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Introduction 

I cannot tell how the truth may be; 
I say the tale as 'twas said to me.  
 

Sir Walter Scott 
The Lay of the Last Minstrel, (canto II, st. 22) 

 

 

 

In the spring of 2001, Copenhageners caught their first glimpse of a new phenomenon 

on four wheels: A van equipped to drive out with food, clothes and sleeping bags to the city’s 

homeless. The Mobile Café is a blue van, which is driven around the city by volunteers on weekday 

evenings and Saturday lunchtimes, providing conversation, contact and material necessities to those 

who live on the streets. Ten years after its conception, the Mobile Café is still going strong with 

around 40 volunteers and a six month waiting list for new recruits. These volunteers take turns to 

cover the shifts at the Mobile Café, usually working once every two weeks, when it fits in with their 

schedule. The shifts are coordinated by three paid employees, who also hold monthly volunteer 

meetings where the volunteers get together over a meal to discuss the project and its users. These 

discussions, as well as the conversations and stories shared by the volunteers with each other in the 

van are the starting point for this thesis. The volunteers share stories about their experiences, about 

the experiences that others have shared with them, and about the homeless users of the project. In 

this thesis, I examine the content, context and function of these stories in the interactions between 

volunteers and the homeless users of the Mobile Café project.  

 

The Mobile Café   

The Mobile Café serves around 11,140
1
 portions of food each year. The food is mostly 

prepared by paid project employees, who are employed by projektUDENFOR
2
  a non-governmental 

organization (NGO) created to provide support for homeless individuals. Occasionally, volunteers 

and school groups assist the preparation of the food, which takes place in a specially equipped 

kitchen at projektUDENFOR’s offices on Ravnsborggade in central Copenhagen. The food is solid 

                                                 
1
See  www.udenfor.dk for more information about the Mobile Café.  

2
 In English, project OUTSIDE. 

http://www.quoteland.com/author/Sir-Walter-Scott-Quotes/703/
http://www.udenfor.dk/
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Danish fare, containing plenty of pork (as well as other meats) combined with vegetables in many 

different guises; this is nourishing food, not for calorie-counters or vegetarians! The food is served 

out of the tailgate of the van, which has been specially customized with compartments for food, hot 

drinks, and condiments. The van is also stocked with various items of clothing, dog food, sleeping 

bags and a complete first-aid kit. On one Saturday each month, the volunteers in the van are 

veterinarians, who check and treat the dogs of the project users. Every Wednesday, the volunteers 

are nurses, who treat small injuries and advise the project users on health issues. 

As well as providing practical and material support to the homeless on the streets in 

the form of food and clothing, the project aims to meet each user on his or her own terms, helping 

them in the ways that they themselves consider to be appropriate. This aim is also reflected in the 

way in which the food is served, with the diners deciding how much, and which parts of each menu 

they wish to be served.  

During the evening shift, the volunteers fill out a form, reporting what was on the 

menu, the number of portions served, the time that the van arrived at the different stops and the 

names of the homeless people who they recognize. On an average night, the van stops at around 

eight different places, sometimes in spots where one person sleeps, but also at pre-arranged places 

such as the Østerport train station, where a number of people gather. The van also stops at two 

private residences, where long-term users of the project now live. The route driven is flexible, and 

can vary over time if the homeless move to different spots. The individual volunteers may also 

decide to visit extra stops, or skip stops according to how much time they have.  

 

projektUDENFOR 

The Mobile Café is a sub-project of projektUDENFOR, a Danish NGO established in 

1997 by psychiatrist Preben Brandt, M.D., with the aim of providing support for marginalized 

citizens who, for one reason or another, have ‘fallen through the gaps’ or dropped out of the official 

social welfare system. projekt UDENFOR is funded by government grants from the Danish 

Ministry of Social Affairs, the rate adjustment pool
3
 and the Danish Ministry of Health as well as 

private funds and income from lectures, training and consultancy.  

The name projektUDENFOR reflects the project-oriented nature of the organization: 

the word ‘UDENFOR’ (outside) refers to the fact that the organization works with marginalized 

citizens; those who are ‘outsiders’ to society in general. It also refers to the organization’s status as 

                                                 
3
 Satspuljen, in Danish.  
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an NGO, outside of government or municipal structures, as well as to the fact that much of the work 

done literally takes place outdoors. Indeed, from this ‘outsider’ position, projektUDENFOR aims to 

provide flexible and innovative services in areas (both geographical and in terms of a perceived 

need) where no other agencies operate in Denmark.  

An important part of the ethos of this organization is its willingness to adapt to the 

individual circumstances of the users, to new political situations and to new tendencies among the 

homeless. This is expressed clearly in the stated ideology of the organization: 

projekt UDENFOR is a non-public, non-profit organization. We consider it 

fundamental that there should be no restrictions on our freedom to act and work 

independently, subject, of course, to any given national legislative framework. 

Our organization was established within an altruistic European-humanistic tradition to 

help people who are, for some reason, not able to take care of themselves. We give 

assistance based on the individual need of the moment with no strings attached. This 

means that we do not demand any particular behaviour, nor do we expect any specific 

results from our users. Furthermore, we are always critical of injustices done against 

individuals or particular groups of people, and we maintain that each individual’s 

basic human rights should be regarded as sacrosanct.
4
 

 

Following from this ideological foundation, projektUDENFOR strives to remain flexible in terms of 

its interactions with the homeless users of its numerous projects. This flexibility and emphasis on 

individual choice and freedom also extends to the interactions between projektUDENFOR’s 

employees and the volunteers who work in the Mobile Café.  

In the following chapters, I describe how the volunteers are seemingly given freedom 

as individuals to determine their own relationships, boundaries and interactions with the users of the 

Mobile Café. There are very few explicitly stated rules governing the interactions between the 

volunteers and the homeless users of the Mobile Café project. However, in practice, the volunteers 

negotiate their own unwritten code of conduct. They tell stories to and about each other and the 

homeless people. They listen to and reproduce the organization’s stories, and in doing so, create 

                                                 
4
 http://www.udenfor.dk/uk/Menu/About+projekt+UDENFOR/Ideology 
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certain subjectivities, identities, and frameworks for the kinds of interactions that are possible and 

appropriate.  

 

The aim of this thesis 

This thesis is based on ethnographic fieldwork consisting of qualitative interviews 

with eight volunteers from the Mobile Café, as well as observations from 20 evenings spent driving 

with the Mobile Café during winter 2010/2011. Unlike a number of other studies (Siiger 2005, 

among others) that analyze the Mobile Café or include the project as a case study, this thesis 

focuses on the volunteers who serve the food, rather than on the homeless users of the project. 

Indeed, the object of this study is the verbal discourse of the volunteers, and in particular the stories 

they tell. The choice to focus on these narratives produced by the volunteers arose from my initial 

observations in the field. In the car on food runs, and at volunteer meetings, stories abound. At 

times I was told several different versions of the same story about a user, and before and after 

almost every stop, the volunteers in the car shared anecdotes and tit-bits of information in narrative 

form about the project users and about their own experiences as volunteers. Thus, it became 

apparent that storytelling and the stories told played a role in the social relations between 

volunteers, their interactions and conceptualization of project users and their relation to the 

organization projektUDENFOR.  Hence, in this thesis I analyze the functions of narratives with 

regard to the interactions between the volunteers, the users of the project and projektUDENFOR 

itself. By recording and analyzing the stories told by the volunteers, as well as the context in which 

they were produced, I discuss how these discursive practices and articulations are processes through 

which subjectivities, or group identities (for example, ‘homeless’ and ‘volunteers’) are regulated. 

Through these narratives, the volunteers articulate, test, reject, modify and reproduce the unwritten 

rules that set the scene for the types of interactions that take place between the members of these 

constructed groups. 

 From early on in my fieldwork observations, the volunteers often expressed the idea 

that they are free to interact as they wish with the users of the project, and that there are no set rules 

or restrictions laid down by projektUDENFOR. However, during my earliest forays into participant 

observation with the Mobile Café, it became apparent that the volunteers actually interact with the 

users in a very uniform manner. Their practices in terms of handing out food and clothes, 

conversing with the project users, and interacting and reporting to the organization were very 

similar, despite the fact that volunteers undergo no formal training before starting as a volunteer.  
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This apparent contradiction – the lack of explicit rules vs. the uniformity of volunteer practice –, is 

the starting point for the question that underpins the analytical approach in this thesis:  

 How is the framework of possible and appropriate interactions between 

volunteers in the Mobile Café and the homeless users of the project formed, 

in the absence of explicit regulations?  

 

These questions concern the ways in which the volunteers are governed, and govern themselves. 

This governmental aspect of my research question was inspired by the theoretical concepts of 

Michel Foucault, his concepts of power, government and regimes of practice (see Theory chapter 

for an explanation of these terms). Compared to traditional conceptions of power being localized in 

or possessed by particular individuals or institutions, Foucault perceives power as something 

relational, contingent and continuously negotiated. Rather than being wielded by those at the top of 

a particular hierarchical relation, Foucault describes power as being multidirectional:  

“ […]It comes from everywhere.[…]Power is not an institution, and not a structure;  

neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes 

to a complex strategical situation in a particular society.” (Foucault 1978:93)  

 

Thus for Foucault, power is not repressive but productive, in the sense that power constitutes 

discourses, knowledge, bodies and subjectivities. Foucault focuses on the ways in which some 

discourses have shaped and created meaning systems that regulate how we define and organize both 

ourselves and our social world. Thus discourses, including narrative practices such as those of the 

volunteers at the Mobile Café, are sites through which practices can be contested, modified and 

resisted. In Foucault's view, there is no fixed and definitive structuring of either social (or personal) 

identity or practice.  Rather, the formation of identities and practices is related to context-specific 

discourses. In The Archaeology of Knowledge:Part II (1972), Foucault employs the concept of the 

'discursive field' in order to understand the relationship between language, social institutions, 

subjectivity and power. Discursive fields, made up of statements and documents, can contain a 

number of competing and contradictory discourses with varying degrees of power to give meaning 

to and organize social institutions and processes. In The Archaeology of Knowledge:Part II (1972), 

Foucault encourages  his readers to pay attention to the conditions of emergence in the discursive 

field: 

“We must grasp the statement in the exact specificity of its occurrence; determine 
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its conditions of existence, fix at least it limits, establish its correlations with 

other statements that may be connected with it, and show what other forms of 

statement it excludes.”(Foucault 1972:28) 

 

Thus, there are both discourses that exclude certain types of knowledge and particular subjectivities, 

and others that enable new (or modified) knowledges and subjectivities. It is via discursive practices 

such as storytelling that the social surroundings are produced; objects are differentiated from each 

other, and set in relation to each other.  Since Foucault argues that knowledge is constructed 

discursively, power is also related to discourse. Discourses are ways of speaking, as well as that 

which forms the frame for what can be said. They are ways of giving meaning to the world, and 

they create the subjects that we are, and the objects that we are able to know something about as 

well as the framework of possible relationships and interactions between subjects (Brinkmann and 

Tanggaard 2010:265).  

 As I have already stated, the primary object of investigation in this thesis is the 

volunteers’ stories and their narrative practices as discursive acts; it is a governmental analysis, 

which aims to shed light on the role of stories and storytelling in the governmental relations of 

volunteers in the Mobile Café, by examining the emergence of discursive statements, the types of 

subjectivities produced and the framework of possible interactions that emerges within this regime 

of practice.  

Although the focus of study for this analysis is the stories produced by the volunteers, 

the stories told by the employees at projektUDENFOR or of the homeless users of the project may 

have been just as illuminating as those told by the volunteers. Initially I chose to focus exclusively 

on the volunteers’ narratives for two reasons: First, this thesis is the final examination for a 

Master’s in Applied Cultural Analysis. For this reason, my primary aim was to create an analysis 

that somebody could use in practice. From my first meeting with employees from 

projektUDENFOR, I attempted to glean information and suggestions regarding the aspects of their 

organization that had not yet been studied – i.e., the gaps in their knowledge. During my early 

conversations with the project’s employees, they expressed a desire for more knowledge about the 

volunteers at the Mobile Café – who they are and what they do.  

Secondly, aside from projektUDENFOR’s internal interest in the volunteers at the 

Mobile Café, the employees also mentioned that this year (2011) is the European Year of the 

Volunteer, so a dissertation about the volunteers at the project and an analysis that could also be 
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applied to other projects would be a useful tool in communicating and disseminating information to 

other European actors within the field of voluntary social work.  

In terms of applicability and the aims of this thesis, I feel that is important to establish 

from the start that while this analysis is critical in the academic sense of the term (questioning, 

evaluating, making judgments, finding connections) it is not meant as a criticism in the sense of a 

negative evaluative judgment of the storytelling practices of the volunteers at the Mobile Café. I 

feel it is necessary to state this explicitly, as terms such as government and power can easily be 

misconstrued as negatively laden concepts. Even pointing out that the volunteers at the Mobile Café 

tell stories could be construed as a criticism, as though I have somehow caught them in the act of 

gossiping, or breaking the confidence of the homeless users of the project. However, this is 

certainly not my aim.  

While I aim to analyze the functions of storytelling in this field, I pass no judgments 

as to the ethical ‘correctness’ of this practice. I simply aim to map how these stories are told and the 

role they play in the interactions between actors within the field. I am not attempting to reveal a 

hidden hegemony or abuse of power, nor do I claim to have a patent on describing things ‘the way 

things really are’ to an unknowing group of individuals. Indeed it is my hope that the observations 

and conclusions in this paper resonate with the experiences of the actors involved, and that this 

thesis can serve as a systematic articulation of the daily practices of the volunteers and of 

projektUDENFOR as an organization, which can provide valuable insights into how this project is 

organized, and just as importantly, how the volunteers organize themselves.  An understanding of 

how discursive constructions are formed in the social field of the Mobile Café may allow for 

changes in practice, or at least a heightened awareness of the ‘power of words’.  In terms of 

applicability, it is my aim that projektUDENFOR’s employees, the volunteers at the Mobile Café 

and individuals who are involved with other organizations who cooperate with volunteers or social 

work will be able to apply the insights in this thesis to their daily organizational practices; that it 

will enable them to better understand the ways in which they organize themselves. By making this 

implicit and subtle negotiation of subjectivities and possibilities of interaction visible, I hope that 

the actors involved will be able to make use of the productive aspect of narratives and storytelling, 

and use this understanding to create positive change in the ways in which they articulate themselves 

and the homeless other, thereby opening up for a greater range of interactions, or at least an 

awareness of the fact that they are in part responsible for constructing the frameworks that regulate 

which social interactions are possible.  
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As I have noted, it is wise to proceed with caution when using potentially value-laden 

terms such as power and gossip, particularly in the sensitive and at times politically charged subject 

area such as social work. There is often a temptation in this kind of study to ‘defend the underdog’ 

against those who supposedly wield power over them. However, my focus on the volunteers rather 

than the homeless users of the project, coupled with Foucault’s broad and productive understanding 

of power has been useful in this sense. Focusing on the volunteers in this project, rather than the 

employees or the project users has breathed life into this theoretical concept: The volunteers are 

neither the underdog, nor are they entirely a part of the organization. In this sense, the volunteers 

are clearly both governers and governed at once. By studying the volunteers I was able to avoid the 

pitfall of ‘taking sides’ or of writing, thinking and analyzing in a manner that is based on 

hegemony.  By examining the volunteers’ discourses relating to the homeless and the organization, 

it is possible to map the processes through which subjectivities, boundaries and identities, as well as 

rules of interaction are negotiated, without the temptation to see all power as hierarchical and 

oppressive. Volunteers are neither socially excluded citizens to be ‘protected’ against hegemonic 

power, nor are they the institutions or individuals who supposedly wield this power. This allows for 

a new take on the Foucauldian concept government, in the context of a social work project. 

Futhermore, Foucault’s concepts of power and government allow for a new understanding of the 

role of the volunteers within this organization; as well as their practical and material role, the 

volunteers play an important role in defining, regulating and practicing the ethos or world view of 

the organization (along with the employees and the users of the project). The volunteers can be seen 

as a kind of ‘middle ground’ between client and organization. Coming to the project as private 

individuals, rather than paid employees, the volunteers at the Mobile Café are not governed by 

explicit written rules. Their interactions and practices while volunteering are regulated by a kind of 

group consensus, which modified, accepted or rejected by each individual. In terms of traditional 

hegemonic understandings of power, the role of the volunteer is necessarily ambiguous. They are 

neither organization nor client; neither those who wield the power nor those on the receiving end. 

As private individuals, the volunteers bring all of their experiences, identity and moral and ethical 

ideas into play when determining the appropriate practices and ways of interacting. Narratives are 

one of the ways in which these frameworks are negotiated; they are a technology of government and 

of self-government. In short, by looking at volunteers through the optic of Foucault’s concept of 

power, there can be no doubt as to the subtle and contingent nature of governmental relations within 

this field. 
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The structure of the thesis 

Chapter 2: Method is a chronological journey through the process of fieldwork, from the 

formulation of a research question to the writing up of results and conclusions in this thesis. In this 

chapter, I describe the decisions made during the fieldwork, analysis and the writing of this thesis as 

well as the rationales that informed these decisions. I describe the formulation of the research 

question, the methodological considerations relating to this particular field and the technicalities of 

conducting interviews and participant observation. I also discuss my analytical strategy, relating this 

to the theoretical basis of the thesis.  

 

In Chapter 3: Theory I outline my theoretical approach to the production and analysis of my 

empirical material. The main theoretical foundation of this thesis is Michel Foucault’s 

understanding of power, as something discursively negotiated, productive and multi-directional, as 

opposed to something that is localized in particular individuals or institutions. In this chapter, I 

briefly summarise Foucault’s understanding of the terms power, government and regimes of 

practice, as well as Mitchell Dean’s (1999) four-fold analytical framework for analyzing regimes of 

practice. I describe how these theoretical tools are applied to the empirical material produced in my 

fieldwork, and how I have combined these governmental concepts with the focus on narratives.  

Finally, I address the potential advantages and pitfalls of combining a governmental analysis with 

an emphasis on narratives.  

 

In Chapter 4: Analysis, I start with a thematic presentation of the empirical material from the 

fieldwork. I commence with a description of the different narrative genres that I identified in the 

field, as well as their various functions in the social interactions between volunteers and between 

volunteers and users. Then I discuss the thematic tendencies in the volunteers’ stories, focusing on 

the main themes of boundaries, identity, freedom, learning to be a volunteer, conflict and 

storytelling. For each theme, I present and analyze specific examples from the empirical material. 

 In the next part of this chapter, I analyze the empirical material by applying Mitchell 

Dean’s four-fold framework for understanding regimes of practice:  

 

 Ways of speaking  

 Ways of seeing  

 Forming of subjects and identities  
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 Ways of governing  

 

I use these four aspects of regimes of practice to further explore the technologies of government and 

self-government within the field of the Mobile Café, taking particular narratives as case studies, and 

identifying the aspects listed above in each of the examples from the empirical material. 

 

In Chapter 5: Conclusion, I summarize the main arguments of the thesis, and discuss the 

perspectives for the applicability of this analysis.   
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Method 

This chapter describes the thought processes, considerations and choices that preceded 

my fieldwork research, as well as the concrete actions that I undertook in the field and the decision-

making process that supported these actions. It also contains a discussion of my analytical strategy 

and the rationales that informed it, as well as the considerations that preceded the writing of this 

paper. Where possible, this chapter is presented chronologically. This presentation allows for an 

understanding of the evolution of thought processes and the ways in which one set of decisions (and 

thereby inclusions and omissions) led to the next and informed the research process, the empirical 

material and the analytical phase of this project.  

