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Usually taken for granted “typologies” of con-

temporary Poles (for example, these related to 

the distinction into transformation “winners” and 

“losers”) in their simplified version do not really re-

flect extremely complex, multi-layered, and ambig-

uous biographical processes and their feedback to 

social processes, although they have a real impact 

on social policies and media ways of explaining so-

cial reality.

A meticulous and rigorous analysis of narrative in-

terviews gathered as part of the project “Experience 

of the Process of Transformation in Poland. Socio-

logical Comparative Analysis Based on Biographi-

cal Perspective1” basically verified this binary, sche-

matic image and allowed to capture paradoxes, ten-

sions, ambivalences, and biographical traps, which 

often result from a more or less conscious inability 

to deal with the expectations which contemporary 

people face through numerous and diverse social 

worlds and inabilities to meet the requirements 

mainly articulated in the form of ubiquitous dis-

course of agency and self-responsibility. Clearly, the 

assumptions of the project take into account that it 

is not without significance in which phase of the 

individual’s life course the process of moving from 

the discourse legitimizing the oppressiveness of the 

socialist social formation to the language promoting 

the attributes of the neoliberal subject took place. 

The case analyzed in the text below is an improvised 

autobiographical account of Julia,2 who was born in 

1 The project “Experience of the Process of Transformation in 
Poland. Sociological Comparative Analysis Based on Biographical 
Perspective,” financed by the NCN program OPUS V UMO-
2013/09 / B / HS6 / 03100), was implemented in 2014-2017 by the 
Department of Sociology of Culture at the University of Lodz.
2 Most of the names in the text are fictitious.

1984 in Nałęczów as the penultimate of five of her 

parents’ children. She graduated from the faculty 

of political science and sociology in Warsaw; she is 

currently a doctor of political science operating in 

the coaching and training industry. Thus, she be-

longs to the generation, colloquially understood as 

the one which grew up after 1989 and which is said 

to have their entire conscious life fully in conditions 

of freedom, which allegedly makes them the first 

full beneficiaries of systemic and political changes 

in Poland. This harmful, simplified, and thus falsi-

fying the reality thesis will be subjected to criticism 

here in the light of an individual (but compared 

to other cases) life history. What is more, attention 

will be paid to the chaos of orientation typical of 

contemporary complex societies which results from 

“the dissonant concert of social worlds” (Schütze 

2002:75) and irritation caused by the inability to see 

one’s own life as a whole (Schütze 2002:75), which, 

most probably, was the first time fully experienced 

in Poland by people belonging to the cohort born in 

the eighties of the last century.

Many of the general features of Julia’s biography, 

ways of experiencing events in life and their social 

framework can be found in the autobiographical 

narrative interviews of Hanna (medical doctor) and 

Inga (visual artist) discussed elsewhere (Waniek 

2016a).3 Among the most important ones is the fact 

the narrators belong to the cohort of people born 

in the first half of the eighties of the last century, 

whose process of adolescence and entering into ear-

ly adulthood (and thus the labor market) took place 

in the context of dynamic and interrelated processes  

3 All interviews were conducted by Joanna Wygnańska. 
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2013:141-161; Bröckling 2016:20-40), and, at the same 

time, she becomes a victim of this subtle and imper-

ceptible form of power. This antagonism within her 

life history, which the narrator is not aware of, leads 

to many tensions, a sense of confusion, and a signifi-

cant limitation (or suspension) of biographical work. 

In this aspect, Julia’s biography reveals many fea-

tures typical of a modern complex society that are 

a consequence of entanglement of individuals into 

numerous social worlds.7 Not only are these worlds 

constantly growing (often competing for members), 

but they become more and more fluid (their borders 

are blurred) (Schütze 2002). Thus, nowadays people 

not only have to deal with various (often contradic-

tory) styles, logic of behavior, and moral standards 

of social worlds to which they belong, but also with 

the dynamics of internal changes and disputes re-

garding the authenticity of core activities in each of 

them. In addition, all of them—requiring specific 

knowledge resources, creating their own “We”-cul-

7 Adele Clarke (1991:131) defies social words as “groups with 
shared commitments to certain activities, sharing resources 
of many kinds to achieve their goals, and building shared 
ideologies about how to go about their business.” Any so-
cial world is characterized by communication and activity 
(Strauss 1978; 1982) and it is based on common experience, 
mutual interest, shared symbolizations, shared perspectives 
on “reality,” and, what follows, constitutes its own universe of 
discourse. It neither has its formal boundaries nor is connect-
ed with formal membership and authority relations among 
participants, but is bounded “by the limits of effective com-
munication” (Shibutani 1955:566). Clarke (1991:131-132) stress-
es that: “Through extended communication, participants in 
social worlds characteristically generate, or adapt ideolo-
gies about how their work should be done and debate about 
both their own activities and other’s actions that may affect 
them.” As Fritz Schütze (2002) emphasizes, social worlds are 
in their creation, organization, and change immensely flex-
ible. Therefore, the social world is either a national or reli-
gious community, a political party, a  non-governmental or-
ganization, it can be created by Michael Jackson fans, music 
connoisseurs, postage stamp collectors, subscribers to certain 
YouTube channels, football fans, vegetarians, anti-vaccine 
supporters, Polish immigrants in England, advocates of al-
ternative medicine, protagonists of specific psychiatric ther-
apies, et cetera.

ture and awareness (Schütze 2002:63)—create a sense 

of moral commitment to achieve common goals and 

oblige to loyalty. It seems that this process intensi-

fies significantly among people born in the eighties 

of the last century,8 in the life histories dominated 

by the sense of confusion, tension, disorientation, 

and irritation caused by the cacophony of logic, 

moral orientations, standards and ways of organiz-

ing work, criteria for assessing undertaken actions, 

ideologies, values or obligations characteristic of 

different social worlds (cf. Clarke 1991; Strauss 1993; 

Schütze 2002).

