
and that it may impact their career prospects and chances for promotion« (Slater/Gordon
2014), causing them to lie about the reason for their absence from work and instead re-
port physical conditions or other non-mental illnesses as the cause, because they are
afraid that they will otherwise be considered weak and unable to cope (Slater/Gordon
2014; Ritzau 2013).
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8 Martin Mglholm / Mikael Vetner

Agency and the Actions upon the Actions of Others

Agency is critical to any discourse, as agency can be understood as a conductive element
of the discourse. It conveys to the subject how he is to understand the world he lives in,
what he has to do to be able to manage his — and eventually his family’s - life, and what is
expected of him from those with whom he lives, interacts, and depends upon. Without
agency, the discourse is deprived of its most important feature: the institutionalization of
»a binding context of meaning, values and actions/agency within social collectives«
(Keller 2011, S. 51). In the absence of agency, the individual may have an understanding
of the problem, which needs to be solved, and the urgent necessity that calls for a re-
sponse. But at the same time it is unclear, ambiguous, and/or blurry what can actually be
done and how the individual has to act.

When we thus talk about agency we are addressing how specific social mechanisms -
dispositifs (see below) - promote certain acts before others. Or, more specifically, how
the subject is positioned within specific power/knowledge-relations and here imbued
certain opinions, ways of understanding, and rationalities before others.” Such Action
Markers, which are parallel to what the Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse
calls instructions (ebd., S. 54), are a common trait of discourses. And as is the case with
instructions, Action Markers do not determine the agents’ actions, but can only act upon
his actions as a power, which can »only be exercised over free subjects [...] who are faced
with a field of possibilities« (Foucault 1982, S. 790). But when, however, the subject is
faced with a field of possibility, but ambiguous or vague instructions on how to act, an
absence of agency arises, and the consequence can be significant.

When, for example, a leading Danish occupational medical-doctor and expert on stress
draw the conclusion that we are stressed because the claims of efficiency and productivity
are constantly increasing and thus tipping the work-life balance, and that we at the same
time are incredibly good at stressing ourselves (The Week-letter A4 2002, vol. 21, S. 16),
or when another professor in sociology says, that it is primarily the high work-motivation
and because our job is the pivotal point in our existence that we get in trouble (The
Week-letter A4 2006, vol. 07, S. 17), we are left with only a vague understanding of the
nature of stress and with no directions or instructions to guide our actions. Instead of
agency to guide our actions in the social collective, the stress discourse generates a variety
of what we call anti-objectives: Attitudes, behavior, actions, norms, perspectives and un-
derstandings that the individual, to an undefined degree, should give a less dominating
position in life. In the examples above, the individual should not be (too) focused on be-
ing efficient and productive, not let the line between work and family obliterate (too
much), not be (too) motivated to work, and not allow work to be the (primary) corner-
stone of his existence. The individual is, in other words, left with no or, in best case, an

5 While it could be relevant to elaborate further on the notion of agency, we instead refer to, for exam-
ple, Caldwell (2007).
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The Stigma of Stress and the Absence of Agency 9

ambiguous agency. It is evident that action is needed, but it is by no means evident which
actions are relevant or rational.

A second characteristic feature of the anti-objectives is that they are invalidated by the
agency of comprehensive, agential discourses. It follows from the heterogeneous nature
of the discursive formation and the constitution of the either/or crossroad of the strate-
gy’s diffraction point (Foucault 1969, S. 73) that antagonistic reactions between conflict-
ing discourses will take place. Strategy is a key element of the formation. It is the theme
or theory of the individual discourse and thus functions as its paradigmatic bollard. In
the formation of discourses (e.g., the work-life discourses), two conflicting theories or
thematic points of departure inevitably mean that the formation of each, individual dis-
course must go its own way. Thus, the formation of discourses is heterogeneous, and with
a number of possible points of diffraction, characterized — among other things - by their
points of incompatibility:

»Two objects, or two types of enunciation, or two concepts may appear, in the same
discursive formation, without being able to enter — under pain of manifest contradic-
tion or inconsequence — the same series of statements.« (Foucault 1969, S. 73)

Finally, the function of any discourse is to answer a current problem that needs to be re-
solved (Foucault 1969, S. 105, 116); thus, the strategy of the discourse can be understood
and defined »by the choice of winning solutions« (Foucault 1982, S. 793) - by its capacity
to support and enhance a process that is commonly understood to be necessary, mean-
ingful, and desirable. In a formation of up to several discourses, a number of problems
and necessities present themselves as such.

As types of knowledge, discourses support and are supported by »the strategies of re-
lations of forces that at any given time constitute the dispositif« (Foucault 1977, S. 196),
which subjectify the individual human being with a specific set of norms, attitudes, per-
ceptions, and ways of talking about and understanding the world and his place, role, and
responsibility in it. In other words, the agency of the discourse conducts conduct: it
weaves the »structures of actions brought to bear upon possible actions« (Foucault 1982,
S. 789) by inciting, seducing, and inducing the individual with specific ways of under-
standing and perceiving his world so that a certain number of actions become more likely
than others.