This chronological journey starts with the conception of the idea that would later 

become my research question. I describe the deliberate selections and omissions that took place in 

the formulation of this question, and the considerations that guided this narrowing of focus. I then 

retrace my first tentative steps into the field of research; the journey of observation and participation 

that led to the first thematic discoveries and formed my approach to the fieldwork. At this stage of 

the process, the question I posed was: “What stands out in the field and merits further 

investigation?”  

After describing the decisions informed by this first foray into the field, I turn once 

again to the choices that I faced in terms of fieldwork methodology. At this stage, the primary 

question to be addressed was: “Which methods of investigation are best suited to, and possible, in 

this particular field?” I decided upon a combination of interview and observation as the method to 

produce empirical material. Simultaneously, I chose to enter into these methodological genres with 

the theoretical element of discourse analysis in mind. In this chapter, I discuss how this theoretical 

ballast informed the way in which the actions of fieldwork were conceived and performed.  

 The next research phase was the long, drawn out and, at times, tedious process of 

transcription. However, in this case, tedious should not be confused with simple, or innocuous. 

Here, I describe the translation process from spoken to written registers, as well as the literal 

translation of my empirical material from Danish to English, and the considerations pertaining to 

these rather dramatic translation processes. Then, I discuss the analytical rationales and theoretical 

steps that I took when analyzing the wealth of transcribed material produced during the course of 

my fieldwork; how I dissected the mound of available information, sought patterns and insights, 

and put it all back together again to form a cohesive narrative of my own.  
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Formulating a research question 

My interest in homelessness is not new. Before starting the Master’s programme in 

Applied Cultural Analysis, I worked for 2½ years in a Copenhagen homeless shelter, in daily 

contact with the 148 homeless men who lived there. Since then, I have been a member of the board 

of governors for the same shelter, called Kollegiet Gammel Køge Landevej.  

With this practical experience in mind – and a deeply-rooted personal interest in the 

subject – I decided that the field of social work, homelessness or social exclusion would be the 

broad area of interest in my thesis. Having chosen this focus, I approached projektUDENFOR, who 

regularly cooperate with Masters’ students. Not only were they interested in being the subject of my 

research, but they also offered me an office from which to conduct the study and write the paper.  

Since I was determined to perform a truly applied analysis, the first step in 

formulating a research question was a meeting with several employees from projektUDENFOR, in 

order to discuss what kind of knowledge they could use, and what kinds of research had already 

been done about their projects. By ‘applied’, I am referring to what is often called ‘Mode 2 

research,’ an approach to research that investigates context-specific research problems, and does not 

aim to create general theory. This approach combines experience in a given field with analytically 

founded academic knowledge. 

During my early conversations with projektUDENFOR, it quickly became clear that 

the employees at the organization wanted to know more about their Mobile Café outreach project, 

and in particular the volunteers.  Previous studies had focused on the homeless users of the Mobile 

Café, and the nutritional benefits of the project for the users, rather than on the volunteers (Siiger 

2005, among others).   

My focus on the volunteers with the project rather than on the homeless users or the 

organization itself may at first glance seem contradictory, particularly in light of the theoretical 

basis of the study: power relations and regimes of government. By including only the voices of the 

volunteers in this analysis, I could be accused of denying the socially excluded a voice (as well as 

the organization itself). However, this is a conscious choice rather than an omission, and indeed has 

helped me to avoid what I call the ‘hegemony trap’ whereby researchers employ Foucault’s broad 

understanding of power as something productive, and yet still articulate power as though it 

emanates from the top down; for example, that it is wielded by social workers to the detriment of 

service users. In this way, focusing on the volunteers gives me an advantage. They are both 
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governed (by the organization) and governers (of themselves, each other and the service users). 

They are neither organization nor client, and this allows for a new perspective on power relations in 

social work. 

 Having determined this object of study and read the materials available on the 

projektUDENFOR website, the next stage was to see the Mobile Café for myself. I started the 

process of formulating a more precise research question by undertaking participant observation, 

sitting in the backseat of the blue van, taking part in volunteer activities and conversations. These 

activities included handing out food, washing up, and finding sleeping bags in the mound of 

clothes, dog food and other objects in the back of the car.  

 After a few evenings out with the volunteers, two broad areas of interest emerged 

from the field observations, informed by my own theoretical ballast (my more or less conscious 

theoretical ‘background,’ accumulated through years of academic study). The first was the 

importance of material actors in the interactions between the volunteers and the users of the project, 

which would have been suited to a theoretical approach based on actor-network theory; i.e., 

mapping the networks of human and non-human actors and the flows of meaning through these 

networks.  

As Kirsten Hastrup notes (in Brinkmann and Tanggaard 2010:59), social interactions 

cannot be separated from their physical surroundings – their materiality. The physical and the social 

are interwoven, and places and objects are more than just a passive stage where social interactions 

unfold. In this case, the city streets, the food that is given out, the sleeping bags, the blue van and a 

whole host of other non-human actors are decisive for the types of interactions that take place. 

However, on a practical level, an analysis with material actors as its prime focus seemed to be a 

difficult research path to follow. In order to respect the privacy of the users, researchers are not 

usually allowed to film or take pictures of the goings-on in and around the Mobile Café. This factor 

would make it difficult to undertake the precise material observations that such a materially focused 

study demands (see Latour and Woolgar’s (1979) Laboratory Life: the Social Construction of 

Scientific Facts for one of the best-known examples of such a study). Of course, photographs and 

film are not entirely necessary in this type of analysis; detailed descriptions can also be employed. 

However, in the fast-moving, bumpy and dark environment of the Mobile Café van during the 

nightly food run, note-taking was an almost impossible enterprise.  

In the end, I chose to do a discourse analysis, and as a result, material actors are 

somewhat absent from this thesis. These non-human actors have been involuntarily silenced by the 
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ethnographic possibilities, and by the process of narrowing the focus of the research question. 

However, they are still important to consider, and any further development of this study would 

benefit greatly from making them visible once again.  

The second area of interest that emerged from my field observations was the large 

number of stories the volunteers told about the users of the project. By choosing the path of 

discourse analysis, I decided to focus on the narratives and the discourse of the volunteers by asking 

myself the question: “What are they doing with words, and in which contexts are they doing this or 

not doing this?” Later, having conducted more participant-observation fieldwork, I added the 

theoretical layer of Foucault’s concept of government to my approach to the field. It became clear 

that the stories told by the volunteers and the organization were part of a power relation, a 

negotiation of rules, and a governmental structure into which volunteers are ‘socialized’ over time. 

An interesting aspect to this discourse – which caught my ethnographic attention early on – was the 

repetition of the idea, ‘there are no rules, so we can do whatever we like’ made by the volunteers. 

This piqued my curiosity as I observed that, by and large, the individual volunteers acted in a 

similar way when out on a food run, and seemed to have an incredibly uniform way of articulating 

the users in their narratives. Therefore, I set out to see how this discourse of freedom and ‘no rules’ 

worked alongside the uniform way of acting and the view of humanity that I observed among the 

volunteers.   

 

Discourse analysis as method 

Having ascertained that my theoretical approach to the field was centred on the 

concepts of government, power, discourse and narratives, I considered the methodological 

implications of this choice. Järvinen and Mik-Meyer (2005:7) note that a common mistake among 

students employing this kind of approach is to neglect the methodological consequences of such a 

theoretical choice. This theoretical basis assumes that the object of study is fluid, unstable and 

plural, and is formed via the meeting with the researcher (ibid.:10). This assumption about the 

object of study clearly affects the design of the research project and the methods of empirical 

investigation, since it leads to a second assumption: that the meaning of an action or a phenomenon 

is created in interactions between people, or between people and objects (ibid.). In other words, 

meaning is not an independent factor that can be mapped and described by the researcher. It is 

relational and context-dependent. With this in mind, the object of study becomes the negotiation of 
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subjectivities in concrete interactions; in this case, how discursive practices play a role in the 

negotiation of identity and the negotiation of a framework of interaction.  

 With this theoretical approach in mind, I designed a research project not to localize 

motivations and intentions in individual volunteers, but rather to investigate how discourses create 

subjectivities and form the frameworks for the possible practices and interactions between actors. 

These theoretical considerations also informed my approach with regard to the method of interview, 

and the idea of me being a ‘co-producer’ of knowledge in the interview interaction. In line with 

Järvinen and Mik-Meyer (2005:29), I consider the interview to be a “meeting where (at least) two 

sets of assumptions, attitudes wrestle with each other” (ibid.).  

 Of course, it was during the analytical process that these theoretical considerations 

were most important. For example, when analyzing narratives, I was interested in the context, and 

function as well as the thematic content and form. Narratives were interesting not in isolation, but as 

part of a meaning-producing dynamic, and as technologies of power in a regime of practice. Having 

discussed the rationales, theoretical approach to method and thought processes that went into the 

early stages of designing the research and entering the field, I turn to method in the more concrete 

sense of the term: the creation of empirical material. Like many before me, I chose a combination of 

participant observation and interviews as my methodological approaches to the field.  

 

Entering and positioning myself in the field 

Despite my previous work with homeless people, I entered this field as a researcher 

observing something new, and ‘foreign’. I had never participated in this particular project before, 

and as the third (and extra) person included on a food run, I started out as the inexperienced 

outsider. Although starting as a new volunteer and fieldworker at this project cannot be compared to 

the ‘exotic’ remoteness of Malinowski’s Trobriand Island research, I agree with Kirsten Hastrup’s 

claim that the researcher is always alone and foreign in the field, due to his or her quest for 

knowledge, which is not shared by the ‘locals’ (Brinkmann and Tanggaard 2010:69) – or in this 

case, the volunteers.  

From the beginning, I let the volunteers know that I was a researcher, and often spoke 

with them about my approach to the field. I was neither trying to be neutral nor invisible, because I 

align myself with M. Crick’s view of research as a reflexive process; i.e., as “not a matter of what 

one person does in a situation but how two sides of an encounter arrive at a delicate workable 

definition of their meeting” (1982a, in Davies 2008[1998]:8). In my fieldwork, I was not aiming to 
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collect data, but to co-create it, along with the organization’s employees, the project users and the 

volunteers. I undoubtedly affected the empirical material that I created, as did the volunteers, the 

homeless users of the Café, the non-human actors and the organization projektUDENFOR.  

I entered the field as a participant observer with a deliberate emphasis on 

participation. In a situation with a crowd of hungry individuals all wanting food, clothes, coffee and 

tea in a hurry (partly due to the biting cold winter weather in November and January, when I 

conducted my fieldwork), it would seem unnatural and contrary to write notes rather than pitch in 

and lend a hand. Therefore, note-taking was done (where possible) in the dark and bumpy setting of 

the car, or when I arrived home after the evening’s food run. Due to this, I was quickly regarded as 

‘just another new volunteer’ by the other volunteers who I drove with; instead of being the third 

person or simply a guest in the backseat, I quickly became one of the two ‘real’ volunteers. This 

transition was unspoken, but suited me well. Since I was regarded as a new volunteer, I was able to 

witness and take part in the socialization process first-hand, including hearing and repeating stories 

and anecdotes about the users of the Mobile Café.  

Since finishing my fieldwork, I have continued to volunteer at the Mobile Café and 

plan to do so in the future. This – along with the fact that I was physically present in the 

projektUDENFOR offices during the six months that I worked on this thesis, eating lunch with the 

project’s employees and seeing them on a daily basis – has undoubtedly affected the way in which I 

approached this study. I have been able to air my ideas and working hypotheses along the way, and 

observe the daily goings-on of the project and of the organization, even in the periods before and 

after my fieldwork. My desire to continue working with the organization could arguably influence 

my analysis and results, giving them an unfairly positive slant. However, I argue that this is not the 

case. Throughout the analytical process, members of the staff at projektUDENFOR have expressed 

enthusiasm at the idea of reading a ‘challenging’ or ‘critical’ piece of ethnographic work about the 

Mobile Café. If this critical stance seems to be lacking or downplayed in this thesis, then it is 

simply because there was very little to criticize (i.e., in a negative or judgemental sense), not 

because I was in any way concerned about the consequences of such criticisms.  

 

Participant observation 

The researcher gets both his/her empirical material and his/her authority to speak 

about social life via his/her presence in the field (Kirsten Hastrup in Brinkmann and Tanggaard 

2010: 69). It is presence, with all the plurality that this entails, that ensures the validity of 



19 

anthropological knowledge (ibid.). Indeed, it may be stating the obvious to say that it is difficult to 

know anything at all about a field without having been there, but it is true nonetheless. As I have 

already noted, by starting as a ‘new volunteer’ with a double identity as a researcher, I was able to 

experience becoming a volunteer first-hand; i.e., the social competences that are learned, and the 

ways in which they are learned. As Hastrup puts it: “Via participation one [the researcher] becomes 

his/her own informant” (ibid:68). 

  I conducted participant observation on at least 20 evening food-runs in the Mobile 

Café, two Saturday afternoon food stops at H.C. Ørestad’s park, and at two volunteer meetings. 

These observations took place over the course of four months, from November 2010 to February 

2011. My participant observation in the Mobile Café itself took place in two periods, one in 

November prior to conducting my interviews, and one in February, after the interviews were 

completed and while I was transcribing the material. During these periods, I went out with the 

Mobile Café twice a week. Usually volunteers take one shift every two weeks, so my experience of 

learning how to be a volunteer was more intense and temporally compressed than that of the other 

volunteers. Nonetheless, each of these experiences contributed to my familiarity with the field, and 

my exposure to and socialization into the volunteer discourse, and the governmental regime 

negotiated by the volunteers, the organization and the users of the Mobile Café.  

Via my preliminary observations, I narrowed my focus within the field to an 

investigation of the discourses, subject formation processes of the volunteers, and the role that these 

play in the wider governmental regime of the organization projektUDENFOR. In particular, the 

narrative aspect of the volunteer discourse caught my attention, simply because so many stories are 

told by the volunteers, and by the organization, about the homeless users of the Mobile Café. These 

narratives were produced on every food run, and at all meetings, and seemed to be more common in 

their occurrence than they are in everyday conversation. At this stage of the research process, it 

seemed clear that the stories told by volunteers and the employees at projektUDENFOR had a 

particular function (or perhaps a number of different functions) in the interactions between 

volunteers, projektUDENFOR and the homeless users of the Mobile Café. The function of these 

narratives therefore became the starting point for my study, and a way into understanding the 

workings of the wider network of governmental power relations within this field. With this in mind, 

I created an interview guide to delve deeper into this area of investigation, and where possible, to 

see whether the narratives I had recorded on the food runs would be reproduced or reformulated in 
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the interview situation. In the interviews, I hoped to gain further insight into the function of 

narratives in the social relations that make up this field of study.  

My observations of the proclivity and function of stories about users in social work is 

by no means unique. Tom Wilks (2005:1429) notes:  

“We are a storytelling lot, we social workers. The stories that service users tell us and 

our reinterpretations and retellings of them form the warp and weft of our working 

lives”.  

 

He argues that these narratives have not been sufficiently studied in the analysis of professional 

practice, and investigates how narratives in social work can contribute to a broader understanding of 

social-work ethics and values. Like me, his starting point is the importance of narratives in forming 

subjectivities, although his focus is on a new approach to social-work ethics in general, whereas I 

aim to map the specifics of the function of narratives in one particular social context. Wilks (2005: 

1258) cites Somers, who argues that we can only understand the complexity of identity negotiation 

via the optic of narratives: 

“A narrative identity approach assumes that social action can only be intelligible if we 

recognize that people are guided to act by structural and cultural relationships in 

which they are embedded and by the stories through which they constitute their 

identity.” (Somers 1994:624, in Wilks 2005:1258) 

 

By combining this approach to narratives and identity formation with Foucault’s understanding of 

power and governmental regimes, I hoped to avoid the pitfall of determinism. The volunteers may 

well be guided by their structural and cultural relationships as well as their stories, but they are by 

no means ‘cultural dopes’. They continuously renegotiate these frameworks for social action via the 

narratives that they construct, modify and share (for further discussion on combining a narrative 

analysis with Foucault’s concept of government, see the Theory chapter).  

 

Interviews 

Having narrowed the focus of the study to the function of narratives as a way of 

understanding the governmental relations within the field, I was ready to move to the interview 

phase of the fieldwork. Of course, this focus informed the type of interviews I chose to undertake, 

and the way in which I compiled the interview guide. I chose to use interview as a method in this 
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study to produce a type of material different from what I could gain via participant observation. For 

example, when observing in the Mobile Café, I did not digitally record the conversations of the 

volunteers. I chose not to do so, since the presence of a Dictaphone changes the context – in terms 

of formality and what is said – and because the ambient background noise would simply drown out 

the recorded speech. Therefore, my hastily scribbled notes and renderings of narratives were 

sketchy and thematic, rather than being a detailed re-presentation of the discourse.  

 By using recorded interviews as an additional method, I was able to (along with the 

volunteers whom I interviewed) reproduce some of the narratives that I encountered during the 

observation, along with some new ones. Since I was concerned with negotiations and storytelling, I 

was interested in seeing which narratives would be produced in the new, and more formal, social 

context of the research interview. I was also able to direct the conversations in the interview to a 

certain extent, and was thus able to discuss the volunteers’ own ideas about these stories and about 

the process of learning to be a volunteer. The insights that I gained from these interview 

conversations were a key contribution to my understanding of the power relations and governmental 

regime that is negotiated and played out between the different actors involved in the Mobile Café 

(this will be discussed further in the Analysis chapter).  

 As previously mentioned, I do not consider the qualitative research interview to be a 

neutral technique to obtain an objective answer to a question. The interview is not a ‘window’ into 

the interviewee’s social world, but a part of it. It is a social interaction in itself, and is just as 

negotiated and context-dependant as any other social interaction (Brinkmann and Tanggaard  

2010:29). Therefore, although I am a co-producer of the type of data produced in the interview 

situation, asking certain questions to elicit certain types of response, it is important to bear in mind 

that this type of conversation is not a mutual exchanging of views. There is a power asymmetry due 

to my goal of knowledge production, and the interview is a conversation manipulated to produce 

narratives. In interviews, the interviewee is well aware of the context, and the formal nature of the 

conversation. They may wish to present themselves in a good light or live up to what they imagine 

the researcher is looking for. This is the ‘logic of representation’, whereby the interviewee presents 

him or herself in a good light, “like an elegant outfit put on when visitors are coming” (Czarniawska 

in Brinkmann and Tanggaard 2010:53). In this way, an interview situation can easily become a 

micro cosmos for the production of stories, or simply an occasion to tell the stories, so that the 

researcher is able to witness the stories that have been produced earlier (ibid.:247).  
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However, narratives produced in interviews may often have a “fondness for the 

abstract” (Czarniawska in Brinkmann and Tanggaard 2010:53), which is clear in my results. Many 

of the narratives produced in the interviews were, in contrast to those in the car on the food runs, 

non-specific and not based on the retelling of a specific episodes, unless I deliberately asked 

interviewees to produce more specific narratives; for instance, by asking, “Can you give an 

example?” or “Do you remember any particular episodes?”. Not that specific narratives are by 

definition more interesting or productive than general narratives; rather, it is interesting to note that 

in the interviews, there was a higher frequency of general narratives, while the specific narratives 

about the service users’ backgrounds (that I heard every time I was out in the car) were mostly 

absent. This difference may arise from the interviewees’ own perception of narratives and 

storytelling. Interview situations can lead to the deliberate omission of stories (ibid.:249) because 

the interview conversation is a formal arena, where interviewees may feel that only legitimate 

scientific knowledge may be produced. As Czarniawska puts it, “Both the interviewer and 

interviewee must battle the perception that ‘true knowledge’ is not made up of stories” (ibid.).  