Actually, Julia’s story shows growing uncertainty 

and confusion resulting from the overwhelming 

arrangement of various social worlds, where par-

ticipation, it should be noted, is the consequence of 

either institutional expectation patterns (e.g., various 

only money-making job worlds), biographical action 

plans (e.g., the social world of academy, non-gov-

ernmental organizations, the world of trainers and 

coaches), and the trajectory of suffering (e.g., the so-

cial world of medicine). It can also be said that an in-

creasingly intense feeling accompanying the narra-

tor of being pushed as a consequence of both precar-

ian and precarious life situation (Szarfenberg 2016), 

resulting from the special configuration of her own 

and her husband’s trajectory of illness (Riemann and 

Schütze 1991; Schütze 2012) and unstable, multi-for-

mat employment, forms. Thus, her autobiographi-

cal account is not a story about the path to success, 

but about continuous efforts to maintain the state of 

8 It does not mean that such phenomena did not occur before, 
but only that the autobiographical narrative interviews collect-
ed in the autobiographical research projects show that in the 
years 1980-1990 there was a significant change in both the con-
tent and the form of the story.

of political transformation, entry into the struc-

tures of the European Union, intensive modern-

ization, globalization, et cetera,4 while the parents 

were absent—absorbed with work, grandmothers 

took care of the narrators, all of them have siblings, 

all of them were good students, active volunteers, 

and all of them got higher education. None of them 

has children, though Julia—married as the only 

one of them—thinks very seriously about mother-

hood. However, if the cases of Hanna and Inga (in 

a certain simplification and with caution in adapt-

ing Bourdieu’s statements to Polish reality) can be 

considered as examples of parents’ social position 

reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bour-

dieu 1986) in the conditions of a vividly changing 

political and social framework, then Julia’s case 

shows a strong orientation on improving social po-

sition thanks to the education and the possibility 

structures offered by a capitalist market economy. 

In contrast to both narrators, Julia does not come 

from a bourgeois-intellectual family, and spent her 

childhood and early youth in a small town. Thus, 

the life history analyzed here will be another (con-

trasting) theoretical variation of the biographical 

entanglement in neoliberal reality giving an illuso-

ry sense of freedom and control over one’s own life, 

while in fact it only blots increasing disorder, ano-

mie, and self-alienation (Riemann and Schütze 1991; 

4 It should be added that in the project mentioned above in-
terviews with people born in the years 1960-1970, 1970-1980, 
1980-1989 were carried out. The latter group—analyzed in 
this article—is distinguished by two features: the first is 
“the process of socialization within an educational career,” 
which was no longer based on ideological messages relat-
ed to the socialist era, but at the same time was not strong-
ly rooted in project thinking, creativity, or expectations of 
multifaceted development. The second feature is: the weak-
ening sense of “stability of occupational career, clear rules 
on the labor market.”

Schütze 2012).5 Julia goes a step further, unlike 

Hanna or Inga, who are subordinated to the ex-

pectations of the new capitalist order in their pro-

fessional activities. Convinced of the necessity and 

importance of “project me”-self (Bröckling 2016:189-

191), she becomes an expert who actively promotes 

and implements this order, a coach supporting the 

adaptation of individuals to free market realities or 

an instructor “producing compliant subjects” (Fou-

cault 2008:178). In the canon of values regulating her 

daily experience in both the sphere of work and pri-

vate life, we find among others: the need to invest 

in development, monitoring, and rigorous imple-

mentation of her own life plans, being flexible and 

resourceful, being immune to constant changes and 

difficult situations, as well as being rational. How-

ever, the point is that—as the text below is meant 

to prove—a significant part of these values consti-

tutes, so to speak, the biographical equipment of the 

narrator, perfectly embedding into “governmentali-

ty,”6 while the basic rule of this situation, the rule of 

self-confidence, creating (often illusory) self-image 

and selling (even apparent) skills on the free market 

can hardly be implemented by her. A detailed anal-

ysis of Julia’s life course also reveals a systematic 

contradiction visible in the fact that she is a zealous 

propagator of allegedly universal attributes of neo-

liberalism—including the supreme idea of “entre-

preneur of the self” (cf. Foucault 2008; Stachowiak 

5 Other cases approaching the maximum contrast can be 
read about in the articles by Jacek Burski (2016) and Joanna 
Wygnańska (2016).
6 “Governmentality” is understood as a “neoliberal variant of 
the art of government,” which, as Jerzy Stachowiak (2013:144) 
explains after Nicolas Rose (1998; 1999), “is oriented...to gov-
erning through freedom”—managing the actions of entities 
convinced about their autonomy, independence, and self-de-
termination” (see also Czyżewski 2009a).
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bance of balance which appears always when there 

are major changes in society—regardless of wheth-

er they are caused by a sudden increase or an un-

expected cataclysm. Unexpectedly, the orientation 

structures changed, the values that had been un-

derestimated or suppressed, such as: own initiative, 

competitiveness, economic success, or continuous 

development, became normative rules and con-

straints organizing social life. As Marek Czyżews-

ki (cf. 2009a:91) showed, “economizing” rhetoric 

and “economizing” legitimations were triumphing. 

