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The title of the conference was:
 
Humans return to society!

During history humans have been transformed from biologically determined
creatures into individual agents, increasingly acting in ways structured by
societally predetermined relations, by accumulated experience, knowledge and
tools. Human individuals may only become objects for psychology in so far as
they are situated in the contexts of systems of relations, action possibilities and
constraints, in which they are situated, shortly speaking the human activity
(virksomhed / tätigkeit).
The theme for the conference “Humans return to society!” and it has a special
focus on:
• How the current individualistic ideologies influence professional practices.
• How established practices constrain, restrict or expand, the range of possible
actions of the practicing professional.
• How the establishing of life-giving human relations is challenged in work with
those who are worst of in society.
How may activity theory explain these processes and phenomena, and how may
activity theory provide an adequate response?

The conference was opened on friday evening by Uffe Juul Jensen who gave a talk
adressing questions about freedom, “where and how is freedom important?” 
In his contribution, issues of freedom were considered in relation to philosophy
and practical work in the health sector. Various philosophical points of view
regarding freedom were reviewed. The development philosophical thinking about
freedom was traced from utopian thinkers of the 16. Century, the anthropologically
oriented consideration of basic human characteristics during the 18th and early 19th

century via Hegelian philosophy and the perspective of Marx that the aim is to
achieve a society where the freedom of the individual is a prerequisite for the
freedom of all, to post-marxist philosophy related to ethical issues and public
service. The talk was followed by an extended discussion of the raised issues.
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Saturday morning John Bertelsen gave a talk about “the disloyalty of social
education work towards children, and the subservient role played by psychology”.
In the early 20th century the Austrian “Kinderfreunde” established an institution
in Wienna, to help abandoned children become members of society. Their work
was based on a positive confidence in the children and aimed at supporting their
self-determined efforts at acquiring abilities necessary to sustain a normal life in
society. Similar efforts were made in post-revolutionary Russia. When social
education work in Denmark was established as a professional education in 1980,
this progressive understanding and history was abandoned. The content of the
education and its self-perception was adopted from the local tradition focusing on
how difficult children were to be set right as the task adopted by Social education.
Varying diagnoses and psychological proposals set the course of the pedagogical
efforts. The conception of social education work as a project for emancipation was
abandoned, the understanding of children contributing to cooperation and self-
determination as the nucleus of the work given up, as was the notion of solidarity
with the children, who are now conceived as causes for problems that have to be
solved by intervention.

Brian Borup and Sofie Pedersen talked about “activity theory in practice”. On the
basis of their own practical experience they presented examples of various ways
in which activity theory may be the foundation for work with socially and
psychologically challenged adolescents. It was suggested, that it is possible to
support young people in their efforts to become agents of their own life by
involving the psychology of existence (“tilværelsespsykologien”) and utilizing the
concept of existential competencies. Some problems related to the implementation
of an activity theoretical approach in an ideological context colored by
individualistic notions were also  addressed.

Nadja Prætorius gave a speech on the topic of “encountering the primitive
conception of humans inherent in the current ideology of competitive society.”
Recent years has seen an increasing tendency of subordination of human relations
under the logic of the market in accordance with the prevailing economistic view
of society. Especially in the public service sector, like health care, nursing, etc.
employees and managers are forced to become agents implementing a purely
economic rationality, which resultsin alienation and reduction of humans into
“capital goods” who with their ressources and competencies are serving not only
to produce and  acquire products and services, but who’s task it is to let themself
undergo product development as part of the total societal mobilization of the
working force. The question was addressed as to what this means to the individual
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human being, and how it impacts on the possibility of establishing life-giving
relationships, and what psychology may have to offer in this context?

Following these talks, a group discussion of the raised issues was carried out,
leading to an exploratory analysis in which all members of the audience provided
answers to a small number of thematic questions:
1. What does cognitive approaches miss, that activity theory attend to?
2. Which parts of the activity theoretical understanding of human beings

would you most like to see implemented in the practical conduct in your
field of work?

3. How is individualistic ideology influencing the professional practice in your
field of work?

4. How would society benefit from implementing activity theory in your field
of professional practice?

5. What is the most problematic effect of purely cognitive behavior therapeutic
approach in the fields of professional practice that you are acquainted with?

6. Where is individualism most pronounced in your field of professional
practice today? 

7. How is individualism influencing the client / citizen / recipient of services
in your field of work?

8. What needs to be done in order for activity theory to be able to make
progress in your field of work?

9. Which related theories or practical approaches are obvious partners of
activity theorists?

10. What are the strengths of activity theory?

The notes which were produced in the session testify to the presence of a great
variety of viewpoints among the participants of the meeting, which will form the
basis of input for a continuing collective discussion during the conference in 2016
in order to provide a cumulative development of the collective understanding of
activity theory and its theoretical context and practical possibilities.

The last contribution to the conference was meant to concern “intentionality and
possibilities of orientation in communities operating on the border of criminal
behavior”. Unfortunately this had to be abandoned due to illness of the speakers. 

Fortunately however, Lars Jensen was able to step in and give an exciting talk
about “the influence of Spinoza’s philosophy on activity theory”. It was
demonstrated how Spinoza’s approach and ’psychology’ fuses explanatory and
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descriptive psychology and lay the ground for cultural historical psychology.
Further it was argued that Spinoza’s specific version of parallelism provides a
basis for overcoming duality between mind and body, thought and speech and so
forth in activity-theory. Also Vygotsky’s notions of conceptual development and
zone of proximal development is similarly in line with Spinoza’s conceptualization
of how relations and knowledge is acquired. Especially much effort was used to
show how Spinozas conceptualisation of the role of affects is adopted and
expanded in activity theory, where Spinoza’s categories “conatus”,
“voluntas”,“appetitus”, and “cupiditas” were passed over into the conceptual
foundation of the psychological activity theory.

During the concluding session it was agreed to establish a formal framework for
the conference by setting up an official society (forening) for activity theory as a
legal body which provides some practical advantages. 

A provisional organisation has been established, and may be contacted via the
website:

http://www.virksomhedsteori.dk/
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