My goal was to interview a total of eight volunteers. I planned to interview them two 

at a time, to allow for the possibility of conversation between volunteers and the active negotiation 

of subjectivities and narratives during the interview. However, due to the availability of the 

volunteers, I conducted three ‘double interviews’ in this way, and two individual interviews. Most 

of the interviews took place at the projektUDENFOR office in Ravnsborggade, either before or 

after the volunteers had been out delivering food. In two of the double interviews, the interviewees 

and I ate dinner (the leftover food after the evening food run) together while we spoke. One of the 

double interviews was conducted in the car, while we were out on an evening food run. In total, I 

interviewed eight volunteers: seven female and one male (there are generally 40 volunteers, and at 

the time of my fieldwork, only four of them were men
5
). These volunteers were between 25 and 50 

years of age. 

I did not have any particular criteria for selecting certain volunteers for these 

interviews rather than others. I simply attended a monthly volunteer meeting and asked who would 

be willing to participate. I then gathered their e-mail addresses and attempted to pair the volunteers 

up, according to the days when two of them were on a food run together. Nonetheless, the group of 

interviewees is heterogeneous in terms of age, how long they have been volunteering, where in 

Denmark they come from, and their professional background. Since the Mobile Café also offers a 

                                                 
5
 It is interesting that the majority of volunteers are women, whereas most of the project users are men. See a brief 

discussion on gender in the Analysis chapter of this paper.  
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veterinary service and a team of nurses, I felt that it was important that both of these professional 

groups were represented among the interviewees, and indeed they were.  

The interviews were semi-structured, and I loosely followed a thematically formulated 

interview guide while interviewing. In the double interviews, the interviewees were encouraged to 

ask each other questions and discuss matters with each other along the way. As an interviewer, I 

occasionally conversed with the interviewees, offering my thoughts on the subjects at hand, rather 

than simply asking questions. This was to further the conversation, and to facilitate a better flow in 

the interview. The interviews lasted between 45–60 minutes and were conducted in Danish. 

In terms of confidentiality, I have changed the names of the volunteers that I 

interviewed, as well as the names of the homeless people who they mention. However, due to the 

nature of this project, and the fact that people involved in the project (volunteers, users and 

organizers) know each other, this does not ensure total anonymity. But since only people who are 

already familiar with the field and the individuals involved may be able to figure out who is who, I 

feel this level of anonymity is ethically justifiable. 

 

Transcription 

Once the interviews were completed, I transcribed the material. The transcription 

process is not simply a mechanical act of transferring words from Dictaphone to text.  Brinkmann 

and Tanggaard (2010:47) go so far as to call it a ‘translation’, arguing that the transformation from 

the dynamic, contextual vibrancy of the spoken word to the static medium of the written word is an 

interpretative process. Body language and intonation are eliminated in this process. In this study, a 

further layer of translation has been added to the transcription process. The interviews were 

conducted and transcribed in Danish, but the in this paper they are translated into English, in order 

to merge with the rest of the text. Of course, this means that the empirical data presented here is not 

word-for-word what the interviewees said. In every act of translation, from oral to written register 

and from one language to another, there is always an element of choice. As I transcribed from the 

spoken recordings to the written texts, I retained the broken sentences and repetitions that often 

characterize the oral register, and represented pauses with three dots […]. However, I did not 

include information on the lengths of the pauses. I also included laughter and other sounds (such as 

banging on the table) in the transcriptions. When translating the interviews into English, I attempted 

to stay as close to the Danish ways of expressing things as possible, while still writing in standard 

English. I do not consider the transformation inherent in these translation processes to be a matter of 
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concern in terms of the validity of the analysis of these narratives, since the analytical focus is on 

the function of the stories, rather than the intricacies of form or precise formulations.  

 

Analysis  

Although this chapter is structured chronologically, and this section on analysis comes 

toward the end, the analytical process permeates the entire fieldwork process. As a researcher, every 

observation and interview situation is viewed through an analytical lens, informed by the sum of 

many years of theoretical awareness. Determining what is interesting in a given field of study, 

narrowing the focus of the investigation is a step in the analytical process, as is the act of 

transcription. The proximity to the empirical material that arises in the drawn-out transcription 

process is an essential element in the analytical process. It is here that patterns emerge, and are 

reconfirmed or challenged. Thematic trends and repetitions, as well as omissions become obvious 

as the researcher gets closer to the material in the transcription phase.  

 As I transcribed, I constantly colour-coded the written texts, and added copious 

amounts of notes. All the while, this analytical process was informed by the theoretical focus that I 

had settled upon. I was close to the empirical material, allowing patterns to emerge, but all the while 

I was looking through ‘power-tinted glasses,’ as it were. I was spotting narratives, when and how 

they were produced, and what these narratives did in terms of the social relations within the field. 

The next phase in the analytical process was a more structured approach. First, I divided the 

analysis into two sections: types of narratives and thematic elements. This enabled me to grasp the 

content and the form of the material and order it in such a way that the reader could get a ‘feel’ for 

the field; what the volunteers talk about and how they do so. Then, I analyzed the empirical material 

by investigating it in terms of productive power relations and discourses. In order to structure this 

analysis, I made use of Dean’s (1999) concept of regimes of practice. Using this conceptual 

apparatus, the entangled mesh of ideas, texts, experiences and stories in the empirical material is 

rearranged and dissected into smaller portions, to be reassembled into a cohesive whole.  

  

Summary 

This chapter is a chronological outline of the process of fieldwork, from the 

formulation of a research question to the writing up of results and conclusions in this thesis. Early 

on in the research process, I chose the theoretical direction of discourse analysis, coupled with a 

focus on narratives (the stories that volunteers tell about the users of the Mobile Café).  
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In order to investigate the role and function of these narratives in the practice regime 

of this project, I undertook participant observation and conducted eight interviews with volunteers. 

My approach to fieldwork is that I consider myself a co-creator of my empirical method rather than 

a ‘harvester’ who goes around plucking existing knowledge or discourse from others. In my 

methodological choices and approach to analysis, my research gaze was informed by Foucault’s 

concept of power and government, and in particular Dean’s elaboration on regimes of practice. This 

approach led to the ‘silencing’ of material actors in the field, and any development of this study 

would benefit from the ‘reintroduction’ of the material aspects of the Mobile Café. 
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Theory 

In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical frameworks that influenced the design of this 

study, the fieldwork process and the analysis of my empirical material. This is not intended to be a 

full explanation of Foucault’s authorship, his theory of power or the intricacies of the numerous 

different approaches to narrative analysis. Rather, I aim to clarify how the theoretical terms and 

concepts of power, government, narratives, discourse and regimes of practice are used and 

combined in this particular thesis. I present theoretical material only insofar as it is relevant to the 

analysis at hand, rather than including lengthy explanations of theoretical concepts, and their origins 

and position in the history of ideas.  
The second aim of this chapter is to explain why I found these theoretical frameworks 

to be useful and appropriate to this study of the volunteers at the projektUDENFOR Mobile Café, 

and also to explain how I applied these rather abstract conceptual apparatuses to the specific 

context. Furthermore, I discuss the limitations of the theoretical choices that I made, as well as 

some potential criticisms that could be raised regarding the use of these frameworks in earlier 

studies on social work, as well as how these issues are addressed in the present study.  

 

Power, discourse and government 

The key theoretical inspiration for my approach to the field of investigation and to the 

analysis of my empirical material is the work (1982 and 1984) of the French philosopher Michel 

Foucault, and in particular his concepts of power and government. Compared to traditional 

conceptions of power as something that is localized in certain individuals or institutions, and which 

emanates from the top (or state) down, Foucault employs a broader understanding of the term: 

 

“Power is everywhere not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from 

everywhere. And “power,” insofar as it is permanent, repetitious, inert, and self-

reproducing, is simply the over-all effect that emerges from all these mobilities, the 

concatenation that rests on each of them and seeks in turn to arrest their movement 

…power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are 

endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a 

particular society.” (Foucault 1978:93) 
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In other words, power is not a frozen, stable entity possessed by one person or group in greater or 

lesser amounts than others. For Foucault, power is not repressive but productive, in the sense that 

power constitutes discourses, knowledge, bodies and subjectivities. It is via power relations that the 

social surroundings are produced, objects are differentiated from each other and set in relation to 

each other. Since Foucault argues that knowledge is constructed discursively, power is also related 

to discourse. Discourses are ways of speaking, as well as that which forms the frame for what can 

be said. They are ways of giving meaning to the world, and they create the subjects that we are, and 

the objects about which we are able to know something. Identity is created in the meeting between 

two subject positions in discourses (Brinkmann and Tanggaard  2010:265).  

 

“Discourse is like a soap bubble. It is visible in itself, and as a reflection of the room’s 

colours, movements and light. If you attempt to grasp it, it disappears. The only thing 

that remains is the memory of the soap bubble.” (Strand 1999, cited in Brinkmann and 

Tanggaard 2010:265) 

 

Using this metaphor, discourses can be understood as a type of structure that takes a particular form. 

Discourses are unstable, dependent on context, and malleable. Foucault follows the social-

constructivist premise that knowledge does not simply reflect an objective reality, but is contingent 

(culturally, historically and socially specific) and can therefore be continuously negotiated and 

transformed. For Foucault, truth is a discursive construct, and different knowledge regimes dictate 

what is true and what is false. Different discourses can exist and compete, and be combined in the 

same space.  

 Foucault extends this understanding of power relations with the concept of 

government. For Foucault, power negotiations are a matter of government in the very broadest 

meaning of the term: The term government does not refer only to the management of states. Instead, 

it designates what Foucault calls ‘the conduct of conduct’ of individuals or groups, by others or by 

processes of self-governance. This may refer to the government of children, of communities, of 

deviants – or in this case, of volunteers and homeless service users. In addition to the more or less 

recognized and calculated political modes of action designed to act upon the possibilities of action 

of other people, this broad concept of governance includes all of the ways that individuals and 

groups structure the potential field of action for themselves and others (Foucault in Dreyfus and 
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Rabinow 1982). Mitchell Dean (1999) also provides a useful definition of the term government, 

which takes its outset in Foucault’s idea of the ‘conduct of conduct’:  

 

“Government is any more or less calculated and rational activity undertaken by a 

multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques and forms 

of knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct by working through our desires, 

aspirations, interests and beliefs, for definite but shifting ends and with a diverse set of 

relatively unpredictable consequences, effects and outcomes.” (Dean 1999:11) 

As Dean points out, this definition implies an attempt to bring a form of rationality to ideas of how 

to govern, where rationality is an attempt at a systematic understanding of internal or external 

existence, of how things are or how they should be. However, although Dean’s understanding of the 

rationality of government is useful, it also portrays the workings of government in a rather 

instrumental and calculated manner. I am wary of portraying government as a conscious, strategic 

process. It is a matter of how both the governed and the governers conduct themselves – their self-

governance – as well as how they exert authority over others; many of the technologies of power 

and government may well be practiced without any calculated strategy or aim in mind. Furthermore, 

the notion of self-governance extends the idea of government so that it includes the multitude of 

ways in which we govern ourselves, via ‘practices of the self’ (ibid.:12): the ways in which we 

modify personality, character traits, self-perception, motivation and other internal, personal 

processes.  

Thus, an analysis of government is an investigation of the practices that form and 

mobilize the actions, choices, desires and choices of groups and individuals. This is the theoretical 

starting point for my analysis of the volunteers at the Mobile Café: How are they governed, and 

how do they govern themselves and others? What role does storytelling play in relation to the 

governmental rationales that permeate the interactions and practices in the Mobile Café? The aim 

of such an analysis of government in a particular institutional setting is to demonstrate that our 

“taken for granted ways of doing things and how we think about and question them are not entirely 

self-evident or necessary” (ibid.:21), to identify the emergence of the regime, the forms of 

knowledge on which it depends, its diverse elements, and the ways in which these elements are 

assembled and relate to each other.  
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Regimes of practice 

Armed with this theoretical framework of abstract concepts, the question then arises 

as to how Foucault’s concepts may be applied to the concrete workings of identity formation, 

representations and power in the Mobile Café. Dean (1999:18) suggests Foucault’s concept of 

regimes of practice as a way to analyze the enmeshed power relations and negotiations in specific 

(organizational) domains. Analyzing regimes of practice is an investigation of the exercise of 

government, the production of knowledge, the ways in which people are governed and govern 

themselves, and the conditions under which these regimes of government emerge, operate and are 

transformed (Dean 1999: 23; Rose 1999: 19–22).  

It should be clear by now that, within this theoretical framework, government operates 

by creating and proposing particular subjectivities (identities and ways of performing that identity), 

which can be conformed to or resisted. It works through peoples’ desires, everyday practices and 

beliefs, creating ways of understanding their actions and regulating their own conduct. Thus, 

government does not describe a coercive technique or a way for one group or individual to force 

people to carry out a particular action. Rather, it describes the process by which individuals and 

groups produce, actively conform to, resist or renegotiate specific rules, and voluntarily govern 

themselves to achieve specific objectives.  

 In order to systematize the analysis of these heterogeneous elements and interwoven 

elements of government in a particular field, Dean (1999:23) suggests four dimensions of an 

analytical framework: 

1. Ways of speaking - Distinctive ways of questioning, relying on definite vocabularies and 

procedures for the production of truth 

2. Ways of seeing -  Characteristic forms of visibility, seeing and perceiving 

3. Ways of forming subjects, selves, persons, actors or agents. 

4. Ways of governing - Specific ways of acting, intervening and directing, made up of 

particular types of practical rationality and relying on definite mechanisms, techniques and 

technologies 

 

These four analytical dimensions are suggested as an expansion of Foucault’s concept of the regime 

of practice. As previously outlined, negotiated regimes of practice act as frameworks for the 

perception and evaluation of things that orient individuals and groups toward particular kinds of 

interventions or practice.  



30 

Although the division into four analytical dimensions is a useful tool in the process of 

coming to grips with a sea of data, it is important to bear in mind that this division is artificial. The 

empirical cohesion is picked apart and placed into these categories in order to highlight the ways in 

which the strands are interwoven. As Dean (1999:23) puts it, these four dimensions presuppose 

each other, and therefore all of them should be taken into account. Negotiation and change within 

the regime can happen along each or any of the dimensions, but often affect one another when 

transformed (ibid.:44). I will use these categories to order the empirical material before ‘putting the 

puzzle back together’, pointing out how the fabric of representations and practice are woven 

together in narratives. These serve as a negotiation ground, where there are questions of who am I 

(as a volunteer); who are they (as a homeless user of the Mobile Café); and who are we (the regime 

of practice, or rules of interaction)? 

Whereas Dean focuses primarily on calculated and conscious technologies in the 

conduct of conduct – or the negotiation of practice regimes – I argue that, in the case of the 

volunteers with the Mobile Café, these negotiations are not consciously or strategically undertaken. 

The relations of government within this field are incredibly complex and do not fit neatly into the 

somewhat instrumental framework suggested by Dean. The power relations between the volunteers, 

the organization and the users of the project are not simply a matter of one group or person 

controlling another’s action in a strategic manner. Indeed, self-government and negotiated practice 

in specific contexts characterize the governmental relations of this project. Personal freedom is a 

continuous theme in the volunteer discourse: ‘There are no rules’, they claim. Furthermore, the 

organizational discourse of projektUDENFOR explicitly rejects a conscious or strategic 

governmental process when it comes to interactions within and between the three groups 

(volunteers, users and employees) in favour of individual autonomy. Dean works with a somewhat 

narrower definition of the concept of power than Foucault, and although I make use of Dean’s 

theoretical toolbox, I reject his narrowing down of power to something instrumental and strategic. 

The instrumental approach clashes with the empirical findings in my fieldwork, which indicate a 

multi-directional, contingent and productive power. Whereas Dean investigates individuals’ self-

governing practices as a component of more general systems of governance, and which come from 

‘above’ (the state), I remain with Foucault’s more general view of power.  

 In this thesis, the focus is on the subject practices of self-governance, rather than the 

strategic power-plays of one particular group or individual. I argue that, although the organization 

projektUDENFOR has the end of ‘non-governmentality’ in mind when dealing with volunteers and 
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the homeless user, this does not mean that the volunteers and homeless are not in a governmental 

power relation with the organization and each other. Rather, it suggests that the technologies of 

government within this field are subtle, complex and somewhat intangible.  

 

Narratives 

To understand their own lives, people put them into narrative form: They tell stories. 

They do the same when trying to understand the lives of others, and the interactions they have with 

others (Czarniawska 2004:5). Actions are ascribed meaning as they are positioned within different 

narratives. However, narratives are not freely constructed by individuals – we are never the sole 

authors of narratives; they are told and re-told in particular contexts to specific audiences, informed 

by past experiences, expectations of what the audience knows or does not know, social norms and 

ideals, etc. Positioning takes place in every conversation as the stories are either accepted, rejected 

or improved on by other participants. Through this process, rules of interaction (i.e., technologies of 

self-government) are negotiated. People and institutions create narratives and play a role in 

affirming, challenging or re-negotiating their own (unwritten) rules of conduct. Via narratives, 

individuals and groups are ‘socialized’ (an active process in which they themselves participate, 

rather than learning passively from a higher authority) into a particular understanding of the world 

and a particular way of acting. A story can be understood as a framework, an example of a 

particular worldview and way of acting, which is presented and tested. It can be developed and built 

upon, and can be adapted to new circumstances (Weick 1995:243).  

There are numerous different ways to study and analyze narratives. One may focus on 

their structural elements, their thematic content or their form. However, since my interest is in 

narratives as a technology of self-government within a particular regime of practice, I focus on what 

narratives do; that is, their function. Thus, when analyzing stories that were told by the volunteers at 

the Mobile Café, I kept in mind the following:  

“The stories are not about the work being done, they are the work. They are not 

organizational stories (stories about organizing something) but are rather ‘stories that 

organize’.” (Barbara Czarniawska in Brinkmann and Tanggaard 2010:234) 

 

Combining narratives and regimes of practice 

As previously stated, narratives and the practice of storytelling are fundamental in all aspects of our 

lives. We learn, teach, entertain, resist and reminisce – and much more – through the stories we tell. 
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During my fieldwork with the volunteers at the Mobile Café, it became clear that the narratives and 

the storytelling practices of the volunteers also challenge and support certain practices and 

interactions, test worldviews and theories on personal and communal levels, and create cohesion 

within group identities as well as marking out boundaries to other groups (Schiffrin et al. 2010:1). 

In other words, “…cultures rely upon narrative conventions to maintain their coherence and to 

shape their members to their requirements” (ibid.:45) and to pass on norms. However, this all 

sounds somewhat instrumental, as though it is some strategic or intentional ‘culture’ that forms the 

stories in a particular way with a specific agenda. Instead of taking this instrumental approach, I 

argue (with Foucault’s concept of power in mind) that narratives are a point of negotiation for 

cultural practices – a discursive node for testing out, accepting, rejecting and negotiating ideas, 

interactions and practices. Jerome Bruner (in Schiffrin et al. 2010:45) states that narratives “give 

form to what we imagine, to our sense of what is possible.”  Taking this one step further, one may 

say that through our narratives, we create and negotiate who we are, and who ‘the other/others’ are; 

that which Foucault calls subjectivities. These subjectivities in determine the possible practices and 

interactions between different subjects.   