They spread to all fields of social activity (including 

family and school) and almost “sanctified” being 

entrepreneurial, creative, and resilient. The routine 

methods of conduct known up to that time proved 

to be unreliable, the horizons of expectations vague, 

the mechanisms governing the world of everyday 

life unobvious (they ceased to fulfill their nominal, 

regulating function). This led to growing and en-

compassing new areas of social life anomie, which 

meant chaotic social processes associated with deep 

cracks in the world of values and expectations, dis-

orientation in everyday life, and weakening of social 

ties. In sum, this was the period in which a sudden 

social change shook or seriously destroyed the exist-

ing symbolic universum allowing for giving sense 

to everyday reality and thus outlined the frame-

work conditions for the emergence of collective and 

individual trajectory processes. A significant role 

in the transition between such culturally different 

worlds and languages could be played by symbol-

ic elites (Czyżewski, Kowlaski, and Piotrowski 1997; 

Czyżewski et al. 2014) by introducing a liaison work 

open to the perspective of an “ordinary citizen,” but 

they stopped mainly at paternalistic giving instruc-

tions and reprimands.

Julia’s Life History

Julia’s biographical experiences constitute an ex-

tremely interesting case of the collision of expected 

and propagated (in family pedagogues, curricula, 

or public discourse) attitudes and life orientations,11 

which changed dramatically along with the pro-

cess of political transformation in Poland. As much 

as for a socialist social formation based on disci-

plinary power the pattern of an obedient, amena-

ble, diligent, and zealous man was useful in the 

“marketized” neo-liberal reality and the “governing 

through freedom” domination, creativity, flexibility, 

innovation, self-responsibility, and social commit-

ment are required from the empowered individuals 

(cf. Czyżewski 2012a:118; 2012b:90).12 Therefore (tak-

ing into account the previously mentioned cases of 

Hanna and Inga), we can point to a certain variant 

of the experience of transformation process charac-

teristic of people who were socialized in communist 

Poland in the eighties of the last century, their ear-

ly educational career took place in an experimental 

attempt of education reform according to the west-

ern model, early youth fell in the period of Poland’s 

11 Referring to the method of autobiographical narrative inter-
view, we can talk here about the different normative and pro-
cedural requirements of institutional expectation patterns (cf. 
Schütze 1981; 1984).
12 Moreover, Marek Czyżewski (2012a:118) emphasizes that in 
the conditions of the multi-faceted “governmentality” complex 
a rapid problematization of identity takes place and their fun-
damentally impermanent and uncertain “social construction”; 
the term “identity,” which appears only in this syndrome, is of-
ten used in scientific discourses (including “sociology of iden-
tity”), journalistic and political; in the social sense, the narcis-
sistic focus on one’s own identity may be accompanied, on the 
one hand, by the fear of permanent identity and, on the other 
hand, by the sense of the disappearance of identity; the libera-
tion of identity from the obvious, imposed realms and the flex-
ible outline of the preferred identities paradoxically lead to the 
formation of a limited set of “licensed” identities (“a creative 
worker,” “an active citizen,” “a responsible parent”).

unstable equilibrium (Riemann and Schütze 1991; 

Schütze 2012), controlling (often excluding) logic and 

moral standards of different social worlds, and at-

tempts to remain (at least to a minimal extent) loyal 

to each of them, as well as the constant necessity to 

suspend her own biographical plans, which require 

huge amounts of physical and emotional work, and 

bring the potential of an unexpected breakdown of 

everyday life organization (Riemann and Schütze 

1991; Schütze 2012).

Shortly on the Socio-Political Frame of 
Julia’s Experiences

Before we analyze the life history of Julia more 

thoroughly, let me outline the social, political, and 

cultural framework of her biographical experience. 

These, as Fritz Schütze (2008a; 2008b) argues, influ-

ence and sometimes even condition the course of 

the biographer’s experience and, in turn, are shaped 

by the biographer. 