In the following, we will establish that such a relation of victory and defeat, abidance,
and acknowledgement exists between the discourses on globalization and (lifelong)
learning/personal development (in the following: the learning-development discourse)
on the one side and work-related and work-generated stress and depression on the other.
Furthermore, we will show how anti-objectives are a common feature of the non-agential
stress-discourse, thereby allowing it a central and notable, but impotent, position within
the formation of discourses, where it does not contradict and undermine the necessary,
productive drive (Foucault 1975, S. 194, 1977a, S. 119) of the globalization and learn-
ing-development discourses.
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10 Martin Mglholm / Mikael Vetner

Abundance of Agency: Globalization and the Compulsive Lifelong
Learning and Education

In a globalized world, the problems that are in urgent need® for solutions vary from
cross-border environmental and climate problems (see for example Beck 1986) to global
competition between companies, shareholders, employees, and local communities, who
previously only had to concern themselves with other local actors (see, for example,
Bourdieu 1997; Beck 1999; Bauman 2004), causing a large variety of heterogeneous dis-
courses, with many different strategies, to emerge. In relation to the latter, a particularly
potent example of such a strategy is the one that we in this article will call the globaliza-
tion discourse. Here globalization is described as an opportunity and promise of further
prosperity, and as an imminent threat and importunate problem that has to be resolved if
we are to protect, preserve, and continuously develop the democratic welfare society as
we know it today (Melholm 2013). The globalization discourse is potent in the sense that
it, in confrontation with the contemporary, conflicting, and incompatible discourse on
stress, has managed to clip the wings of the latter to such a degree that hardly any con-
flicting and contradicting agency enters what Foucault calls »the free play of antagonistic
reactions« (Foucault 1982, S. 794) between the two, and thus brings a confrontation that
never really started to »its term, its final moment« (ebd.). The conflict between the dis-
course on globalization and others can be viewed as an example of »conflicting social
knowledge relationships and competing politics of knowledge« (Keller 2011, S. 48),
where each discursive actor is »an interested producer of statements« (ebd., S. 52), who is
engaged in the dialectic interplay with the various other discursive actors of the forma-
tion of discourses, but where each actor abides by the rules of the formation in which the
dominancy of one discourse over the other has been tacitly accepted and acknowledged.

Advances in technology have, alongside the spreading of a free market economy and
free trade, paved the way to an increasingly globalized market of selling and buying of
goods and labor. At the beginning of the third millennium, this led to a discourse, which
depicts globalization as both a threat and an opportunity. The increased global competi-
tive situation within the private sector, and the restructuring within the public sector
consequently mean that the labor market has come under pressure, and that the working
population must be brought to understand that flexibility and a potential to learn and de-
velop is a requirement if they are to keep their job (The Week-letter A4 2002, vol. 22, S.
12; The Week-letter A4 2004, vol. 41, S. 21). An OECD survey from 2002 showed that
Denmark was about to lose the battle, coming to a halt in the discipline of developing the
human capital (The Week-letter Monday Morning 2002, vol. 13, S. 3), and hitting the un-
skilled workers and those with only little education the hardest. In the accelerating glo-
balization, hundreds of thousands of jobs were at risk of disappearing, yet the overall per-
spective was that the globalization would benefit the country (Jyllandsposten 2002/1008;

6 Foucault describes »that of responding to an urgent need« (Foucault 1977, S. 195) as a feature of the
dispositif, which is just as much the said (discourses) as the un-said (e.g., institutions, architectural
forms, administrative measures).
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Berlingske Tidende 2004/0921). Nevertheless, according to the Head of Market, Lars
Goldschmidt, from Danish Trade and Service, people were »in need of reality therapy«.
It had to be made clear to each and every one that they would fall out, if they were not
doing anything »to move themselves out of the red zone« (The Week-letter A4 2004, vol.
40, S. 19). The globalization and the transition from an industrial to a knowledge society
demanded completely new competencies, which also complied with the skilled workers
(The Week-letter A4 2007, vol. 21, S. 13). Accordingly, the Danish Prime Minister was
urged by the chief editor of one of the leading business magazines in Denmark, The
Week-letter Monday Morning, to set himself to develop a new culture of competence to
challenge the ingrained and conventional wisdom that competent is something you are
until you are reach the age of 40, after which it gradually vaporizes (The Week-letter
Monday Morning 2005, vol. 10, S. 21). By now, more or less all of us have

»bought into the premise, that the globalization came and threatened our lives. It is,
according to Professor in Political Science at the University of Copenhagen, Lars Bo
Kaspersen, a governing narrative about the globalization that puts pressure on the
economic actors and the Danish state [...] It has become an obsession that we have to
act fast because we will otherwise be threatened (in our lives as we know it, own inter-
pretation).« (The Week-letter A4 2015/0924)