When it comes to combining a theoretical focus on narratives with Foucault’s concept 

of government and regimes of practice, it may appear at first glance that narratives fall neatly into 

the first aspect of Dean’s framework for analyzing regimes of practice: ‘ways of speaking’. Of 

course, narratives are ways of speaking, and also articulating certain ways of thinking and 

questioning. However, I argue that narratives are also ways of seeing, ways of governing and ways 

of forming subjects. I return to this point in more detail in the Analysis chapter.  

The stories told by the volunteers have a function in negotiating the possibilities of 

interaction between the volunteers, organization and the users. The stories – and the way in which 

they are told – have a social function, negotiating both the expectations and the identity of the 

volunteer (both the storyteller and the listener), and of the homeless individual about whom the 

story was told. This identity negotiation places the two groups in a particular position in relation to 

each other. It is precisely this positioning that sets the scene for the scope of possible interactions 

between users and volunteers in the Mobile Café. 

  

Governmental studies of social work 
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Among others, Margarethe Järvinen, Nanna Mik-Meyer and Kasper Villadsen
6
 have 

conducted studies of social-work practices using the theoretical tools of governmentality and power 

analysis. In ‘Det magtfulde møde mellem system og klient
7
’, Järvinen et al. (2002) use Foucault’s 

concept of power to analyze and discuss the less explicit and articulated forms of power in the 

social-welfare system; the Foucauldian ‘hair-fine branches’ (ibid.:10) of power. In their analysis, 

they focus on social-work professionals as those who ‘pave the way for the moral discipline of the 

welfare system’ (ibid:11). In their descriptions, the social client is ‘the other’ and the object of 

discourses in social work. The client is often given an identity as ‘deviant’, and this identity is 

constructed as the opposite of the construct ‘homo-normalis’, the ordinary citizen. They point out 

that clients are often treated as a ‘case’, and that the particular life situation of the individual 

disappears into administratively determined categories of ‘problem’ (ibid.:13). Furthermore, they 

describe the workings of what they term pastoral power: a gentle, normalizing form of discipline, 

based on ideas of what is in the individual’s best interests (ibid.:14).  

However, Järvinen et al. (2002) use Foucault’s concept of power in a way that is 

slightly different than the way it is applied in this thesis. Despite Foucault’s broad definition of 

power as something that is present in all social relations, and something that is not possessed by one 

individual or group, Järvinen et al. apply Foucault’s concepts while still writing about power as 

though it is something that emanates from the top down, and is used to (perhaps unintentionally) 

oppress the client. They focus on discipline, the ‘hegemony of care’ (ibid.:107), and the 

asymmetrical power relations between employees and clients. Indeed, they may be criticized for 

this hegemonic view of power relations, since they mainly depict power as something negative, 

instead of analyzing the productive aspect of power relations and the ways in which power is 

negotiated in all directions, and in all relations.  

 Furthermore, Järvinen and Mik-Meyer (2005:106–118) analyze institutions where 

there are social-work professionals and clients, but no volunteers (or at least none that are 

mentioned). I believe that analyzing power relations in a regime of practice where there are 

volunteers adds a different dimension in relation to the concept of power. As such, I argue that I 

have a better chance of circumnavigating the tempting diversion into the discourse of hegemony, 

strategy and oppression.  

                                                 
6
 For example, Villadsen and Mik-Meyer (2007) Magtens former: sociologiske perspektiver på statens møde med 

borgeren. 
 
7
 In English, ‘The Powerful Meeting Between System and Client’ (my translation).  
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Indeed, an analysis from the point of view of volunteers – rather than professionals or 

clients – is a useful way to re-examine how the Foucauldian concept of power is used in the analysis 

of social-work practice. Volunteers are neither the ‘establishment’ nor the ‘oppressed’ client, so 

instead of looking at ‘who is governing whom’, I am able to take a wider view of governmental 

mechanisms – without deviating from Foucault’s productive view of power and delving into 

assumptions of hierarchical domination.  

 

Narrative studies of social-work practice 

In his paper ‘Social Work and Narrative Ethics’ (2005), Tom Wilks examines the 

relationship between narratives and values in social-work practice. He investigates how identities 

and axiomatic ethical tenets of social work – such as self-determination and respect for individual 

differences – are constructed and negotiated via narratives. His specific focus is social-work ethics, 

and the analysis of narrative as a basis for practice intervention. In other words, he argues for the 

use of a narrative approach to the idea of identity formation, with the aim of bringing the ethical 

aspects of social-work practice to light. Wilks’ approaches narratives as a tool for the negotiation of 

the unwritten rules of interaction for social workers, but his paper is a more general argumentation 

for using this kind of approach, rather than an analysis of the workings of narratives as a technology 

of power within a specific social field. He describes how particular kinds of user narratives (the 

narratives of recovery, for example) could be brought into the debate about values and ethics in 

social work. In contrast to Wilks’ assertion that narratives ought to be used in the negotiation of 

rules of interaction in social work, I analyze the ways in which narratives already play such a role in 

the construction and practice of what Wilks terms ‘ethics’.  

 

 Summary 

The theoretical foundation of this study is Foucault’s concept of power as something 

relational, productive and multi-directional, as opposed to something that is localized in particular 

individuals or institutions. When analyzing the governmental negotiations of the volunteers at the 

Mobile Café, its users and projektUDENFOR, I utilize Foucault’s definition of government as the 

‘conduct of conduct’, which includes technologies of self-government. Through observations in the 

field and interviews, I have identified narratives as a key technology of self-government for the 

volunteers at the Mobile Café. Therefore, my interest in narratives in this study is confined to their 

function in the negotiation of subjectivities, identities and social relations. Thus, examining the 
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workings of discursive elements such as ‘narratives’ allows for insights into the regime of practice 

in a particular field (the process by which individuals and groups produce, actively conform to, 

resist or renegotiate specific rules, and voluntarily govern themselves to achieve specific 

objectives). In order to systematize and structure the analysis of my empirical data, I make use of 

Dean’s four dimensions of practice regimes, with narratives as my starting point.  

I argue that my focus on the volunteers in this project is useful in that it offers a new perspective on 

power, in terms of social-work research. A number of social-work researchers have conducted 

analyses of discourse or power within social-work institutions, either focusing on the users
8
 or the 

institution. However, many of these studies view power relations in this field as oppressive and 

damaging to the service user. By focusing on the volunteers with the Mobile Café, I am constantly 

reminded of the fact that power is just not that simple. Divisions between ‘them’ and ‘us’ do not 

easily appear, since the volunteers are neither professionals nor users; they are governed by the 

organization, by each other and by themselves at the same time. And this is done while they 

‘conduct the conduct’ of the homeless users, without this necessarily being a hegemonic 

relationship. In many ways, the volunteers are the odd ones out, neither wielding the power 

sometimes ascribed to institutions nor suffering among the oppressed few at the bottom of the 

metaphorical heap. The volunteers are both and neither – and therefore, studying this group allows 

for a different understanding of power and governmental relations in social work. 

  

                                                 
8
 For example, Nanna Mik-Meyer (1999) Kærlighed og opdragelse i socialaktiveringen 
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Analysis 

In the first section of this chapter, I present an overview of the empirical material that 

I produced along with the volunteers at the Mobile Café during the course of my fieldwork. This 

presentation is divided into two parts. The first section describes the forms of narrative that arose 

during interviews, volunteer meetings and conversations while out delivering food to the homeless. 

I briefly present the different genres of narratives that were produced and reproduced, as well as 

describing the other types of speech act in which the volunteers engaged. This is followed by a 

discussion of the setting in which the various forms of speech arose, and the contexts in which they 

were absent. For each genre of narrative or speech act, I provide one example from the empirical 

material as an illustration. This is followed by a presentation of the thematic trends that arose in the 

conversations, interviews and observations of the volunteers at the Mobile Café. With these 

preliminary observations on content and form in the volunteers’ discourse, I aim to provide a 

‘window’ into the hours of recorded material produced in the research process.  

The second part of this chapter is a deeper analysis, where the findings are examined 

in light of Foucault’s concept of government and Dean’s analytical framework of regimes of 

practice.  

1. Narrative Genres and Themes 
 

What is a narrative?  

Before analyzing the narratives created by the volunteers at the Mobile Café, it is 

important to clarify precisely what I mean by the terms ‘narrative’ and ‘story’. In this thesis, these 

terms are used to define a speech act (or written text) that begins with an introduction of some kind, 

usually descriptive, to set the scene. For example, one of the volunteers started a narrative in the 

following manner:  

“One time, there was this African woman who we had seen a few times previously. 

She was in really bad shape, with mud all over her clothes…” 
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This is followed by what Aristotle called peripaetia (adventure in Greek). This is an unexpected or 

surprising circumstance, action or turn of events (Bruner in Schiffrin et al. 2010:47). For example, 

the story started above continues as follows:  

“Me and another volunteer were out and we saw her. We went to give her some 

clothes because we could see she had wet her pants. She was just sleeping in the dirty 

clothes. We wanted to find clothes for her. But we couldn’t communicate with her. 

She was clearly mentally ill. Suddenly, she just started laughing. I thought she found it 

funny that I was trying to find pants for her. But then suddenly her laughter became 

stranger and stranger…” 

Then comes the action of the story, which describes what was done to redress the balance, or put 

things back into ‘order’: 

“The other volunteer came over and said ‘OK, we are leaving now’, and we drove off 

and the woman threw her food at the car.” 

 Finally there is a resolution, describing how things turned out: 

“It was a strange situation because I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with her. It 

was something strange. She switched between being happy and being furious, and we 

didn’t know what the reason was. In any case, I have not given food to her since, even 

though I have seen her.” 

 This may be followed by a moral, which makes the point of the story explicit to the audience:  

“But, you know, it is really the case that if it feels uncomfortable, we are just 

supposed to leave. We are not meant to hang around if it gets uncomfortable.” 

 

As seen in the above example, the story has one or more agents, acts, goals and a scene; it by and 

large deals with deviations from the ordinary, and the redressing of the balance following such 

deviations. Unlike a number of others who analyze narratives and storytelling, I use the terms 

‘narrative’ and ‘story’ interchangeably, as I am more interested in the function of the story, rather 

than the intricacies of form. The content of narratives is analyzed here only insofar as it pertains to 

the function of the narrative.  



38 

 Not all of the stories presented in this paper contain each of the above features since 

many of them are part of a larger conversational context, where some of the elements are taken as a 

given by the narrator and the audience. However, this is the broad definition I have applied when 

distinguishing between narratives and other speech acts. 

 

Genres of narrative 

There are many ways to categorize and group narrative genres, and this list is not exhaustive. I have 

chosen to include the types of narratives that I most often encountered and co-produced during my 

fieldwork, using an emic categorization model, rather than applying any of the existing theories or 

frameworks of narratology. That is, I have based the categorization on that which emerged in the 

field. The first set of genre categories is based on the relationship of the narrator to the event being 

recounted. These are genres based on agency:  

 First-hand narratives 

 Second-hand narratives 

 Shared narratives 

 Stereotyping narratives 

 

 The second type of genre category is determined by the content of the narrative. These are genres 

based on content:  

 Short biographical narratives 

 Transition narratives 

 

While neither list is exhaustive, all of the narratives in this paper can be placed into one of the 

genres of agency, and into one of the genres of content. For example, a narrative could be a first-

hand translation narrative, or perhaps a second-hand short biographical narrative. 

 

First-hand narratives 

First-hand narratives are narratives in which the narrator recounts an event or an episode that he/she 

has personally experienced or taken part in:  

“I remember one Christmas gathering. It was last year. Poul had been given a pair of 

good winter boots, but he already had a new pair because he sells newspapers, so he 

did not need them. He came and asked me to give them to someone in need. There 
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was a guy there who had been a bit down. He had these battered old trainers on and 

his feet were wet and cold. He had just left when I got the boots from Poul, and he 

was the first person that came to mind. I asked two of the others where he was. He had 

left, so I said, ‘You have to run and get him, we have to see if these boots fit him’. 

They got him and he tried them on with wool socks and he just did a little jig. He just 

danced and was so happy. He had Christmas-tree lights in his eyes and it was just so 

great, but sad at the same time. It was just the best gift he could get. It was crazy.”  

 

The example given above is a narrative that seems to create meaning in the practice of volunteering 

at the project. Its message is that very small actions (on the part of the volunteer) can lead to an 

extremely positive experience for the homeless user. In this story, the volunteer simultaneously 

downplays his own role (it was another homeless who provided the boots) and emphasizes the joy 

on the part of the homeless recipient by using particularly vibrant, evocative terms, such as ‘jig’ and 

‘Christmas-tree lights in his eyes’. Even so, the underlying ‘moral’ – or function of the story – is to 

reaffirm that the work of the Mobile Café is beneficial, and that even the smallest practice of giving 

material assistance can make the day of a user in need. In this way, the meaning of the practice of 

volunteering in this particular way is articulated and reaffirmed for both the narrator and his or her 

audience.  

This kind of detailed first-hand narrative based on a specific event is also produced by 

volunteers who want to convey something surprising or unexpected about the homeless users of the 

Mobile Café. The incidents that are the basis for this kind of narrative are those that defy the 

narrator’s (and presumably the listener’s) expectations of who the users are, and how they act. That 

is, they contradict commonly held ideas about how homeless people are. In this way, such 

narratives demonstrate and negotiate with dominant discourses, which the volunteers bear, 

reproduce and react against.  

 

Second-hand narratives 

In second-hand narratives, the narrator tells a story that he or she has heard about from another 

individual. In these stories, the narrator is not personally involved in the action:  

“I heard of one volunteer who had a homeless person sleeping on her couch for a 

while. I mean, someone she met on the project. In some ways, that seems like 
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overstepping a boundary, but I don’t know. Maybe it was just what he needed to get 

back on his feet. But I wouldn’t do it. When I go home from here, I am off-duty.”  

 

The second-hand narratives are much rarer than the first-hand narratives, which directly involve the 

narrator. The stories are also told in less detail and in a shorter, more to-the-point manner, with less 

setting-the-scene and description. As in the example above, these second-hand narratives were often 

used in direct negotiation, in areas where the rules of interaction are fluid and boundaries are 

blurred. Volunteers are not bound by specific codified rules, and the question of how ‘personal’ 

their relation to the users of the café can be is a fertile ground for negotiations.  

This story was told in the car, toward the end of a volunteer shift. It was recounted 

during a conversation about boundaries: whether they are necessary, and whether the organization 

sets any limitations of the types of relationships volunteers can have with users. In this story, the 

narrator takes a speculative stance. He is aware of his own boundaries – “But I wouldn’t do it” – 

and is also aware of the fact that another volunteer has different boundaries. The story is offered to 

gauge the consensus among those present in the car. It is told as a kind of invitation to debate; it 

provokes a response. Are the listeners aligned with the narrator, or the ‘other’ volunteer who 

interacted with the users in a different way? Thus, shared and diverging codes for interactions are 

negotiated. Because volunteers meet each other sporadically in the car
9
 or more formally at 

volunteer meetings, this kind of story can be used to test one’s own ‘rules of engagement’ against 

those of members of the same group (i.e., volunteers).  

 This kind of story was not told at the volunteer meetings I attended; perhaps because 

the nature of the narrative is critical, and it challenges a particular type of conduct. In the limited 

setting of the car, with an audience of just one or two, the story is an appropriate negotiation point, 

but it may seem overly critical to share such a story in the more formal volunteer meeting – here, 

the storyteller may receive corrections and/or criticisms from not only all of the other volunteers, 

but also the employees at projektUDENFOR, and anyone who reads the minutes of the meeting. It 

would perhaps go from being a ‘case’ for discussion in an informal setting to a ‘problem’ that must 

be ‘solved’ with a consensus, or decree from the organization.  

 

Shared narratives 

                                                 
9
 Usually, volunteers do not drive with set ‘partners’ but choose shifts based on the dates that they are available. 
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Shared narratives are stories that are told in collaboration by two or more individuals. The story is 

related to the audience (and to the narrators) in the form of a dialogue. The following excerpt is a 

part of a narrative produced by two volunteers in an interview. It occurred in response to a question 

about whether the volunteers ask the employees at projektUDENFOR for advice when they 

experience a situation that is uncomfortable or where they are unsure of whether they acted 

‘correctly’: 

 

Sara: There was this one time I was out and I met this girl at Østerport [train station]. 

Weren’t you there too?  

 

Lisa: The one who had been raped?  

 

Sara: Yes.  

 

Lisa: The time when you hadn’t heard that it had been mentioned? 

  

Sara: It had been mentioned during a volunteer meeting, I think. There was a woman 

who had been raped by one of the other people we give food to. There were three of 

us out but it was only Anne who had been at the volunteer meeting and heard about it. 

And then we met the woman at Østerport. 

 

Lisa: Actually, I think you were at the meeting, but it had not been mentioned in 

plenum. There was someone there who had been out the night before when it 

happened, and had taken her to the hospital. But it was mentioned while people were 

just chatting, so not everyone heard it.  

 

Sara: And then while we were standing there at Østerport, she said that she had had a 

disturbing experience, or that she hadn’t slept alone since it had happened, or 

something like that. And I just said: “What happened?” or ”Has something bad 

happened to you?” I asked a very direct question, and she didn’t answer. And then I 

thought, “Oops. That was something I shouldn’t have asked about”. […]That sort of 
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situation…you talk about it a bit in the car. “What did you think about that?” or 

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have…” 

 

Lisa: It was obvious that we should change the subject there.  

 

In this narrative, the two interviewees tell the story together. They had both been part of the incident 

in question, and thus help each other with details and interpretations of events as they tell the story 

collaboratively. This is the only shared narrative that I recorded during my fieldwork interviews, but 

it is a narrative form that I heard several times during my observations in the car when there were 

three people out on a food run. 

This particular example is interesting because it demonstrates how the two volunteers 

negotiate the plot of the story as they tell it. They were both present during the incident that is being 

retold, but have slightly different ways of telling the story. During the narrative process they 

overcome discrepancies in the plot itself (i.e., who had been present at the volunteer meeting, and 

why Sara, who had been present according to Lisa, had not heard the information that could have 

prevented the uncomfortable situation that arose from directly questioning the user), and co-produce 

a narrative that they both seem satisfied with, in the given context. Via this co-production, they 

confirm that they both interpreted the incident in a similar way. Through the shared narrative 

process they establish that Sara acted in a way that was not appropriate in the given situation, with 

regard to the homeless woman, but that Sara had not been provided with the necessary information 

to act in the correct manner (i.e., by not asking the woman a direct question). This narrative 

exemplifies how the act of telling a story can be a negotiation of rules of social interaction, and in 

this case, a tool of self-governance. Additionally, the narrative functions as a way of exemplifying 

the practice of self-governance – that is, the way in which volunteers discuss issues and problems 

among themselves – rather than conferring with the organization’s employees, and negotiating 

shared understandings of what a ‘good’ interaction with the users is via narratives. 

 

Stereotype narratives 

Stereotype narratives are generalized stories that are not based on any particular event, 

nor any specific actor. The agent in the story is a stereotypical figure from the volunteer group, the 

user group or the organizer group.  
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These kinds of narratives are often used by the volunteers to relate general trends or 

tendencies, as well as to negotiate controversial or sensitive subject matters where the use of a 

specific agent (themselves or others) could be confrontational or be considered to be a criticism of 

one individual’s practices. These stories are populated with archetypal agents and actions, which are 

a mélange of a whole series of similar events that the narrator has experienced or heard about from 

others.  