A lot has been said and written about systemic trans-

formation in Poland, examining it mainly from the 

macro level and subjecting it to analysis in the the-

oretical-methodological frame of the normative par-

adigm.9 The description categories and definitions 

related to the process of changing the political order 

for which 1989 was agreed as a breakthrough date 

(although this issue is also debatable) were often 

uncritically and carelessly accepted and included in 

public discourse, and thus in social awareness. Ini-

tially, as Andrzej Piotrowski (1997:329) shows, a spe-

cific “hope-based pattern of thinking” prevailed, 

9 See, for instance, Krzemiński and Raciborski 2010; Leder 2014; 
Rychard and Federowicz 1993, Ziółkowski 2015.

carrying the message that systemic transformation 

as “the abolition of anti-order brings order in itself, 

because it simply restores it.” The image of order was 

imported from the West often uncritically and unre-

flectively, that is, with no regard to political, histori-

cal, and cultural differences, or symbolic constructs 

of collective identity (Piotrowski 1997:328). It was 

based on the often illusory conviction promoted in 

all the countries of the Soviet bloc after its collapse, 

that the free market economy guarantees success to 

all undertakings basing on its rights. In the public 

discourse, the systemic transformation was present-

ed primarily as a collective process of change asso-

ciated with the emergence of new creative possibili-

ties, and with unveiling previously stifled potentials 

of own initiative and entrepreneurship. Certainly, 

for many people the sequences of events in life were 

of such kind, but for dozens of them that period was 

associated with the experience of disorder and suf-

fering. As shown by numerous empirical data in the 

form of autobiographical narrative interviews,10 in-

dividual biographical processes interweaving in dif-

ferent configurations, and with different strength of 

experiences of political, social, and cultural reality 

at that time, often led to a sense of disorder—cha-

os of values, interpretation schemes, or orientation 

systems. For dozens of people it was—if you recall 

Émile Durkheim’s (cf. 1952) reflections on anomic 

suicides—the crisis situation understood as distur-

10 Apart from the OPUS V project, this thesis is also confirmed in 
the collection of the autobiographical narrative interviews gath-
ered as part of the project “The People’s Republic of Poland and 
the German Democratic Republic in Memory and Biographical 
Experiences of People Born Between 1945-55. Sociological 
Comparison Based on the Biographical Comparison” by the 
Polish-German Scientific Foundation (PNFN 2012-03) imple-
mented in 2012-2015 by the Department of Sociology of Culture 
of the University of Lodz and the Otto-von-Guericke University 
in Magdeburg, funded by the Polish-German Foundation for 
Science (cf. Kaźmierska and Schütze 2013). 
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look for a job there. The goods brought from there 

“shaped” the image of the West she had; by the 

way, atypical for many people whose childhood 

fell in the late eighties and the early nineties of the 

last century17—as the land of “milk and honey.” 

Julia recalls the return of her father from France: 

I saw them for the first time in my life, Mars bars, Boun-

ty bars, such tiny ones in the boxes and French cheese 

(…) And then she mentions three colorful school 

backpacks, and how her father talked about huge 

areas with shops where you just walk around and you 

look at them, yes. And there were so many of them and 

everything was so colorful and you could buy whatever 

you wanted [laughing]. A counterbalance to the col-

orful world of all sorts of easily available goods (of 

course, those important for the child) was the im-

age of the PRL18 queues “to everything,” in which 

Julia as a child had only one task to stand in a line 

and look at the shop assistants with big eyes, take the 

goods, and come back to the queue again (laughing). 

This experience of contrast between the sad real-

ity of the real socialist economy and the colorful 

world of capitalist prosperity may have had its re-

percussions on the image the majority of contem-

porary Polish society had of the “betterness” of the 

Western world and the unproblematic, thoughtless 

acceptance of its patterns.

The grandmother helped in maintaining the house 

and taking care of the children when the “busy” 

parents were not at home. This is another common 

17 Hanna, for example, describes her first trip to her uncle in 
Denmark in 1993 as a clash with prosperity, with chips and candy 
walls (Waniek 2016a:134). 
18 The Peoples’ Republic of Poland: the post-war Polish republic 
existing till 1989, economically and politically dependent on 
the Soviet Union. 

denominator in the accounts of Julia, Hanna, and 

Inga.

Actually, my grandma brought me and my older sisters up 

(…). My mum was at work all the time, my father was at 

work all the time as well. And, to tell you the truth, my 

childhood/ I’ve got vivid memories (.) only of having teas 

with my grandma. I came back from school, had dinner (.) 

and then at 5, at 5 o’clock I used to come to my granny for 

tea. She put a lot of sugar into my tea and she used a lot of 

lemon, so the tea made by her/ I’ve never managed to pre-

pare such tea.

An extremely strong and emotional relationship 

with her grandmother and elderly people in her 

family is evidenced by the passage in which the 

narrator talks about the traumatic period in her life 

related to primary school (further on) and says:

when I look at my life now, the most, the most important 

was eee the most the most (.) the most difficult time was the 

time of primary school between ‘95-‘96 when my grand-

ma died. Ymm my grandpa died. And five months later my 

grandma died and five months later my uncle died. He was 

the only man with whom I had close relations. And the loss 

of these three people made my relations with people weren’t 

so deep any longer (.) Actually, I stopped mourning my 

grandma (.) oh, wait, I think I haven’t yet. And I stopped 

mourning my uncle last year. And it’s strange that their 

deaths affected the whole family, because it was, you know, 

like a set (she snaps her fingers), wasn’t it? When you get/ 

the only granddad, the only grandma who raised us all and 

the uncle who was a part of our family.