It is »well documented that the globalization has caused radical changes in the content
and organization of work. The complexity demands have escalated, and more has to get
done in a shorter period of time« (Politiken 2014/1218). »We must achieve more and per-
form better if Denmark is to make it in the global competition« (Information 2015/0622).
As these examples demonstrate, the discourse on globalization is clear and precise in the
description of the threats and problems stemming from the development of a global
economy, trade, and labor market, and the opportunities that it holds are equally clear.
The discourse has an abundance of agency. Political leaders, business owners, employers,
and leaders have a responsibility to make people understand that the situation is grave
and the threat clear and present. Those in charge are required to make the population and
the workers realize that a global transformation from an industrial to a knowledge society
is taking place, help them to understand this transformation, and ensure they know what
attitudes and behavior to adapt in order to manage it. In this context, the individual is re-
quired and expected to be able and willing to adapt by learning new skills and developing
new competencies to maintain a position in the labor market and ensure the society is
able to withstand the pressure from other societies around the world. By talking about the
threat of the globalization as clear and present, responding to it becomes an urgent need.
It makes the globalization a reality that we all, from the political leaders of the country
and the business owners and leaders, to every present and future employee, have to act
upon today and every day following. It is an ongoing, non-stopping lifelong process.
Every minute counts and not a moment can be wasted.
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Absence of Agency: The Paralysis of Stress

A PhD dissertation from 2013 (Mglholm 2013) document that the (work related) stress
discourse is one of the most notable and dominating discourses in the formation of dis-
courses on working life, from the years 2002-2010. In this dissertation, a careful mapping
and analysis of the regularities of statements shows, what turned out to be the three most
dominating discourses from that period: Stress; Globalization and Learning & Develop-
ment. Going through and reading every Danish national newspaper article and every ar-
ticle from two of the most dominating business- and labor market magazines in Den-
mark (measured by quotes in other medias), The Week-letter A4 (Da: Ugebrevet A4) and
The Week-letter Monday Morning (Da: Ugebrevet Mandag Morgen) published in that
nine year period and dealing with the issue of the late-modern working life, the first in-
dexing of the articles identified 169 different terms (e.g. globalization, international,
competition, education, flexibility, innovation, learning, cooperation, creativity, stress,
depression, burn-out, health-promotion, bullying, dialogue) distributed among 14 mi-
cro-strategies (e.g. The Global Working Human Being, The Social WHB, The Empathetic
WBH, The Suffering WHB, The Learning WHB) in the more than 53.000 articles in total.
In the subsequent second indexing of the articles, four main discursive strategies were
identified: Globalization, Learning & Development, Stress and Welfare. This lead to a
careful demonstration of the dynamic relation between the first three discourses: Firstly,
the discourse on globalization causes an enhanced focus on the need for lifelong and life-
wide learning and organizational, professional and personal development with the con-
sequence, that a rising number of late-modern working human beings become ill with
stress, burn-out and depression. Secondly: due to the urgent need for the development of
the individual as well as the organization caused by the globalization, an antagonistic re-
lation plays out between the discourses on globalization and learning/development on
one side, and the discourse on stress on the other and marks an either-or between the two
discursive strategies: the late-modern society either deals with the threats and challenges
of a globalized world or it deals with the problems stemming from stress. In the following
we will show how the discourse on stress is further characterized by an absence of agency
and thus, a weak dispositif.

In this article we have, as was the case with the PhD dissertation, applied a »classical
four-step research strategy based on Edmund Husserl's phenomenology: 1) Epoché: the
endeavoring to »put brackets round« the experiences and knowledge that we already had
(retention) and that we would be inclined to »bring back« in a pre-emptive expectation of
the phenomenon - the discourse on stress — we were about to examine and describe. As
the analysis was a continuation of previous work it was of paramount importance to pay
specific attention to our knowledge and understanding of the discourse and our expecta-
tion to its continuing development in order to make sure, to not just >look for< and thus
»see« what we hoped and expected to find. 2) Reduction: which literally means >leading
back to the essentials, is the process of putting forward and actualizing something, while
at the same time potentialize everything else by putting it in the background. In this
study, our focus was on the discourse on stress, which we had previously found stood out
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when compared to the other working life discourses, and more specifically on the agency
of that discourse. 3) Eidetic Variation is referred to by Husserl as an »imaginative varia-
tion« or >free fantasy« what is the essence of the phenomenon that we are studying. To
what extent can we reduce it and still leave it to be the same phenomenon? What is the
essence of the phenomenon? In this part of the process we used the definition on psycho-
logical stress by the Danish professor Bobby Zachariae: »a process in which changes,
threats and demands from the surrounding world challenges or exceeds our immediate
psychological, psychical and behavioral ability to adapt« (Zachariae 2004, S. 33) to deter-
mine, which utterances could be considered to be part of the discourse on stress. I all the
utterances that we have analyzed in our study (and that includes, of course, also the ex-
amples that are given in this article) this is the case: In various ways, they point to de-
mands in the late modern human beings liv