“Sometimes when people ask for a sweater and you come up with four different 

sweaters and there are none that…they just don’t feel like any of them are quite what 

they are looking for, and they are not content. I can’t take that. I can’t be bothered to 

listen to it. I mean, the car is equipped with what is there, and it is like, ’Take it or 

leave it’. If you can’t use it because you think you don’t quite feel like it is your 

colour, or because you would rather have one with a zipper, then you just don’t need it 

enough. I feel like if they can put their names down for exactly this type of sweater 

with that kind of hood, then it is too much like a service organ. I can’t be bothered 

with all that. I don’t think that is the point of this project.” 

 

Here, the volunteer describes a general situation where she enters into dialogue with an imaginary 

homeless person who demands a particular type of clothing. This narrative is most likely a synthesis 

of a number of similar situations, and does not refer to one particular episode or user. This 

particular narrative is used to strongly mark the narrator’s negative attitude to a particular practice 

among users, and is also – like many of the other stories told by volunteers – a negotiation of the 

‘rules of interaction’ between the homeless and the volunteers. If the narrator had chosen to use one 

specific homeless user as the agent of the story, the criticism would be directed at him or her as a 

person. By using the group (the stereotyped agent) in this story, the volunteer criticises the general 

tendency, the practice and those similar to it, rather than an individual. The general trend in the 

stereotype narratives is that they are used when describing episodes and trends toward which the 

narrator has a negative attitude.  

 

Short biographical narratives 

Short biographical narratives are comments or stories about the life history of another individual. 

“I heard that Simon used to be a ballroom dancer. He used to work at a bank.” 
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This type of background information on users is one of the most typical narrative practices among 

volunteers when talking about ‘project-related’ topics in the car. However, this type of statement 

was rare in the interview situation. Indeed, in the interviews, this type of statement was mostly 

given as an introduction to the volunteers’ response to the question, “Do you know why the users of 

the Mobile Café are homeless?”  

The function of these small biographical statements is to share information about a 

particular individual (usually one of the project users), rather than setting a scene and describing a 

situation that occurred, as in the narrative forms described above. These speech acts also serve in 

the process of negotiating identities and rules of interaction. They demonstrate discursive resistance 

to certain dominant discourses of how homeless people are perceived. Later in this chapter, I 

examine this discursive negotiation more closely, as well as the different levels of credibility 

ascribed to this kind of statement, depending on the context and the speaker. The aspect of authority 

and credibility may well explain why such statements were largely absent in the more formal 

interview setting. Here, I was clearly defined as a ‘researcher’ with the Dictaphone running; the 

volunteers were perhaps more wary of passing on information about users that could not be 

substantiated, or that was second- or third-hand ‘hearsay’, as opposed to the context of the car.  

 

Transition narratives 

Transition narratives are narratives that describe a change in state or the status of an 

individual, usually one of the users of the Mobile Café. In the following example, the narrative is an 

attempt to understand the reasons for one young man’s ‘decline’ into sleeping on the street, wearing 

tattered clothing and, according to the story, taking drugs:  

“It is incredible to see the change in Leon, since he first came here. When he first 

arrived, back in the summer, he looked good. I thought he was just a backpacker, and 

his clothes were normal and that. But now, he just looks terrible. I don’t know if he 

has started taking drugs.”  

 

This story was told to me in the car at least four times by different volunteers, each with a slightly 

different interpretation of why the user in question had become more ‘homeless’ in his appearance 

and behaviour (e.g., due to drugs, mental illness, etc.). This kind of story is used by the volunteers 

to negotiate a common understanding of who the users are (their identity), and why they are the way 
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they are. However, this form of narrative also bridges the constructed ‘identity divide’ between the 

homeless ‘them’ and the volunteer/organizational ‘us’.  

In these stories, an explanation is ascribed to the transition from ‘us’ to ‘them’, 

thereby acknowledging this divide and, at the same time, the blurred and fluid nature of its 

boundaries. The transition demands explanation (in the case of this example, drug-taking) as it blurs 

the lines of these categories, challenging that which usually appears to be self-evident, well-defined 

and unquestioned. This story re-iterates the idea of transition; that ‘we’ can become ‘them’ under 

certain sets of circumstances. This in turn is a way of creating meaning in the practice of helping 

‘them’ by handing out food and clothes, since ‘they’ are essentially ‘us’. This is a somewhat 

paradoxical situation because many of the volunteers’ narratives and discursive acts are boundary 

work, negotiating the differences between the homeless and the volunteers as well as the possible 

interactions between members of the two groups. However, this is a paradox that necessitates the 

constant renegotiation of boundaries, rules of interaction and identity that characterize this field. 

Identities are not set or constant, and the interactions between individuals and groups with different 

identities are therefore constantly undergoing a process of emergence and renegotiation.  

 

Non-narrative speech acts 

Of course, the volunteers at the Mobile Café do not speak in stories alone. As in any other field of 

communication, there is a whole range of speech acts that are produced in their interactions and 

conversations. Linguist Egon Werlich’s typology, for example (Typologie der Texte; A Text 

Grammar of English) distinguishes between five types of discourse: description, narration, 

exposition, argumentation, and instruction (in Fludernik 2000:2). There is simply not space here to 

analyze every part of discourse in this paper (see Method chapter for further explanation of why I 

chose to focus on narratives). However, a few (of the numerous possible) discursive acts are equally 

interesting and important in terms of their function in the negotiation of identity and interactions. 

Several examples from the empirical material of the speech acts that I recorded that were not 

narratives are:  

 Responses to direct questions, such as “How long have you been a volunteer?” 

 Dialogue that is not a narrative with a plot as defined at the start of this chapter (about the 

project or other topics) – “It is a good thing that we will be starting the food run earlier, at 4 

pm” and “Yes, that means you can have some kind of an evening afterward.” 

 Questions – “Have you seen the newest Harry Potter film?” or “Where do you work?”  
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 Commands (both directly articulated and implicit) – “We had better go now if we are going 

to make it to Østerport by 6 pm” or “Can you help me to look out for bicycles?” (when 

driving)  

 

The first three types of non-narrative discourse listed above may be categorized as ‘small talk’. 

Although I have not deliberately recorded or focused on this type of discursive act, it appears to 

function as a way to cement the social cohesion within the volunteer group, share information, and 

be entertainment – passing the time while in the car between stops. These discursive acts are 

undoubtedly just as complex and subtle in their function within the regime of practice as are 

narratives. Commands have a practical function between the volunteers who work closely together 

to serve food from a very limited space; at times, to a large number of people at once. If there were 

time and space, it may have proved interesting to analyze who commands whom and in which 

contexts, in order to better understand the role this kind of discursive act within the regime of 

practice. However, an analysis of these four types of discursive act is beyond the scope of this 

thesis. 

 

Narrative themes  

As explained in the Method chapter, I consider myself to be an active co-producer of my empirical 

material. Therefore, some of the themes listed in this section are also themes about which I have 

directly asked the volunteers during the interviews I conducted. Nonetheless, I still consider these 

themes to be emic, emerging from the volunteers’ conversations and statements, rather than an 

external framework that I am attempting to force down upon them. Indeed, I identified these themes 

as recurring patterns in the volunteers’ discourse quite early on in the fieldwork process. This gave 

rise to an interview guide, which focused in on these specific areas of interest, without excluding 

the possibility that some as-yet undiscovered themes could surface. As with the narrative forms 

above, this list of thematic tendencies is by no means exhaustive. It represents merely the most 

prominent thematic categories that were articulated and re-produced in the volunteers’ discourse:  

 

 Boundaries work and identity formation: Volunteers, Homeless and Employees 

 Freedom, lack of rules and learning to be a volunteer 

 Conflict 

 Storytelling 
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 Gender 

 

Boundaries, identities and interactions 

The first thematic tendency in the volunteer discourse can be summed up with three questions:  

 Who are we (the volunteers)? 

 Who are the users of the Mobile Café? 

 How should volunteers interact with the users of the Mobile Café? 

 

Via their narratives and other speech acts, the volunteers negotiate their own identity as a group, as 

well as the common shared identity of the homeless users. This negotiation process includes 

boundary work, which are representations of what separates ‘them’ from ‘us’ in terms of 

possibilities of interaction, ways of speaking and being together, and expectations of how 

individuals in each group will act or perceive certain actions. Boundary work is a term used by 

Frederik Barth in his work on ethnic identity, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (1969). He uses the 

concept of ‘boundary work’ to explore how different groups draw up and maintain social groupings:  

 

“The ethnic boundary canalizes social life – it entails a frequently quite complex 

organization of behaviour and social relations. The identification of another person 

as a fellow member of an ethnic group implies a sharing of criteria for evaluation 

and judgement. It thus entails the assumption that the two are fundamentally 'playing 

the same game' […]. On the other hand, a dichotomization of others as strangers, as 

members of another ethnic group, implies a recognition of limitations on shared 

understandings, differences in criteria for judgement of value and performance, and a 

restriction of interaction to sectors of assumed common understanding and mutual 

interest.” (Barth 1969:15) 

 

Although Barth applies this term to boundary construction in ethnic groups, I believe the same 

processes apply in the construction of social-group identities, such as the group of ‘volunteers’ or 

‘homeless people’. Boundary work is a process of seeking shared criteria, and of othering, 

determining membership and exclusion. The volunteers at the Mobile Café produce narratives that 

fulfil both of these functions. Furthermore, their narratives also create the framework for their 

interactions with the users of the project, positioning the ‘us’ group in relation to the ‘them’ group 
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in a particular way. Paradoxically, boundary negotiations may also blur the discursive and 

conceptual lines between these groupings. At times, the volunteers discuss the heterogeneous nature 

of both the volunteers and the homeless. A number of volunteers also discuss how easy it is to 

transform from ‘us’ into ‘them’; that anyone could become homeless under a particular set of 

circumstances. (It is interesting to note that there is no discussion of the opposite kind of 

transformation: from homeless to ‘one of us’.)  

 Despite the ongoing discursive negotiations of these group identities, the two groups 

appear to be relatively stable and seem to be taken for granted among the volunteers. None of the 

volunteers explicitly questioned the validity of these two groupings, and questions of personal 

boundaries are articulated based on the premise that there is an identifiable and delimited group 

called ‘volunteers’ and a separate group of  ‘homeless people’.  

However, although they not explicitly questioned, the boundaries of these frameworks 

of understanding are continuously re-evaluated, and the possibilities of interaction are under 

continuous negotiation. I further develop this idea using the theoretical frame of the ‘regime of 

practice’ in the next section of this chapter. 

 

Users (homeless and ‘foreign homeless’) 

As well as negotiating the characteristics and boundaries for the ‘volunteer’ group, the 

volunteers discursively form the homeless ‘other’ via narratives. As described above, these stories 

are used in boundary work, defining the limits of group membership as well as exploring and 

establishing the differences and similarities between the homeless and volunteers from the 

volunteers’ point of view. They are also a way of negotiating the rules of interaction for the 

volunteers in their meetings with the homeless. Furthermore, these stories integrate and challenge 

dominant societal discourses (i.e., commonly held preconceptions or stereotypes) about the 

homeless.  

The example below is a narrative in which two volunteers discuss the identity of one 

user of the Mobile Café. The narrative touches upon the user’s identity, both as an individual and as 

a member of the homeless group. This exchange took place in the car, as we drove away after 

giving food to the person in question:  

 

Susanne: Wow. She is really something else. What the hell is she doing on the streets? 
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Peter: I heard that she spends all her time reading in the Black Diamond. I think she 

does E-courses in engineering. That's what I heard. She does that during the day, and 

sleeps rough at night, somewhere around Østerport. 

 

Susanne: She is really picky. I don't mind doing it for her, but sometimes I just think 

'What the hell is wrong with you?’ 

 

Luci: She asked for just a half cup of milk in a plastic glass [rather than Styrofoam]. I 

misunderstood and gave her a whole cup, but she drank it anyway.  

 

Peter: Sometimes it is good for them to be forced out of their habits. 

 

With the question ‘What the hell she is doing on the streets?’ Susanne indicates that this user does 

not easily fit into the homeless group identity (which is constructed and renegotiated continuously 

by the volunteers, and also by the organization, the homeless, the media, the general public’s 

stereotypes and so on). She is female, and spends her days reading in the National Library. In many 

ways, she stands out from the stereotype of the homeless users of the project, who are mostly male 

and often have a drug or alcohol habit.  

In the next part of the narrative, Susanne presents her own attitude to the user in 

question’s picky eating habits and insistence on having particular items rather than others. The 

interaction (practice) is described (“I don’t mind doing it for her”) as is the volunteers’ conflicting 

inner attitude or annoyance and confusion (“Sometimes I think ‘What the hell is wrong with you?”). 

Presenting this inner reflection and practice together in one utterance opens up a discussion of both 

the users’ and the volunteers’ behaviour (practice).  

I bring my own experience of the users’ behaviour and preferences into the narrative, 

as a kind of mediation (this was not a conscious act on my part at the time, any more that the other 

volunteers’ speech acts were a deliberate attempt to create a particular kind of negotiation). The 

mediation consists of presenting what happens when the volunteer’s (or, in this case, my) practice 

does not match with the user’s preferences; I gave her a full glass of milk rather than half. The 

result was that the user took what was given to her, accepting my way of doing things rather than 

her own (although this discrepancy was unintentional on my part). This interaction is approved of 

by Susanne (“Sometimes it is good for them to be forced out of their habits”) and in this way, future 
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interactions and ways of perceiving the user group are subtly negotiated. This example will be 

examined once again in the next section, in relation to government relations within this regime of 

practice.  

 

“Foreign homeless”/ Eastern Europeans 

In the volunteer discourse, ‘foreign homeless’ is a subgroup of the users. While this 

term is often used among volunteers, I never observed any discussion of what the term means and 

who is included in this category. One may assume that all non-Danish homeless would be included 

in this discursive category. However, being assigned membership to this sub-group is rather more 

complicated and context-dependent.  

 There are many non-Danish homeless who use the Mobile Café: from Holland, 

Portugal, Iceland, Poland, Sweden, Germany, Romania. However, the term ‘foreign homeless’ is 

mainly used to designate a group of homeless people from Eastern Europe, who do not speak much 

Danish and whose names are mostly unknown to the volunteers or the organization. Indeed, the 

term ‘foreign homeless’ is often used interchangeably with the term ‘Eastern Europeans’. In the 

next section, I examine more closely the importance of naming (i.e., the volunteers knowing the 

name of a particular user). For now, it suffices to say that none of the ‘named’ homeless (with the 

exception of one or two Eastern Europeans) is included in the category of ‘foreign homeless’, even 

if they come from a different country.  

 

 Luci: What has surprised you most about working with the project?  

 

Peter: Eastern Europeans. It has been really interesting to be a part of it in the last few 

years because the whole political debate about Eastern Europeans has flared up. It has 

been really interesting to follow…exciting…but also a bit frightening in a way. Seeing 

all the racism on the streets, like with the Greenlanders. There were the so-called 

Danish homeless, and Greenlanders, and now Eastern Europeans. It has been very 

clear that the Eastern Europeans do not belong, according to the Greenlanders and 

Danish homeless. It has surprised me how much it matters. 

 

Here, we see that the Eastern European users are considered by Peter not only as a separate group 

within the larger homeless group, but also as a political and politicized concept – part of a wider 
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societal question or debate. This political debate is also played out on the street among the different 

factions within the ‘homeless’ group. In this way, the homeless group is also discursively divided 

along national/race lines, and the different groups position one another in relation to each other, 

while also interacting with the volunteer group. As I present later in this section, this can lead to 

conflict between the volunteers and the users, as well as internally within the volunteer group.  

 

Volunteers 

In contrast to the users of the Mobile Café, the identity of the volunteer group and its 

boundaries are seldom explicitly discussed. The question of who the ‘correct users’ of the project 

are is regularly discussed in the car, at volunteer meetings and in the interviews I conducted. But the 

question of who are the ‘right’ volunteers appears to be left up to the employees at 

projektUDENFOR. I did not experience any direct discussion of whether a volunteer was 

‘appropriate’ or the ‘right person for the job’ during the course of my fieldwork. Inclusion in this 

category appears to be a more simple matter than that of the ‘homeless user’. To be a part of the 

volunteer group, one must simply be a regular driver or passenger in the Mobile Café car. However, 

while gaining membership status in the group is relatively simple, once a volunteer has been 

admitted there is a longer process of socialization
10

 through which the new volunteer learns the 

appropriate practices, attitudes and articulations of a volunteer with the Mobile Café. This 

socialization process – like the boundary work described above – is negotiated and learned via 

narratives.  

 During my fieldwork, I underwent this socialization process of becoming a volunteer 

(see the ‘Learning to be a volunteer’ section of this chapter). My experience cannot be seen as 

typical because I entered the field as a researcher. However, after two or three runs in the car, I was 

included in the ‘we’ of the volunteers. On an organizational level, I was allowed to drive with just 

one other person. I was a fully fledged volunteer, and no longer considered a visitor in the car. A 

part of the process of becoming a volunteer is familiarity with certain routines and practices when 

out with the van, as well as knowledge of the ‘regular’ users of the Café; this is often passed on in 

the form of narratives. The knowledge is transmitted by the organization to the volunteers via the 

volunteer meeting, in the daily internet diary of the Mobile Café and by the volunteers among 

themselves. 

                                                 
10

 It should be noted that there is a long waiting list to become a volunteer, and the organizers conduct an informal 

screening process. 
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 The following example of discursive negotiation of the volunteer identity took place at 

a volunteer meeting:  

 

A conversation about a dessert that had been taken out that week led to a talk about 

how much things have changed with the Mobile Café since its beginnings 10 years 

ago. Michael [project employee] talked about the project’s history. The food started 

out as triangle sandwiches, and the users were happy to get that. The volunteers used 

to make the sandwiches themselves. This was in around 2001 or 2002.  

As Michael told the story, other employees from projektUDENFOR 

asked additional questions – the answers to which they appeared to already know. 

This seemed to be a way of supporting the storytelling, and ensuring that the 

volunteers received all of the relevant information on the origins of the project; its 

humble beginnings with sandwiches made by volunteers. This in turn indicated a 

positive development and an increase in organization: Now the food is hot, and is 

specially made in a fully equipped kitchen by a paid employee. (Field Diary notes) 

 

Such historic ‘narratives of origin’ create a stronger sense of group cohesion, as well as highlighting 

the positive impetus and improvements to the project over the years. In other words, such a story 

does not just reinforce the idea that the volunteers are a ‘part of something’. It also communicates 

that they are a part of something that is undergoing a positive evolution, a project that changes with 

the times and adapts to new requirements and circumstances.  

 However, while the example above is a shared narrative negotiation between the 

organization and the volunteers, many of the discursive negotiations of volunteer identity were tied 

to discussions of the ways in which volunteers should/should not interact with the users of the Café. 

I have called this kind of negotiation ‘boundary work’. These discursive acts continuously create 

the framework for how volunteers interact with other volunteers, and how they interact with the 

project users. Many of these discursive acts do not appear to be consciously considered; they are 

treated as a matter of course. The table below briefly sums up the main tendencies and differences 

in the discursive constructions of the two group identities and their relation to each other:  

VOLUNTEER – VOLUNTEER VOLUNTEER – HOMELESS 

Collegial relation that can develop into private 

relations.  

Professional distance. Effort is made by some to 

avoid private relations. 
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Boundaries are not discussed. Interactions are 

left to the individual and governed by implicit 

social conventions, rather than discussed or 

negotiated.  

Consciously considered boundaries, which are 

discussed between volunteers and at the 

volunteer meeting. 

Private information is often shared. Volunteers 

hold Christmas parties together, much as 

colleagues in Danish professional workplaces 

do. 