It should also be mentioned that at that time Julia’s 

parents were building a house for which, as she  

entry into the European Union and the promotion 

of various forms of civic activity, and the time of 

entering the labor market was already dominated 

by the logic of neoliberal world. The course of Ju-

lia’s life history is distinguished by—leading to in-

creasing trajectory potential— disharmony between 

the zeal gained while in family home and lack of 

self-confidence: the tension between faith in reliable 

knowledge and the requirements of the external 

world in which creation of illusion, dramatization of 

own actions, and creating one’s own image counts 

(Goffman 1990). However, the paradox in this case 

is that being a member of the social world (Strauss 

1982; 1984; 1993; Clarke 1991) of trainers and coaches 

working in favor of “molding and producing com-

pliant subjects” (Stachowiak 2013:142) desired in the 

“knowledge economy” and propagating allegedly 

inalienable abilities13 she began to notice the game 

of appearances in this area, but not so much in the 

key activities and ideologies of this world as in ex-

ecutive technologies (Strauss 1993:212). I will return 

to this issue later.

The interview with Julia took place just before her 

thirtieth birthday, which the narrator says herself at 

the beginning of the forty-nine page transcription.14 

She states that she has earlier talked to her husband, 

Andrzej, about taking part in this research and, as 

she says, she told him: Well, OK, we will close a certain 

13 When explaining the concept of coaching, Tomasz Bogołębski 
(2014:180) writes that: “on the declarative level...it is—based on 
the collaboration and cooperation model—a way to extract 
their potential from individuals in order to maximize profits 
(understood broadly and without limiting them—explicit—
only to the financial perspective).”
14 The entire translation includes fifty-one pages. It means that 
the first part of the interview based on a spontaneous autobi-
ographical narration was extremely long.

period of life.15 This is an atypical situation of starting 

an autobiographical narration in a double meaning. 

First of all, we deal here not so much with the “stan-

dard” preamble, in which the narrator usually tries 

to describe—yet not entirely clearly, even for him-

self or herself—the general global form of his or her 

own biography, as with a kind of metacommentary 

concerning the summary “function” of this event 

for—and this is the second extraordinary element—

their (i.e., Julia and her husband’s) previous life. On 

the basis of the form of this preliminary statement, 

we can conclude that, to a large extent, the course 

of her life has been shaped together with or in re-

lation to Andrzej, and that undoubtedly he is the 

key figure of the drama (dramatis personae) (Schütze 

2008a:173-174; 182), an important event carrier and 

the significant Other in the sense of George Herbert 

Mead (1934). 

Julia’s childhood memories revolve mainly around 

her father’s alcohol problems, which most likely 

led to the fact that shortly after her birth he lost 

his job as a construction manager and looked after 

his little daughter (which, in her opinion, result-

ed in a much stronger bond between them later in 

life).16 At that time, the mother became the main 

supporter of the family. Three or four years later 

her father left for France, where his family lived, to 

15 All statements of the narrator are in italics, symbols intro-
duced in the text mean respectively: (.) short pause, / unfin-
ished, infinite, or corrected statement, () brackets contain ad-
ditional nonverbal reactions of the narrator such as laughter or 
crying, (...) dots in brackets mean cut out, insignificant excerpts 
of a narrator’s or researcher’s speech, [ ] square brackets con-
tain additional contextual information. 
16 However, one should take into account that in episodes of 
biographical meaning, or in situations requiring support, the 
narrator speaks of parents in general terms, and in a while the 
mother appears to be as an interaction partner, a commenter, 
or a supporter.
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poor at that time.21 In this perspective, we should 

look at  Julia’s relationship further, in which her de-

sire to be recognized and accepted was devastated 

in a dramatic way. It is reflected in the analytically 

significant linguistic phenomena that interrupt the 

flow of narration—the background construction.22 It 

contains a story about her tenth birthday party, at 

which none of the invited guests showed up. This 

distant-in-time event has an unusual emotional 

charge—recalling it during the interview, the narra-

tor begins to cry23:

I remember, I still remember (.) When I was in the fourth 

grade of primary school, my mum let me have a birthday 

party. (…) And it was the first time I could invite my 

friends to the party. (.) But, it is such a strong memory, be-

21 One more detail from her childhood may speak in favor 
of it: And what else I remember from the free-market economy are 
crisps. My friend could afford buying crisps. And she bought a pack-
et every day and she shared with me. (she laughs) These were Star 
Chips, Starbacks (.) no, not Star Chips, just crisps, yeah, that’s right. 
Pizza and cheese flavored. And she could afford buying them. And 
she bought crisps and she shared with me. I envied her so much. She 
might afford it/ as I’ve told you, there were four kids in my family and 
we didn’t have such a possibility. You remember such strange things. 
Today I’d never buy these crisps (with a smile)[…] But, I remember 
that Magda [Julia’s friend] could always afford buying these crisps 
and it was amazing for me. I thought she was so extra rich. 
22 A background construction means a sequence introduced 
later than the sequence of events in the life would require. 
It signals that the combination of experiences was either ex-
tremely complicated and it was difficult for the narrator to re-
capitulate it in a linear order, or too painful or shameful and, 
therefore, the narrator tries to neglect it. However, the power 
of narrative constraints forces him/her to go back even to emo-
tionally difficult experiences, to give sense and authenticity to 
his/her biography in the eyes of the listening researcher. The 
latter option is called a fading-out phenomena. In this passage, 
we deal with a background construction which takes the form 
of a documentary (Belegerzählung), which is to justify the nar-
rator’s claim that she remembers every purchase of a new thing (cf. 
Schütze 1983). In order to do this, the narrator must go back 
in the chronology of the presented experiences and recall the 
traumatic event related to the purchase of shoes that she origi-
nally wanted to neglect.
23 Apart from crying, detailed recapitulation, accumulation of paus-
es, and finally the reconstruction of internal dialogue are the formal 
markers of the significance of the mentioned event for the overall 
Gestalt of her biography (cf. Schütze 2008a:2006-2008). 

cause (.) nobody came (she cries). Mum took me in a car/ (.) 

we were waiting in front of the school. Nobody came to my 

party. (…) (she cries) And mum went with me to buy shoes 

for me and I remember till today what the shoes looked like. 

(.) But, it is such a memory which, you see, which hurts 

even today. (.) But, it was a bit like this: it was the fourth 

grade, I was a good student, so nobody liked me. It was clear 

and obvious. I was able to say to myself: OK, I can’t help 

it (.) I’ve got my first new shoes then. They were bought in 

a very exclusive shop in a sense, you know, it was a shoe 

shop opposite my primary school. So, I said it was exclu-

sive, because it was. I guess it was in ‘96. Yeah, it should 

be? My fourth grade, ‘95-‘96, more or less. And I remember 

this feeling: “new shoes,” well, you know (.) later I/ You 

know. I don’t have nice memories from primary school. No 

warm feelings. It was a normal, mainstream school, where 

you got rejected if you were a good student. You just got re-

jected. And I couldn’t share it at home, imagine what could 

I say?—that my friends didn’t like me?

Let me concentrate on what happened then (her 

friends did not come to her birthday party, she 

was disliked by them), the narrator again explains 

it referring to the common sense rule: I was a good 

student, so nobody liked me. However, we should ask 

once again if this is the only possible explanation 

of this situation and whether there were any other 

reasons for which the classmates disliked Julia. The 

most likely seems to be, as I have already mentioned 

above, the negative image of her family in the local 

community. We can deal here with “the tendency of 

stigma to spread” (Goffman 1986:30-31); a situation 

in which people avoid relationships or completely 

break up not only with stigma bearers (the parents), 

but also people from their closest surroundings 

(Julia) (Goffman 1986:30-31). However, we can only 

explains, they didn’t get a loan for the house, but they 

had to build the house with the money they had earned. 

They didn’t have time for their children. And later they 

had to earn money for every renovation of the house. In 

spite of significantly different political and econom-

ic conditions, Julia always tried to keep to the princi-

ple that all goods should be bought with the savings, 

not the money borrowed from the bank. Let me note 

that the narrator does not problematize, firstly, that 

obtaining credit in the period of the PRL in the form 

in which it is presently possible was unrealistic and, 

secondly, that the work involved parents to such an 

extent that they didn’t have time for their children.

The first issue—especially in the light of later nar-

rator’s decisions—seems particularly interesting as 

it is the proof that (leaving aside any assessment) 

a certain fixed pattern of acting and understanding 

how the economy works did not undergo profound 

changes, as the symbolic elites of political system 

transformation wished for. Let me add that this 

is just one of several areas in Julia’s experience in 

which she almost “stiffly” refers to principles inter-

nalized in the family which order the world, when 

she has to face the contemporary free-market reality 

and the pressure of capitalist rationality.

Let me look at the way the narrator talks about her 

primary school experience and extremely difficult 

relations with his peer group, which contributed 

to the sense of inferiority, lack of recognition, and 

a sense of isolation. She talks about this period: and 

primary school is not easy when you are a good student. 

I remember I didn’t have many friends. This theoreti-

cal-argumentative commentary is often repeated by 

her as the explanation of lack of sympathy among 

classmates and reproduces the simple condition that 

being considered “nerdy” is associated with lack of 

acceptance among peers. But, when the narrator 

mentions enigmatically, in the fifth grade, when there 

were/ there were strange relations between the girls in my 

class, she adds: some of them laughed at other people’s 

clothes, that they are poorer which eventually cost her 

a nervous breakdown, this suggests another, though 

not yet under reflection, account of the existing state 

of affairs. In other words, Julia sees, but does not 

notice (or does not want to notice) (Garfinkel 2002), 

other or additional reasons for being disliked and 

postponed. However, looking at her biography as 

a whole and applying the procedure of pragmatic 

refraction,19 we can, at least partially, uncover these 

imperceptible conditions. We already know that the 

family was large, the mother worked “in the bud-

gets,” Julia’s father struggled with an alcohol prob-

lem, which probably (as the narrator admits herself) 

was the reason for his dismissal,20 he had a tenden-

cy to give money away; and when Julia was born, 

the family moved to a newly built, but not fully fin-

ished, house. Undoubtedly, all this contributed to 

the significant impoverishment of the family. Julia 

shows her parents as extremely economical, who 

didn’t spend money on rubbish and the children wore 

clothes one after another, but perhaps they were just 

19 Mieczysław Marciniak (2016:192) writes: “It means the ne-
cessity of analytical binding these formally separate units 
of expression with those reproduced on the basis of ‘proper 
narration’ with biographical processes. This allows us to un-
derstand better the biographical process itself and sometimes 
penetrate what is consciously and unconsciously obscured by 
the narrator, which created deeper sources of tension in the 
biography—and thus makes it easier to penetrate into the bi-
ographical process.” 
20 Julia explains that her father, as a plumber-installer, was 
working on the construction site at that time and the construc-
tion sector in Poland was strongly allied with alcohol.
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her image in the eyes of others and the fear of failed 

performances (Goffman 1955; 1990; Riesman 1989; 