Seldom exchange private information 

(telephone number, address, etc).  

No concerns for safety. Relationship 

characterized by trust, even when the volunteers 

have never met each other before. Two 

volunteers drive alone in the car together.  

Concern about safety, and pre-discussed plans 

of action for if the users become dangerous or 

uncomfortable to be around. 

Relatively uninhibited conversation, governed 

by individual relations.  

High degree of reflection on which interactions, 

questions, etc. are appropriate or potentially 

offensive or upsetting.  

Stories told by other volunteers about 

themselves or the users are received with little 

criticism or scepticism.  

Scepticism with regard to the stories and 

utterances of the homeless.  

Membership in the volunteers’ group is not 

explicitly discussed. Here, the organization 

designates who is a member of the group.  

Membership in the ‘user’ group is often 

explicitly discussed by volunteers. E.g., ‘Are we 

reaching the right people?’ 

 

Although these two groupings are mostly unquestioned and are taken for granted in the daily 

discourse of the volunteers, there is some discussion of the heterogeneity of the groups’ internal 

make-up.  

Most of the volunteers told stories that indicate that one homeless is very different 

from another, and that being homeless does not necessarily indicate any particular personality traits 

or characteristics. One volunteer also said the same about the volunteer group: 

“I keep on experiencing that the group of homeless is very, very diverse, and that the 

volunteer group is too.” 
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This is once again an apparently paradoxical situation. Two discursively formed groups exist, but 

neither of them is bound by internal similarities of its members. Instead, the outer limits of each 

group are constructed discursively through narrative negotiations.  

 

Paid employees 

In the same way that the volunteers discursively form and negotiate the identity of the 

homeless group, they also construct the professional social workers at projektUDENFOR as a group 

identity that is separate from their own. Once again, boundary work comes into play. Via narratives, 

the volunteers distinguish themselves from those who work full-time and are paid for their efforts. 

In the case of the paid employees, the narratives are less about personal characteristics and more 

about authority, credibility or ‘what they can do that volunteers cannot’ and vice versa.  

 Here, a volunteer clearly lays out her version of the boundaries between the volunteer 

group and the project employees: 

“The employees have a different kind of knowledge about them [the homeless] and 

other tools to help with their situation. But it definitely gives them [the homeless] 

something extra just knowing that people come because they want to; that they 

[volunteers] want to help, and that they use their free time on it. In that way, I think 

they [the homeless] feel more valued than they would if we were employees.” 

This volunteer’s remark about the employees having more or a different kind of knowledge about 

the users of the Mobile Café was the most striking feature of the volunteers’ discursive 

differentiation of the two groups. The employees are positioned in narratives as those with the final 

authority when it comes to defining the (individual and group) identity of the homeless, even when 

it comes to biographical information shared by the homeless individual him/herself. For example, a 

homeless woman explained to several volunteers that she is studying to be an engineer. This person 

was later discussed at a volunteer meeting, where volunteers asked the organizers whether the 

woman’s statements about her own life were true. I witnessed the same type of scenario several 

times during the course of my fieldwork, and it became apparent that when it comes to having the 

final authority on the ‘truth’ about a user, the employees have the most credibility, followed by 

other volunteers and then finally, the individual him/herself. Here, a volunteer explains how much 

she knows about the users of the Mobile Café: 
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“But you never know. You hear bits and pieces about some of them [homeless 

people], and some of them you know nothing. Michael [employee] would definitely 

be able to tell you a whole lot about most of them.” 

In another case, a volunteer recounts an episode where the employee’s version of who the user is 

(and what his needs are) was afforded more authority than the user’s own version, and the 

volunteer’s reaction: 

“I have stood with a man who was completely awash with tears, and ‘everything was 

so awful and his poor little dog and he didn’t have any dog food and he just couldn’t 

bear it anymore’. He was completely crushed. And then I came back to the office and 

said, ‘Robert had some problem with his dog, and he was really upset. Can we get him 

some dog food?’ And Michael [employee] said, ‘Who did you say it was?’ ‘Robert’. 

‘Oh. OK. Him? [laughs] He will be fine.’” 

 

 With regard to the question of defining the group identity of the homeless as well as the appropriate 

interactions between volunteers and homeless people, the volunteers ascribe the final authority to 

the employees, in spite of their own active and constant negotiation role, which is sketched out 

below:  

“According to Michael [employee], the target group is the people who are too ill to go 

in somewhere and get food for themselves the other places where they have to do 

something to get their food.” 

And:  

“Michael said to me once that it is not a rolling soup kitchen. He said that it is the 

intimacy that counts. Just being with them [the homeless]. But we just have to figure 

out how to do that.” 

 

Freedom, lack of rules and learning to be a volunteer 

The process of learning to be a volunteer and the challenges and advantages of having 

very few explicitly stated rules is a theme that often arises when the volunteers talk in the car, in 

interviews and at the volunteer meetings. The volunteers I spoke with and observed all agreed on 

several points: that there is no official training to become a volunteer; that volunteers are given a 

great deal of personal freedom with regard to the practice of volunteering; and that this freedom 
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means that volunteering with this particular project places the responsibility on the individual 

volunteer.  

 

Learning to be a volunteer 

The volunteers learn the practice of volunteering by a process of socialization; 

learning by watching, doing and exchanging stories. There is no formal training before new 

volunteers begin. The new volunteer meets up at the office and goes out on a food run with two 

experienced volunteers. This is how one volunteer describes the training process: 

“Training takes place via the people you are out with. I mean, you are made to feel 

welcome here. It is not that. But when you meet up in the kitchen for the first time, 

you are not told that you have to do this and that. The people you are out with train 

you in a way. And you can get lucky and come out with people who are informative or 

some who are not. But the ones I was out with they told me from the start...because it 

was chaotic and there was the food and then someone asked for a sleeping bag, and I 

thought that I could do that with one hand and serve up soup with the other. And they 

were good at saying, ‘You know, we do it in this way. We give out food first and then 

clothes afterwards.’ In that way, I learned fast. It is learning by doing.” 

 

Some of the volunteers found this informal training procedure to be quite challenging at first. It 

seemed surprising or unfamiliar, particularly if they were used to structured working environments. 

One volunteer explains how she felt confused and a little lost by this system of informal training 

(based on self-governance, which is further discussed in the second section of this chapter).  

“It was not like we had been given that much information in advance, other than that 

we should meet up at the right time, and then take it as it comes. And I come from a 

workplace where everything is very structured, and there is a framework and people 

write notes and always know what they should be doing. So I remember I was like, 

‘Why don’t I know anything about what I should do? And what is this all about? And 

how should I do this and that’? That is why I felt a great need to ask questions about 

all sorts of things.” 

 

Other volunteers described similar experiences, saying that the training with this project is 

somewhat ‘haphazard’:  
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“You are completely left on your own. When I started, I thought, ‘Where is the 

manual? Who is going to tell me what to do and what not to do?’ I was totally lost in 

the beginning.” 

 

However, other volunteers (particularly those who have been volunteers for a number of years, and 

may therefore have forgotten their initial confusion) see this form of training and the lack of explicit 

rules as an advantage: they can focus on the freedom it gives them to create their own ways of 

interacting, rather than the confusion of not knowing the ‘correct’ practices. For example, this 

volunteer has been a part of the project for four years:  

“It is very free. VERY free. Of course it is different depending on who you are out 

driving with. I was out with some very experienced [people] when I started. It was 

really a fantastic training, being out with them.” 

 

 

Rules 

As I have noted several times in this chapter, the volunteers at the Mobile Café spend 

a lot of time telling stories that negotiate the unwritten ‘rules of interaction’ with the users. 

However, there are also formal written guidelines for ‘how to be a volunteer’ in the form of a 

handbook. The handbook contains the values of projektUDENFOR, as well as a description of the 

Mobile Café’s target group, an account of a ‘typical shift’, and guidelines for writing the email 

diary and hygiene tips. However, the Volunteer Handbook is neither well-known nor well-used 

among volunteers. I was only made aware of its existence during the interview process, when I had 

been studying the project and participating as a volunteer for three months. Many of the other 

volunteers also received the handbook long after they had started, had never read it, or had forgotten 

its contents:  

“We did get some kind of user handbook, or whatever it is called; a Volunteer 

Handbook about what we should do…there were different things in it. I haven’t 

looked at it for a long while. I can’t really remember it at all. ” 

 

Another volunteer speaks of a similar experience with the handbook, which had not been an 

important factor in her training process:  
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“After a long time, I found out that there was something called a Volunteer Handbook, 

which answered a whole lot of things, but it is not as though there is a set of rules for 

how you should behave as a volunteer. Is there? I don’t think so.” 

 

Despite the fact that this handbook exists, the volunteers seem to agree that the rules of interaction 

for volunteers are negotiable, flexible and context-dependent. Indeed, many volunteers point to the 

discussions at the volunteer meetings as a point of negotiation for the unwritten rules of interaction:  

“At the volunteer meetings, we often talk about how many rules there should be or not 

be, and that it is important that there are not so many rules, so that we can form it 

ourselves. In that way, it is mostly up to us. That puts greater demands on our personal 

boundaries, I think, in terms of the kinds of relationships we have with the people we 

meet.” 

 

The same negotiability applies to the definition of the target group for the Mobile Café, in spite of 

the written description in the Volunteer Handbook:  

“I have spent a lot of energy trying to get a definition of who should have food and 

who should not have food. And now I have found out after three years that we really 

don’t need to have that definition, and we will never be able to get our heads around it 

because they are so different. But I used a lot of energy on that…at volunteer 

meetings. Asking about the definition of who needs our help. But it just doesn’t exist.” 

 

Conflict 

All of the volunteers I interviewed had been involved in or witnessed some kind of 

conflict with or between the users of the Mobile Café. However, this theme did not often feature in 

the ‘everyday’ storytelling in the car or at the volunteer meetings where I was present. During my 

fieldwork, ‘narratives of conflict’ mainly emerged when I posed direct questions about the theme in 

the interviews. However, this theme arose in practice during my observations: once when a female 

homeless was engaged in a heated discussion as we were unloading the car after a shift; and once 

when I was on a Saturday food run, where around 50 users arrived at the same time to get food. In 

this case, the conflict arose as the users shoved and positioned themselves to get food. This turned 

into a discussion among the homeless about who has the right to food from the Mobile Café (see 

section on ‘Foreign homeless’ above). No one came to blows, but the discussion became very 

heated.  
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 Indeed, the identity of the ‘correct’ homeless (i.e., those who deserve to receive food), 

according to the users themselves, is the source of most of the conflicts described by the volunteers 

in the interviews:  

Lena: I was there when there was trouble at Kultorv. There were some users who 

thought they should come first in line, in front of some of the others, in front of the 

foreign homeless. That is the only bad thing I have experienced.  

 

Anna: I have experienced a fist-fight. I just thought, ‘What should I do here?’ But 

luckily, one of the other users was good…he went up and made them stop.  

 

These narratives are largely absent in the volunteer discourse (outside of the interview setting) and 

at the volunteer meetings I attended (although I was informed that conflicts are occasionally 

discussed at these meetings). Instead of seeking their function in the discourse, it is perhaps more 

interesting to analyze why these kinds of stories are so seldom produced. When they are produced, 

the volunteers most often use the stereotype form for narrative, without any specific agent (the 

examples above are based on specific events, but no names or individuals are mentioned). The 

absence of conflict narratives in the everyday discourse of the volunteers may indicate a preference 

for telling stories that articulate the homeless in a positive way. I discuss this point in greater detail 

in the second section of this chapter.  

 

Storytelling 

In addition to observing the role of storytelling during my periods of participant 

observation, the stories told by the volunteers were also one of the themes discussed by the 

volunteers themselves, both in the interviews and when out with the Mobile Café. In general, the 

volunteers were not particularly positive when discussing the practice of storytelling, associating it 

with gossip or idle chatter. A number of volunteers explicitly brought the credibility and truth value 

of these stories into question, implying that a story about a volunteer that is not true is in some way 

worth less than one that is true: 

Anna: It depends. It is really difficult, because you hear a lot of different stories. You 

can’t… We tell each other what we know about the users when we are out in the car 

as volunteers. Sometimes, we have heard very different stories about the same user. 
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So which one is the right one? But yeah…there are a lot of holes in the stories I know. 

[…] 

Luci: Why do you think volunteers tell each other stories?  

Anna: To share information. You have a better idea of how to tackle the different 

users if you know something about them, about their past. And just because it is 

interesting. They are interesting individuals. I don’t think…it is not gossip. It is just 

information, you know. Storytelling. 

 

A second volunteer also spoke about how the stories vary, depending on who tells them:  

“There are lots of stories about different people. Their life stories. They vary greatly, 

depending on who you hear them from. I really don’t know how well we know them 

[the homeless].” 

 

These volunteers consider storytelling to be a way of sharing information about users, in order to 

tailor interactions to the individual user. However, both of the volunteers quoted above note that the 

stories are an unreliable source of information. Different volunteers have heard different stories, and 

the factual accuracy of the narratives is therefore questioned. This highlights an inconsistency in the 

volunteers’ own understanding of the function of narratives, supporting my argument that the 

function of narratives is much more subtle and complex than merely the dissemination of factual 

information, or merely entertainment of ‘human interest’.  

 Furthermore, the level of variation in the biographical narratives about the users is an 

interesting phenomenon in itself. Based on the empirical information I collected, it seems that the 

volunteers are in some cases told different stories (or different versions of the same story) by the 

project users. I do not have enough data about the users’ storytelling practices to draw conclusions 

about the function of the various versions of the users’ life histories. However, it may well be the 

case that the narratives shared by the homeless people have a negotiative function in the regime of 

practice, just as the volunteers’ do. Telling different stories in different contexts may be the result of 

varying levels of personal intimacy with volunteers, or perhaps a strategic negotiation of power 

relations.  

 

Gender 
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The final theme that I will touch upon in this section of the analysis is that of gender. 

Out of around 40 volunteers at the Mobile Café, four of them are men. Conversely, the majority of 

the users of the Mobile Café are men. This, coupled with the fact that the practice of serving food 

and drink falls neatly into the stereotyped ‘female’ roles of wife and mother means that an entire 

thesis could be dedicated to just this aspect of the field. This was not the focus of my study, but it is 

nonetheless important to say a few words on gender roles in the Mobile Café – not least of all 

because the volunteers themselves brought up this topic. One of the volunteers I interviewed is a 

man. He speaks here about the users’ reaction to his gender when he is out delivering food: 

“Sometimes, people are disappointed because they don’t get a hug. Sometimes, they 

create a bit of a steamy atmosphere, but they can’t do that with me. I have thought 

about whether it is degrading, because it is man to man, as though they are standing 

begging for food. I don’t think I have experienced that reaction. […] Sometimes, I feel 

like it is a good thing that it is a bit varied, and that I can stand and talk to Preben 

[homeless]about different things than the female volunteers. Sometimes, I have to find 

underwear for Louise [homeless]. Louise doesn’t like that. I understand why. And I 

think some of the men would find it hard to ask for underpants from a female 

volunteer. So it is good that there are both.” 

 

Here, the volunteer indicates that he has thought about his gender in terms of his identity and 

practice as a volunteer. He notes that, in some cases, being a male volunteer is an advantage (i.e., 

when giving intimate articles to another man, or for a certain type of conversation). However, he 

also considers the potential disadvantages, and whether or not it would be more difficult for a male 

user to receive food from a male volunteer. This idea rests on a number of gender stereotypes, not 

necessarily held by the volunteer himself, such as the assumption that a female distributing food to 

a man is more usual or natural than a man serving food to another man. A female volunteer – who I 

interviewed at the same time as the male volunteer who produced the quotation above – also 

articulated her view on gender roles and volunteering at the Mobile Café:  

“I have driven a lot with my friend Lars. Actually, I sort of feel like sometimes it is 

quite liberating. Because I think a lot of the girls have a tendency to be a bit motherly. 

It is not the same when there is a male volunteer. They [users] can speak more freely – 

not that it gets steamy or anything, but just a bit of man-talk once in a while. I think 

they feel like it is liberating, rather than it always being a group of chicks with their 



62 

saviour attitude. Even though that is not how we are trying to act, I think sometimes 

that is how we come across. We have that helper/mother/provider gene.” 

 

This volunteer agrees that a male volunteer has the possibility of interacting with the homeless 

people in a different way than the female volunteers, and that this difference may be a positive 

thing. Indeed, she indirectly criticizes what she calls the ‘saviour’ attitude of the female volunteers, 

while also associating this attitude and wish to ‘save’ the homeless as a stereotypically female trait. 

As such, the volunteers tend to speak about gender in terms of traditional stereotypes, taking the 

genders of ‘male’ and ‘female’ for granted as categories in a similar manner to the categories of 

‘homeless’ and ‘volunteer’. They use these categories in an unquestioned way to filter and articulate 

experience. The content of the categories (i.e., which volunteer practices or interactions are 

‘typically female’) are negotiated and discussed, whereas the overall existence of such a category as 

‘female’ is taken for given.  

As I have already stated, the gender issues surrounding this project merit a thesis of 

their own, and I will not delve further into a discussion of gender stereotypes and roles here. It 

suffices to say that the volunteers articulate and negotiate gender roles (as with other features of 

identity and subjectivity) via their discourse and narratives.  

2. Regimes of Practice 
 

Having presented the empirical material in terms of both form and content, I now shift 

to the more theory-based analysis of this material. In this analysis, the empirical material is grouped 

around the four aspects of regimes of practice suggested by Dean (1999), (Ways of speaking, ways 

of seeing, ways of forming of subjects and identities and ways of governing). See the Theory 

chapter for a further explanation of these headings. 

I use Dean’s four aspects of regimes of practice to further explore the technologies of 

government and self-government within the field of the Mobile Café. My focus in this section of the 

analysis is primarily on narratives – not merely as ways of speaking, but as ways of negotiating 

subjectivities, ways of expressing particular ways of seeing, and as a technology of government (see 

Theory chapter for a more detailed discussion of how narratives and the concept of regimes of 

practice are combined). 

 As Dean notes (1999:30), regimes of practice are not reducible to their individual 

parts, as this four-way division may appear to suggest. They are polymorphous aggregations of 
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heterogeneous elements: material, human and conceptual. However, this interwoven network can be 

explored by focusing of each of the four aspects in turn, as long as we bear in mind that they cannot 

be extricated from one another: “We are able to analyze these regimes of practices along four 

different, reciprocally conditioning, yet relatively autonomous dimensions” (Dean 1999:30).  

 

Ways of speaking  

Dean calls this aspect of the regime of practice the ‘episteme’ of government. This 

refers to the forms of rationality, specific forms of truth, and the forms of knowledge or worldview 

within a particular regime. Narratives are one way in which forms of truth, rationality and 

worldviews are expressed, negotiated and rejected by individuals and groups within the regime of 

practice. By looking at this aspect of the practice regime, we are able to see the ways in which 

government is a rational activity (although not necessarily instrumental or strategic).  

 In this section of the paper, I discuss three different cases from the empirical material 

that demonstrate the negotiation of rationalities, ways of seeing and the production of truth within 

the practice regime.  

The first case sheds light on how one volunteer constructs the homeless and the 

volunteers (as group identities), as well as speaking from particular rationality or worldview when 

articulating negotiations between the two groups.
11

 This exchange took place during a conversation 

in the car, when two other volunteers and I were on a food run. A female volunteer is talking about 

a female service user, who we had just met and given food to:  

Susanne: She is really picky. I don't mind doing it for her, but sometimes I just think 

'What the hell is wrong with you?' 