Gergen 2000), so becoming adolescent (as most teen-

agers) she decided to take a rebellious attitude, dif-

ferent from the role of a polite, good student assigned 

to her so far. Her new identity was first manifested 

in a vulgar judgmental commentary (we were mean 

bitches) and then with regard to more and more ar-

rogant or aggressive actions which can be detected 

in the hints given by her interactive partners (Every-

one was afraid of us). It was also a period when Julia’s 

situation in terms of establishing relationships with 

people began to change significantly: she joined the 

school’s self-government (teachers appreciated her 

communication skills), prepared discos, fundrais-

ing, and she was engaged in voluntary work. All 

the time she concocted and organized something, 

because—as she emphasizes—I liked doing something, 

I liked when something was going on around. She took 

part in the competitions in Polish language, histo-

ry, but also in physics—she never won any of them. 

As she comments now she had some successes in 

science: didn’t prevent me from choosing a class of hu-

manistic profile. 

And that is how Julia went to high school, which she 

comments: it was one of the most amazing periods in my 

life where she met people who wanted to develop, people 

who appreciated intelligence. People who had crazy ideas, 

and they realized them. It seems that she finally found 

a group of friendly people with whom she shared 

interest in rock music and liked (with mutuality) 

to spend her free time with. She became a member 

of the social world which was based on the sphere 

of her authentic inner spontaneity (Schütze 1984). It 

was only then that her desire “for securing a recog-

nized, enviable, and advantageous social position” 

(Thomas 1969:31) was fulfilled. She still went to 

music school25 and she was active in volunteering, 

where she looked after elderly people. Since she was 

seventeen she spent weekends, holidays, and days 

off working at a guest house (she found this job her-

self). She was constantly busy. She was only worried 

about insufficient knowledge of English, which she 

realized during the competition organized for high 

school students from European Union candidate 

countries. She persuaded her parents to provide her 

with a very expensive English course.26 As the nar-

rator claims, education was the only thing on which 

my parents didn’t skimp money. It is worth stopping 

here to pay attention to parental pedagogy, which 

was based on systematic message that education 

guarantees work, allows for achieving a certain and 

permanent social position, and thus guarantees 

stability in life. In its clues and instructions, this 

message was to prepare for middle-class life. That 

is why they supported their children financially, 

even if it was with a considerable effort. This theme 

repeats throughout Julia’s story, starting from ele-

mentary school, when she explains that: I was quite 

a good student, because my parents used to repeat educa-

tion was important. That if I studied hard, I’d get/ I’d get 

a good job. And I believed this illusion [laughing]; till the 

time she completed doctoral studies (which we will 

look at further). Let me take a look at one more prin-

ciple Julia learned in her family home and, what’s 

important, the principle she mentions talking about 

25 Julia graduated from the second degree of music school, to 
which she had to commute 30 km. What is more, while she was 
studying and working in Warsaw, she regularly commuted to 
her hometown, where she sang in the choir.
26 Most probably it concerns widely advertised on the Polish 
market at the turn of the century sets (books and CDs) for 
home language learning. 

speculate whether this stigma was related only to 

poverty, alcoholism, or other factors. Another in-

triguing issue in the above quotation is how her 

mother compensates Julia for what had happened. 

She did not make any attempt to explain this dif-

ficult situation of humiliation to her daughter, nor 

did she suggest how to deal with it emotionally, but 

she bought her the first new pair of shoes in her life. 

It will later become Julia’s only acceptable form of 

justifying spending money on new things: a kind of 

substantive compensation for moral and emotional 

losses (buying a flat, for example, would be a reward 

for the hardships of writing a PhD).

However, coming back to the school period: Julia 

was in the sports class (according to a quite contro-

versial idea of gathering the best students in it) and 

she suffered constant failures in this field, which 

was associated with the incessant experience of 

humiliation, degradation, and exclusion: I was terri-

bly bad and nobody wanted to play with me. They didn’t 

choose me to their teams, and, you know, I couldn’t catch 

the ball at all. (…) Of course, I didn’t take part in any 

competitions, you know, because in general I was hope-

less. She also took part in the mathematical group 

meetings (and, once more, she gets there—as a re-

sult of the “experimental” educational policy of the 

early nineties—as a person who cannot cope with 

mathematics). Here again she was the worst one, but 

later she did very well in the competence test. Ini-

tially, these poignant feelings were reinforced by ex-

perience at the music school, to which parents sent 

her when their financial situation stabilized (it was 

around 1993). The first piano teacher was so horrible 

that Julia had nightmares and her sense of inferior-

ity increased by being repeated constantly that she 

was stupid and hopeless.24 Fortunately, the next mu-

sic teacher turned out to be nice, thanks to which 

the narrator stayed in this school. Today she is con-

vinced that attending the music school allowed her 

to gain specific skills such as, for example, the ability 

to share your attention, to share concentration between 

things, to do many things simultaneously and general 

development in these classes that caused the stimula-

tion of her brain. It is worth asking a question here: if 

she were not a diligent, hard-working person, with 

divided attention and managing her time skillful-

ly would she be able to complete the music school? 