 

Luci: She asked for just a half cup of milk in a plastic glass (rather than Styrofoam). I 

misunderstood and gave her a whole cup, but she drank it anyway.  

 

Susanne: Sometimes it is good for them to be forced out of their habits. 

 

The final part of this exchange – “Sometimes it is good for them to be forced out of their habits” – 

is the most interesting, because it articulates the group identities within the field, the relations 

between them, and the value of these relations. This sentence not only implies ‘them’ and ‘us’ as 

                                                 
11

 In the first section of this chapter, I used the same quote to make a slightly different point. 
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epistemological categories, but also presents a view of their relation to each other, positioning the 

‘volunteer’ as the person who knows what is best and who acts in the best interests of the homeless, 

even when the actual practice (giving the whole glass of milk instead of a half) was neither 

considered to be nor a conscious attempt to ‘help’ or advance the user in question. Furthermore, the 

volunteer’s reaction to my narrative (of making a mistake and its outcome) is a way of expressing 

solidarity within the ‘volunteer’ group, making me aware that she approves of my practice and that 

it was, in her view, a positive act in relation to the user. Thus, this exchange creates a shared way of 

seeing between the volunteer and me: a) there are two groups that can be distinguished from each 

other (homeless and volunteers); b) the homeless need help or ‘advancement’; c) the volunteers can 

help the homeless to develop and grow; d) despite being a mistake, my action serves the purpose of 

helping and encouraging growth in the user;, and finally e) my action is thus accepted and approved 

by the other volunteer.  

 Another example from the empirical material illustrates how narratives are 

negotiations of a particular epistemological approach to the world: a tendency among the volunteers 

to highlight the positive actions and character traits of the users of the Mobile Café, rather than the 

negative. By this, I mean that the volunteers articulate a particular view of humanity and of the 

users of the Mobile Café in their way of speaking; i.e., through narratives. In most narratives, the 

homeless person is most often the ‘hero,’ acting in a way that positively defies the expectation of 

the narrator (and the audience). In the following example, the volunteer Christina responds to the 

question about whether she has experienced any conflicts while out with the Mobile Café:  

All in all, I feel like there are a negligible number of unpleasant situations. Once, at 

the park, some users got into a scuffle about who owned a dog, and someone hit 

someone else on the head with a bottle, and he passed out. The police came, and 

Malene [volunteer] was there with her little boy in a pram. All the other users made a 

sort of human shield and kept the fighters away and said, ‘Keep the hell away from 

the vets.’ 

 

Even though this narrative is about a violent conflict – which could have been dangerous for the 

volunteers, as well as Malene’s baby son – Christina’s narrative represents the homeless 

protagonists in a positive light. Those who take part in the fighting are described neutrally, and 

Christina does not evaluate or judge their actions, nor comment on their validity. On the other hand, 

the users who form a shield are described in a heroic manner, because they step in to shield the 
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volunteers (who are veterinarians) and the baby in the pram. The heroism and protective practice is 

emphasized in the story, rather than the conflict itself. This illustrates the volunteers’ general 

willingness to draw out the positive motivations, actions and character traits of the homeless when 

telling stories. Even in stories about conflict, there is most often a mitigating circumstance that 

positions the actions of the homeless person (or persons) as something that is positive, well-

meaning or at least understandable.  

This way of speaking about the users of the Mobile Café is a negotiation of a 

particular view of humanity via a positive articulation of this (constructed) group. Although it is 

tricky and somewhat perilous to discuss what the volunteers do not speak about, one can say that 

negative (i.e., critical or judgemental) comments about the users and their habits are largely absent 

in the volunteer discourse. One volunteer states that this way of speaking is so fundamental to 

volunteer identity that if a volunteer fails to practice this form of articulation, then they should 

perhaps not be a volunteer. The volunteer, Peter, relates this via a stereotyping narrative. As I noted 

in the section on genre early in this chapter, volunteers often use this non-specific narrative genre in 

contentious or potentially sensitive negotiations; this genre ‘names no names,’ so to speak:  

Luci: Can you do anything wrong in relation to the homeless?  

 

Peter: Yes, of course. If someone talks in a demeaning way about the homeless, that is 

not appropriate. I think they should find another place to volunteer. Black humour is 

fine. There should be room for that sort of thing, but not talking negatively about the 

users. Then you shouldn’t be here. It is not appropriate.  

 

Luci: Have you experienced that?  

 

Peter: Yes, on a couple of occasions where I thought that it was the wrong way to see 

it. It is difficult to come up with examples. I would have to think about it. It is just that 

sometimes you can sense a basic attitude that the users should just get food. Or that it 

is their own fault. I think that is…wrong, you might say.  

 

Here, Peter implicitly articulates his own way of speaking about the homeless (in positive terms, 

and without blaming them for their situation, but occasional ‘black humour’), as well as explicitly 

presenting a different way of speaking carried out by an unnamed stereotyped or hypothetical 
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volunteer (who speaks negatively or insinuates that it is the user’s own fault that he/she is 

homeless). By setting up these two narratives side by side and criticizing the latter as something that 

is ‘inappropriate’ within the practice regime of this project, Peter indicates a standard for the way of 

speaking that is acceptable and the norm within this field. This conversation with Peter took place 

in the context of a double interview, where a female volunteer and I were present. After Peter had 

presented his version of the ‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ ways of speaking, the female 

volunteer expressed her agreement with his statement:  

 Christina: I totally agree. But it is difficult to think of an example. 

  

Compared to the rest of my empirical material, Peter’s articulation of the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ ways 

of speaking is quite emphatic – he voices an unusually overt criticism of those volunteers who have 

a different practice (way of speaking) than his own. This may be why Christina quickly expressed 

her agreement, to ensure that she was positioned on the correct ‘side of the fence’, and to distance 

herself from the inappropriate utterances of the ‘others’. This example serves to highlight how 

narratives are negotiative practices: When this story is told in the way Peter tells it, it is as though a 

gauntlet has been thrown. Christina must either align herself with Peter by agreeing, resist the 

message of the narrative by disagreeing, or modify the narrative by presenting another narrative, 

which would suggest a ‘third way’ between the dual possibilities of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in the 

regime of practice as proposed by Peter.  

 Although the majority of the narratives in the empirical material follow this pattern, 

the third case is an exception. The following narrative came in response to the question I posed 

about conflict: 

Marie: Last week I was at Østerport, and the guy with the beard provoked a bad 

atmosphere. There was a young Romany guy, and the guy with the beard asked how 

old he was. He said he was 30 and the bearded guys said, ‘You fucking liar, I don’t 

believe you.’ Of course, the other guy got angry. That guy Lars [homeless] quickly 

creates a bad atmosphere.  

 

In this story, although it may seem that Lars is articulated in a negative light, it is in fact a way of 

explaining that it was understandable that the Romany man (the one who got angry, and visibly or 

audibly manifested the conflict) acted in the way that he did. However, this story differentiates itself 

from the earlier examples with Peter and Christina – it is a specific narrative where the behaviour of 
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one of the users is indirectly criticized by the volunteer without an attempt to mitigate or rationalize 

why Lars acted in such a way. This is one of very few examples of this kind of articulation in my 

empirical material, and is perhaps explained by the fact that Marie is a relatively new volunteer 

(less than one year); she is perhaps less socialized in the accepted ways of speaking within this 

regime of practice than are Christina and Peter, who have been a part of the project for a number of 

years. However, it may also have been a reaction to the ‘unfair’ provocation of the Romany man, 

which may have nothing to do with how long the volunteer had been socialized into the practice 

regime of the Mobile Café. As I have discussed in the paragraphs above, the volunteers prefer to 

speak about users in a positive light; they are more willing to tell stories that are positive, and that 

break the stereotypical ‘homeless’ identity or image. However, in this case, there are two homeless 

men in conflict with each other, so instead of having the entire ‘homeless’ group as the underdog to 

be defended discursively, the underdog is now an individual user, who is up against another 

member of the same group. This is not a situation of homeless vs. societal norms, but is rather a 

situation where the volunteer takes (as is usually the case in the narratives produced by the 

volunteers) the side of the underdog; in this case, the individual Romany man. The narrative may be 

seen as a negotiation of the rules of interaction for the homeless group internally, from the point of 

view of a volunteer. By criticizing the antagonist’s behaviour in this way, the volunteer sets a 

negotiation in motion: the negotiation of what it is to be a ‘good homeless person’ within this 

regime of practice.  

 

Ways of seeing 

In many respects, ‘ways of seeing’ in any particular regime of practice are closely related to the 

aspect of ‘ways of speaking’ described above. However, ‘ways of seeing’ are less concerned with 

the episteme of government than the particular ways in which this is articulated and made visible. 

Ways of seeing can also be described as ‘forms of visibility necessary to the operation of the 

regime’. These forms of visibility illuminate and define certain objects while obscuring others from 

view. The visualizations within a practice regime make it possible to picture the field of 

government.  

 In the practice regime of the Mobile Café, there are several ‘forms of visibility’. One 

that I have only briefly mentioned is the volunteer diary. This diary is updated after each shift by 

one of the volunteers who conducted the run. It is posted in an internet forum for volunteers, and 

usually contains a description of: a) what food was taken out; b) who received food and how they 
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are doing; c) one or two interesting anecdotes or short narratives from the evening; and d) 

information about the weather. Here is an example of a typical post from the volunteer diary:  

 

Forum:  Diary the Mobile Café 

Topic:  Italian Dinner!  
Posted By:  Petra 

The first stop was Israels Plads where the usuals were waiting: Simone, Brian and two other 

familiar faces. Other than that, there were 3 romanies. Everyone was about to get blown 
away!! 

At Q8 Mikkel was in high spirits and ready for some food. Justyn was there too, and looked 
good. Other than that, Richard and his friends wer e there. Everyone needed underpants  

Richard was quite inebriated and dropped his food and coffee a few times.  

Bjarne was not home, but we rang on his doorbell several times.  

In Sydhavn, only Ole was home, he was sheltering from the wind in his caravan.  Gustav got a 

portion too.  

At Mikkelôs place, everything was as it usually is.  

At Østerport, there were about 12 people and the atmosphere was good, but people left 

quickly as the wind was so wild. Arne said on Wednesday that he had toothache and it was 
suggested that he go to Sundhedsrummet for help. He was given a map of the city, an 

address and an explanation of where it was. He will ask around if he cannot find it, but he 

thought he might forget about it again. Perhaps ask him on Monday or during next  week if he 
found it. [é] 

We need:  Socks, t-shirts, underpants for men. Sugar, coffee cups, salt, pepper, cookies.  

Compliments to the chef. ï Best, Anne-Sophie and Jane 

The volunteer discourse is a way of seeing – a ‘form of visibility’ as it orients all volunteers and the 

organization to the practices within the field. In this way, the volunteers who are not on duty are 

able to visualize the users, and the interactions of the other volunteers with the users. This is a daily 

window on the regime of practice, keeping volunteers ‘in the loop’. However, aside from its 

obvious practical function of sharing knowledge, the volunteer diary is also a site for the negotiation 

of group identities, and of interactions that are similar to a number of the orally produced narratives 

that I have already discussed. In order to analyze the workings of this ‘way of speaking,’ I start with 

some observations on genre and content. Having received these daily email updates for around four 

months, it became clear to me that the diary entry follows a set genre pattern. The form and 

language used is almost always similar to the above entry: a chronological description of the users 
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on the evening’s food route, conversational in tone, with one or two narratives about specific users. 

Users who were not present that evening are often included in the account, but this does not apply 

to all users. This leads me to an interesting aspect of the diary as a form of visibility within this 

regime: naming.  

 I noted that not all of the users encountered on any given evening are included in the 

diary entries of the volunteers. Some users who are regularly given food are always mentioned by 

name, while others are designated by their (assumed) nationality. Some are called ‘Eastern 

Europeans’ or ‘Romanies’ when the volunteer does not know their names. Others are described in 

some other way; i.e., ‘the old guy with the beard’. During my fieldwork, I observed that the process 

of a user being ‘named’ in the volunteer group (both in oral conversations and in the volunteer 

diary) is a process that develops over time. I observed one example of this process in action: the 

user referred to as ‘Brian’ in the above diary entry. He started using the Mobile Café during my 

period of participant observation. At first, he was referred to by his description: ‘the guy with the 

pram’ or ‘the guy with the beard’. Later, volunteers mistakenly believed his name was ‘Martin,’ and 

this information was passed on through the volunteer group and included in the volunteer diary. 

This lasted for a period of about a month. Finally, Brian insisted on being called by his correct 

name, and this too was recorded in the volunteer diary. Brian had been named, and was therefore 

part of the group of users who are regularly included in the volunteer diary, either due to their 

presence or their absence during the evening shift. This case of mistaken identity may not be typical 

for the naming process, but it does serve to illustrate that ‘naming’ is a process that takes time and 

has a function in making specific users visible to the volunteers.  

 In particular, the Eastern European users of the Mobile Café are ‘nameless’ in the 

volunteer diary – they are often not mentioned at all, even when they receive food from the 

volunteers. There may be a number of reasons for this; among other things, the language barrier 

between volunteers and these users, unusual names that are difficult to remember and to spell, a 

great variation in which of the Eastern European users visit the Mobile Café, and how often they do 

so. 

 As I noted with the orally produced volunteer narratives, the stories and descriptions 

shared in the volunteer diary tend to focus on the positive characteristics of the users – “Mikkel was 

in high spirits” – and of the interactions between users and volunteers – “the atmosphere was good.” 

Conflicts are usually briefly sketched or not mentioned at all in this forum. Instead, they are related 

in private conversations or through email to one of the project employees. Thus, this way of seeing 
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represents particular users of the Mobile Café (primarily the ‘named’ homeless, with some of the 

‘unnamed’ occasionally making an appearance) in a particular way (in a positive light, ‘cleansed’ of 

negative experiences). This representation is a technology that negotiates a particular view of the 

homeless users, the volunteers and their interactions. It is formative and – like the other narratives 

described in this paper – is a technology of socialization into the regime of practice.  

 

Ways of forming subjects and identities 

In the first section of this chapter I discussed how narratives are a site for the 

negotiation of the volunteers’ own group identity, as well as the boundary work that forms and 

articulates the ‘other’ groups in this regime of practice (the organizers and the homeless), and also 

the framework of interactions for these groups. Subjects are formed in the discursive acts of 

narration undertaken by volunteers. 

 Of course, this aspect of the regime of practice cannot be separated from the ‘ways of 

speaking’ and ‘ways of seeing’ discussed above. It is via these constantly renewed articulations of 

individual and collective identity that the practice of government is negotiated. Here, it is again 

useful to refer to the diary excerpt presented above (particularly the statement, “At Q8 Mikkel was 

in high spirits and ready for some food”), as well as the somewhat critical narrative about the 

conflict between the young Romany and the bearded Danish homeless man. In both cases, the 

volunteers articulate an expectation of how a particular user is – their identity, to which their daily 

interactions are compared.  

 Mikkel, on the day the diary was written, was relatively happy and ‘in high spirits’ 

compared to the expectations of the volunteers. This indicates that the volunteers have a kind of a 

priori Mikkel in mind when they see him. Mikkel’s identity has been discursively constructed, and 

his behaviour on any given shift may be compared to his ‘standard’ mood, and thus rated ‘good’ or 

‘high spirited’ or perhaps ‘out of sorts’. Like the group identities of the volunteers and the 

homeless, the constructed subjectivity of Mikkel is at once a stable ‘baseline’ for comparisons, 

created from individual volunteers’ personal experiences, as well as the stories that are told and 

heard by the volunteers and employees. At the same time, it is flexible and negotiable; it can be re-

worked and re-moulded as new experiences or stories are told. Like the rules of interaction between 

volunteers and the homeless, subjectivities are under continuous discursive negotiation.  

 In the case of the conflict between the Romany man and the man with the beard, the 

identity being negotiated is the group identity of the homeless. In the same way as the example with 
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Mikkel, the volunteer here is making an evaluative statement based on an expectation of how this 

subjectivity ought to be – that which I called the ‘baseline’ for evaluation in the previous example. 

While other stories I have mentioned in this analysis created the ‘them’ and ‘us’ boundary between 

the homeless and the volunteer groups, this narrative negotiates the relative value of certain 

practices within the homeless group. The story presents an apparently unacceptable way of 

interacting between two members of the homeless group. The man with the beard is positioned as 

the agent who speaks in the ‘wrong’ way, bringing about conflict, and the Romany man is 

positioned as the innocent victim. This narrative negotiates a standard for what a ‘good homeless 

person’ is: that is, one who does not seek conflict with the other homeless. This kind of evaluative 

negotiation is a way of forming particular subjectivities, and of constructing the a priori ‘other’ – 

the ‘good’ homeless.  

 

Ways of governing 

The production and sharing of narratives – as well as the audience’s acceptance, modification of or 

resistance to the narrative and its message – is a significant site for the production of ‘rules of 

interaction’ between volunteers and service users. The narratives produced by the volunteers (both 

in oral form in the car and at volunteer meetings, and in the written form of the Volunteer Diary) are 

a technology of self-government within this regime of practice, as opposed to the Volunteer 

Handbook (see the first section of this chapter), which is an explicit technology aimed at 

‘conducting the conduct’ of others. As I discussed, the Volunteer Handbook is not considered to 

hold much authority by the volunteers, and is largely consigned to a dusty shelf or forgotten 

completely. The volunteer narratives, on the other hand, permeate the volunteer’s discourse and 

interactions with each other. They are the techne (Dean 1999) through which governmental 

relations between the organization, the volunteers and the users are negotiated; that is, from the 

volunteers’ point of view (it is important to remember that my empirical material does not include 

the narratives or the discourse of the users of or the organisation projektUDENFOR).  

As opposed to the static, written presentation of ‘rules of interaction’ in the Volunteer 

Handbook, the unwritten rules negotiated via storytelling are malleable, contingent and dependent 

on context. This ever-shifting framework for interaction does not come from the top down, but 

neither does it come from the bottom up. At this point, it is useful to call to mind Foucault’s concept 

of power as something multi-directional and context-dependent: In the regime of practice of the 

Mobile Café, the governmental relations are the subtle, unspoken and contingent kind that Foucault 
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describes. The volunteers govern their own conduct and that of others by contributing to a shared 

understanding of the unspoken ‘correct’ ways of speaking, seeing and interacting with users by 

sharing and responding to each others’ stories. Dean describes the techne of the regime of practice 

as follows: 

“The technical means are a condition of government and often impose limits over 

what it is possible to do.” (Dean 1999:31)  

 

However, once again, Dean’s interpretation of governmental relations is a little too instrumental to 

harmonize with the empirical findings of my study. Rather than imposing limits, the discourse of 

the volunteers allows them to move toward a kind of working consensus that is flexible and 

mutable, according to circumstances.  

Because this technology of self-government is somewhat subtle, it can easily be 

overlooked, in favour of the more concrete ‘Volunteer Handbook’. However, should there be any 

doubt as to its existence, one need only examine sets of circumstances in which this particular 

governmental regime comes into contact with a regime of practice that consists of a different kind 

of governmental relations. For example, one of the volunteers talked about what happened when an 

external consultant was invited to the volunteer meeting to talk about the boundaries for interactions 

between volunteers and service users: 

“The talk is often about how many rules we should have or not have, and whether it is 

important to have so many rules, or whether we should form it ourselves. In that way, 

it is up to us, and that places more demands on our personal boundaries. I mean, in 

terms of the kinds of relations we have to the people we meet. It is a challenge to 

figure out where we stand, you know? […] At one meeting, we had a long chat about 

whether or not we should hug the users. It really divided the waters. It was really 

interesting. There were volunteers from other projects at the meeting that day – from 

other homeless places. There was a consultant too, a psychologist. And it was like, his 

suggestion was that we should maybe make some rules, so that when we come from 

this project the users know what to expect. For example, that we shake hands with the 

users. ‘A handshake is always nice.’ (laughs) […] I think it was meant to protect the 

people who do not want to hug. But the volunteers who had been here a long time 

were up in arms. It was a terrible idea. They really had no intention of carrying on 

volunteering if they couldn’t even hug people. Then it was not fun anymore. You 
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might say that he came from outside and… It just doesn’t really work, making rules 

because the people’s motivations for being here are so diverse.” 

 

In this narrative, the volunteer clearly explains what happens when a different governmental 

rationality meets the regime of government that exists and is constantly practiced by the volunteers 

at the Mobile Café. The external consultant, whose aim was to protect the volunteers and to provide 

a uniform and predictable service for the users, suggested making an explicit, top-down rule. 

However, the volunteers (in particular those who were the most ‘socialized’ in the existing regime 

at the Mobile Café, having volunteered for many years) resisted this ‘foreign’ form of governance. 

They even went so far as to protest by saying that they would rather stop volunteering than 

volunteer under such governmental conditions. Indeed, it is at this point – when the regime of 

practice and its internal governmental negotiations are challenged by a different governmental 

rationale – that the regime of practice at the Mobile Café is most clearly revealed. The implicit, 

context-based governmental negotiations are articulated by volunteers. To put it more simply, the 

fact that there are no rules is articulated as one of the main – and deeply held – unwritten ‘rules’ of 

the volunteers. Self-governance is their preferred governmental relation; and in this case, when this 

regime is threatened by a different rationale, the more experienced volunteers threaten to leave.  

 In this example, it becomes apparent just how interwoven the four aspects of the 

regime of practice really are. The volunteers have, over time, negotiated a particular way of seeing 

themselves, the homeless project users, and the ways in which these two groups interact – and ought 

to interact. They have created both a ‘homeless’ group identity and their own identity as 

‘volunteers’ via ways of articulating the homeless and themselves. All of these ongoing, subtle 

processes are brought into stark relief when they come up against another regime of practice, which 

has different ways of forming the homeless group’s subjectivity, as well as other governmental 

practices.  

This clearly demonstrates the Foucauldian concept of government (see Theory 

chapter). In this example, we can see how government (i.e., the self-government of the volunteers) 

operates through the volunteers’ desires, everyday practices and beliefs, creating ways of 

understanding their actions and regulating their own conduct. In this particular regime of practice, 

‘government’ does not describe a disciplinary technique or way for one group or individual to force 

people to carry out a particular action. The kind of instrumental or strategic government suggested 

by the consultant (standardized, explicit rules for interaction) is clearly rejected by the volunteers in 
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favour of their existing regime of self-governance, whereby they voluntarily govern themselves via 

implicit and subtle discursive negotiations. Dean refers to the calling into question of some aspect 

of the ‘conduct of conduct’ in a particular regime as a ‘problematization’. As with the above 

example, Dean states that problematizations occur at particular locales, and on particular dates. He 

continues by stating that an analytics of government ought to take its outset in these 

‘problematizations’ in which the actors involved pose the question of how – or how not – to govern 

(Dean 1999:27).  

  

Summary 

This chapter is divided into two sections: the first is an analysis of the narrative genres and thematic 

content of the stories told by the volunteers at the Mobile Café. In this section, I identify six 

narrative genres found in the volunteer discourses:  

 First-hand narratives 

 Second-hand narratives 

 Shared narratives 

 Stereotyping narratives 

 Bibliographical narratives 

 Transition narratives 

 

I also identify several themes that are prevalent in the volunteers’ stories: 

 Boundaries, identities and interactions between the volunteers and the homeless. 

 Freedom, the lack of explicit rules and the process of learning to be a volunteer. 

 Storytelling – the volunteers talk about their own narrative practices.  

 Gender 

 

The second section of this chapter is an analysis of the empirical material using Dean’s (1999) four-

fold framework for understanding regimes of practice. The analysis is structured around the four 

elements of the regime of practice: ways of speaking; ways of seeing; ways of forming subjects and 

identities; and ways of governing.  

 

  



75 

Conclusion 

In this thesis, I have analyzed the role of storytelling and narratives in the interactions between 

volunteers and users at the Mobile Café, demonstrating the subtle and continuous discursive 

negotiations of power, identity and practices within this ‘regime of practice’.   

 

There are no rules 

The starting point for this thesis was the statement made by several volunteers that ‘there are no 

rules’ laid down by projektUDENFOR governing how volunteers and users of the Mobile Café 

ought to interact. Although a Volunteer Handbook exists, it is by no means a central element in 

governing the kinds of practices and interactions that take place. The volunteers who mentioned it 

have either forgotten the written guidelines, or have never read them at all. Thus, the volunteers’ 

practices and their interactions with project users are governed in a more subtle, less explicitly 

defined manner. In part, these continuous discursive negotiations take place via the production of 

narratives. When they are told, received, accepted, modified or rejected, these stories are at once 

ways of forming subjects, ways of defining and marking the boundaries between self and other, 

ways of articulating and seeing and ways of governing (oneself and others).  

 

The function of stories 

The narratives produced by the volunteers at the Mobile Café have a number of 

functions in the social relations between users and volunteers, and internally among volunteers. The 

stories told negotiate individual and group identities. On the individual level, the stories told by the 

volunteers articulate who the users are, the expectations for how they behave based on previous 

experiences that are shared as narratives with other volunteers. Narratives about individual users 

also serve as a point of negotiation for the group identity of the homeless project users – who are 

the correct users of the project, what are the expectations as to their conduct, background and 

personal characteristics? Several of the narratives about individual users also debunk the 

stereotypical view of homeless people, held by members of society in general, and perhaps to some 

extent by the volunteers themselves before they become a part of the project. Thus, storytelling also 

plays a role in the socialization of volunteers into the project, and into the ‘correct’ ways of seeing, 

speaking, governing and creating subjects within this regime of practice.  The narratives shared are 
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in themselves a technology of government and self government, in a regime of practice where there 

are no hard and fast written or spoken rules. The stories are a testing ground and negotiation point 

for the ways in which the volunteers conceive of themselves, the project and the users. Thereby, the 

narratives and the ways in which they are discussed, accepted, rejected or modified are the techne of 

government within this regime. As Barbara Czarniawska ( in Brinkmann & Tanggaard 2010:234) 

put it:  

“They are not organizational stories (stories about organizing something) but are 

rather ‘stories that organize’.” 

 

Telling stories is both an act of governance and self-governance, through which the volunteers 

determine not only the group identities of ‘homeless’ and ‘volunteers’ but also what it means to be a 

‘good volunteer’ or a ‘good homeless person’.  Narratives are also the techne through which they 

negotiate and test out appropriate interactions in a number of imagined situations, constructed from 

their own or others’ past experiences.  

 

Paradoxes 

The ‘stories that organize’ that are told by the volunteers at the Mobile Café encompass several 

paradoxes, and I feel it is appropriate to gather up these ‘loose threads’ in the concluding remarks of 

this paper.  The term paradox may appear to connote something that is negative, or at the very least 

problematic – a conundrum to be solved. However, in this case, the paradoxes are the driving force 

behind a continuous renegotiation of identities. The first paradox is that the volunteers, in their 

discourse assume the existence of the group identities ‘homeless’ and ‘volunteers’ while 

simultaneously articulating the internal differences within these groups. The groups are internally 

heterogeneous, in terms of membership criteria and the characteristics of individual members. This 

paradox necessitates the constant renegotiation of the boundaries of these groups, via narratives. 

The second paradox is that the discursive boundary negotiations described above also blur the lines 

between groups. A part of the volunteer discourse is that ‘anyone could become homeless,’ and this 

articulation indicates that membership of the two groups is flexible and determined by context. 

However, in practice, this discursively articulated fluidity between the two groups is a way of 

creating a particular view of humanity (or ethos) rather than an observable reality. None of the 

volunteers has ever become homeless, at least not to the knowledge of those involved in the project, 

and neither do the volunteers count previously homeless ex-project users among their ranks. Thus 
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this statement is part of the subject formation of the homeless and volunteer groups; a way in which 

the volunteers remind themselves that in spite of the boundaries created between ‘homeless’ and 

‘volunteers’, and different possibilities of interactions that these boundaries in turn create, we are all 

equal. Similarly, volunteers often express that their most memorable and enjoyable moments with 

the project are the times when they truly interact with a user eye-to-eye, in conversations unrelated 

to homelessness, and without the shadow of the stereotyped client/social worker hierarchical 

relation. However, this apparent desire among volunteers to interact with the homeless project users 

on an equal footing is often overridden by other discursive statements. Compared to the ways in 

which they interact with each other, for example, volunteers create a framework of interactions that 

excludes certain the possibilities of interacting with the project users (as demonstrated in the table 

on p.52 - 53).  

 

The regime of practice of the Mobile Café 

In the regime of practice of the Mobile Café, narratives are one way in which forms of truth, 

rationality and world view are expressed. In the examples presented in this paper, the volunteers’ 

narratives create the epistemological categories of ‘homeless’ and ‘volunteer’ as well as setting up 

the framework for the relationship between the two. In one case, the narrative positions the 

volunteers as them who ‘know best’ and can determine what is in the homeless project users’ best 

interests. In this way, the narrative is both a technology of government, as it positions the volunteer 

and the homeless in a governmental relation. Additionally, narratives are a technology of self-

government, through which the volunteers negotiate the correct ways to speak about the homeless 

users of the project; not speaking in a derogatory tone about them, highlighting their positive 

actions when telling stories and downplaying the negative. Furthermore, the volunteer narratives 

also negotiate the appropriate behavior for members of the homeless group. 

 The narratives shared by the volunteers in the volunteer diary are an example of a 

form of visibility within this regime of practice. Via the written stories shared in this forum on a 

daily basis, the process by which the volunteers are collectively made aware of individual project 

users’ names takes place. Additionally, these written and shared narratives contribute to the 

formation of volunteers’ a priori expectations as to how particular users are, or how they will act in 

a given situation. Any deviation from these expectations is also reported in the diary, and thus this 

platform becomes another narrative negotiation point for the subjectivities of the actors in this 

social field, and possible interactions between these subjects.  
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 All of the examples given above support the basic argument that runs through this 

paper: that narratives and storytelling are a techne of government within this regime of practice, 

through which governmental relations between the organization, the volunteers and the users are 

negotiated. This continuously reevaluated framework for interaction does not come from the top 

down, nor from the bottom up. It multi-directional and context-dependent. The volunteers govern 

their own conduct and that of others by contributing to a shared sense of the unspoken ‘correct’ 

ways of speaking, seeing and interacting with users by sharing and responding to each others’ 

stories, and thereby constructing certain subjectivities. 

 

Applicability of this thesis 

It can be argued that in writing this paper,  I have created a narrative of my own;  a story about the 

volunteers’ stories, and their function in the negotiation of subjectivities, frameworks of interaction 

and socialization. However, this should be considered the revelation of ‘the true story’ or some kind 

of privileged knowledge of which the volunteers and projektUDENFOR are unaware. Rather, it is a 

way of describing systematically the familiar and seemingly natural using a theoretical framework. 

The aim is to make the processes of government in this field understandable to others who have 

never been out on a food run or at a volunteer meeting, as well making it recognizable to those who 

are familiar with the field.  

This systematic analysis affords the study a wider applicability for others than just 

projektUDENFOR. Other volunteer organizations may use this study as a mirror, in order to reflect 

upon how their own governmental fabric is woven; how interactions are regulated in the absence of 

explicit guidelines, or perhaps even in spite of the existence of written rules. Other organizations 

may recognize the functions of storytelling depicted in this paper, or discover others that have 

arisen in their own particular regime of practice. 

  Furthermore, as I have already stated, this paper should not be considered a critical 

exposé of ‘loose-lipped’ volunteers. On the contrary, I aim to demonstrate the productive nature of 

storytelling and power relations in this particular social field; far from being idle chit-chat, the 

sharing of narratives is an integral technology of self-governance, negotiation and ‘the conduct of 

conduct’. Rather, the aim of this paper is to reassure the volunteers of projektUDENFOR (as well as 

employees or volunteers of other organizations who recognize this practice from their own working 

lives) that there is nothing wrong with telling stories, per se. People and institutions create 

narratives and which affirm, challenge or regulate their own practices. Via narratives, individuals 



79 

and groups are ‘socialized’ into a particular understanding of the world, and other subjects, as well 

as particular ways of acting.  

However, along with this reassurance comes a word of caution: by accepting that 

storytelling is not merely idle chatter, and that this practice has an important function in the 

governmental relations of the regime of practice (in this case, that of the Mobile Café), volunteers 

must also be aware that with each story they tell, they create something that goes beyond the story 

itself. I hope that this analysis will increase both the volunteers’ and projektUDENFOR’s awareness 

of the responsibility that accompanies the freedom and lack of rules that is so often articulated. 

Individual freedom is part of the ethos of projektUDENFOR, whether they are interacting with 

volunteers or marginalized citizens and this places the responsibility to an extent on the individual. 

Due to the lack of formal guidelines or training, volunteers must use their personal ethics and moral 

judgments when interacting with project users on the street and, combining these with the socialized 

‘unwritten rules’ described in this thesis, they must take a stance on a number of difficult issues; 

How should one act when project users are racist toward each other? Should children of homeless 

adults be served food? Is it right to feed Eastern Europeans without the correct immigration 

papers? and many more.  An awareness of the processes by which homeless subjects are formed, as 

well as the ways in which the volunteers construct their own identity, may allow for a more 

conscious awareness of how the frameworks of possible interactions are formed, and the ways in 

which certain articulations exclude or make possible certain types of interaction. It is my hope that 

volunteers who read this will gain an increased awareness of the importance of words and of the 

seemingly natural categories that are part of their daily speech; not because the existence of these 

categories is problematic, but simply because they play a role in a power relation. Narratives have a 

function in defining who the volunteers are, who the homeless are and how the two groups can, and 

should, interact. The volunteers’ stories are one of the points at which the ‘correct’ way to be a 

volunteer and the ‘best’ approach to social work are defined. Therefore, I hope that this thesis will 

transform stories in the minds of the project employees and the volunteer from gossip or chit-chat to 

the status of a technology of government, just as important and influential as the official proceedings 

at the monthly volunteer meetings.   

For readers who are not involved with projektUDENFOR or the Mobile Café, I hope 

that this analysis is a useful study in the subtle and at times whimsical workings of power relations 

and government in seemingly unregulated and informal social practices.  Furthermore, I feel that the 

specific focus on volunteers, rather than on employees or clients, offers a new perspective on the 
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governmental analysis of social work practices. Whereas other analyses of social work in the 

Foucauldian tradition have focused e.g. on the subject formation of the social workers or the 

discursive formation of ‘clients’ as the object of social  work , this study takes its starting point in a 

third group; volunteers, who are neither professional nor client. The volunteers discursively 

construct their own identity as liminal – they are in between these two categories. The formation of 

the ‘volunteer’ subjectivity involves a negotiation of, and a desire to transgress the traditional 

professional/client roles. They come to the project as private individuals, and this means that the 

constant negotiation of their own identity and that of project users is a necessity. There are few 

official rules or professional guidelines, so their interactions are not governed by any explicitly 

stated rules or regulations. Indeed, as in the case of the psychologist who wished to introduce 

handshakes instead of hugs when meeting a project user, any attempt to introduce such 

organizational rules is met with resistance.  There are no rules, say the volunteers and therefore they 

must negotiate and renegotiate their own ways of acting, and of seeing themselves and the users of 

the project. This ‘in-between’ position allows for a new take on the governmental analysis of social 

work, which otherwise has a tendency to take the side of the ‘underdog’ client, describing the ways 

in which the ‘system’ or ‘organization’ wields its power. Indeed, by looking at the volunteers within 

this regime of practice, I was constantly forced to bear in mind the Foucauldian productive 

conceptualization of power, as multidirectional, contingent and relational.  

 

 

  



81 

Bibliography 

Barth, Frederik. 1969. Ethnic groups and boundaries: The social organization of culture difference. 

Bergen and London: Universitetsforlaget   

 

Brinkmann, Svend and Lene Tanggaard eds. 2010. Kvalitative metoder - en grundbog. Copenhagen, 

Denmark: Hans Reitzels Forlag.  

 

Czarniawska, Barbara. 2004. Narratives in Social Science Research. London: Sage Publications 

Ltd. 

 

Davies, Charlotte Aull. 2008 (1998). Reflexive Ethnology. Oxon, UK: Routledge 

  

Dean, Mitchell. 1999. Governmentality: power and rule in modern society. Gateshead, UK: 

Athenaeum Press Ltd. 

  

Dreyfus, Hubert and Paul Rabinow. 1982. Michel Foucault – Beyond Structuralism and 

Hermeneutics. Chicago: Chicago University Press.  

  

Fludernik, Monika. 2000. Genres, Text Types, or Discourse Modes? Narrative Modalities and 

Generic Categorization.  Style, Summer 2000. 

  

Foucault, Michel. 1972.  An Archaeology of Knowledge: Part II. A.M. Sheridan Smith, trans.  New 

York: Pantheon Books. 

  

Foucault, Michel. 1978. The History of Sexuality Vol.1. R. Hurley, trans. New York: Vintage 

Books. 

  

Järvinen, Margaretha, Jørgen Elm Larsen and Nils Mortensen eds. 2002. Det magtfulde møde 

mellem system og klient. Aarhus, Denmark: Aarhus Universitetsforlag 

 

Järvinen, Margaretha and Nanna Mik-Meyer eds. 2003.  At skabe en klient. Copenhagen, Denmark: 

Hans Reitzels Forlag. 

 

Järvinen, Margaretha and  Nanna Mik-Meyer eds. 2005. Kvalitative metoder i et interaktionistisk 

perspektiv. Interview, observationer og dokumenter. Copenahgen, Denmark:  Hans Reitzels Forlag. 

   

Latour, Bruno  and Steve Woolgar 1986 (1979).  Laboratory Life – The Construction of Scientific 

Facts. Chichester, UK: Princeton University Press.  

 

Mik-Meyer, Nanna. 1999. Kærlighed og opdragelse i socialaktivering. Copenhagen, Denmark: 

Gyldendal.  

 

Mik-Meyer, Nanna and Kaspar Villadsen. 2007. Magtens former, sociologiske perspektiver på 

statens møde med borgeren. Copenhagen, Denmark: Hans Reitzels Forlag. 

  



82 

Møhl, Perle. 1997. Village Voices: Coexistence and Communication in a Rural French Village. 

Copenhagen, Denmark: Museum Tusculanum Press. 

 

Rose, Nikolas. 1999. Powers of Freedom. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.  

 

Schiffrin, Deborah, Anna De Fina and Anastasia Nylund eds.  2010.  Telling Stories: Language, 

Narrative and Social Life. Washington DC:  Georgetown University Press. 

 

Siiger, Charlotte. 2005. "The Mobile Café" A provider of care and contact to the homeless on the 

streets of Copenhagen. projektUDENFOR. Copenhagen, Denmark: projektUDENFOR. 

  

Weick, Karl. 1995. Sensemaking in Organizations. London: Sage Publishing. 

 

Wilks, Tom. 2005. Social Work and Narrative Ethics. British Journal of Social Work. 35: 1249 -

1264. 