Julia is convinced that the acquired (or rather im-

proved) competences constituted her present knowl-

edge, which—let me add—can be used to train peo-

ple in neoliberal virtues such as: entrepreneurship, 

self-discipline, creativity, innovation, responsibility, 

or personal development.

The sequence of events in Julia’s life brings us to the 

seventh grade of elementary school and, let me say, 

the epicenter of the maturation process. At that time 

the narrator found a soul mate—a friend with whom 

she created a tandem as she recalls it: We were mean 

bitches (…). Everyone was afraid of us. And we did what 

we wanted, you know. I was very much concerned with 

what others thought of me. But, since they thought bad, 

I stopped being interested in their opinion. I just did what 

I did. It becomes clear to us that the main youthful 

concern of Julia (mitigated slightly only later) was 

24 And she adds: but, damn it, I’ve learnt to play the piano. I’ve 
learnt it to her anger (.) I’ve really learnt. (.) And I was pretty good 
at it, although she kept on repeating I was hopeless and the like. This 
excerpt is noteworthy because of the specific formal feature of 
Julia’s story: whenever, due to the narrative dynamics, the nar-
rator re-experiences situations of humiliation and helplessness 
or extreme competence uncertainty, her language becomes 
vulgar.
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eryday life (especially in terms of meals, quality and 

regularity) or a hierarchy of importance in a modest 

student budget: [financially] diabetes killed me, you 

know. I could spend the money on cigarettes and vodka 

or insulin. (…) You know, you can either go to a party, to 

the cinema, or buy insulin. And the stripes. Moreover, 

whenever the narrator disregarded the constraints 

imposed by the disease and lost herself in stressful 

and manifold activities, she ended up in hospital in 

a rather poor condition. Such a situation took place at 

the beginning of studies and when she started an-

other commissioned job, this time for a large State-

owned company P-Poland. I will come back to the 

latter situation later.

To sum up this part of the narrator’s life course, 

I can say that from the family home, school, and 

out-of-school experiences connected with the need 

to combine activities in general and music school 

and other social activities, she mastered the abil-

ity to save (to manage money in a rational way), 

self-management, efficient and effective time or-

ganization, and the belief in the necessity of con-

stant self-development and civic engagement. The 

disease increased her ability in self-discipline, 

resourcefulness, and resilience, or—last but not 

least—awareness of the need to bear (biographical) 

costs and “optimize” the attitude towards herself. 

At this point, attention should also be paid to seem-

ingly minor details in her statements. Well, regard-

ing the music school, Julia recalls: I was a student 

who learns, but has no talent, and about her matura28 

exam (passed in 2003) she says: one more form of an 

exam, which we were not prepared for, as it was based 

28 The secondary school exit exam in Poland that must be 
passed in order to apply to a university. 

on reading texts and understanding them. In fact, these 

are strong signals related to the narrator’s compe-

tence uncertainty, lack of self-confidence (evoked 

and sustained by the teachers), and an error caused 

by the education reform of that time, which subor-

dinated the education system (in its assumption re-

flecting objectively the level of education and equal-

izing students’ chances) to the test exams. Leaving 

aside the assessment of the education system and 

the direction of its change, we must take into ac-

count that Julia passed the matura exam, and then 

went to university without being fully prepared to 

read the texts with understanding and I may risk 

an assumption that she was not prepared to a more 

abstract way of thinking. Biographical situation of 

the narrator brings to mind the reflections of Ba-

sil Bernstein (1971; 1996)29 over the developed code 

and the restricted code and their relationship with 

the middle class and the working class respective-

ly. And so, while Julia’s origin would indicate a cer-

tain—conditioned by her parents’ origin—form of 

the restricted code, in the cases of Hanna and Julia, 

used as a reference here, we would talk about the 

developed code. The question arises, how do these 

speech systems determine the way of understand-

ing the complicated contemporary world of life 

and influence the way the individuals act. We must 

leave it unanswered here. However, we can ques-

tion the reasonableness of such a direction of the 

reform of the education system, because, contrary 

29 As a result of harsh criticism (often emerging from misun-
derstanding), this concept has been repeatedly modified by 
Bernstein himself. The categories themselves: the restricted 
code and the developed code, considered mistakenly as evalua-
tors, have become extremely controversial. However, Bernstein 
wanted to indicate the sources of failure of students with low-
er socio-economic status and to show why the school system 
still favors middle-class children (Bokszański, Piotrowski, and 
Ziółkowski 1977:107 and on).

the events of her teenage life: In general, yyy my par-

ents taught me one more thing, namely (.) what you do 

actually depends on you. And it was/ eee they trusted 

me a lot. This principle has, however, a hidden im-

plication (common with the rules of “governing 

through freedom”): it involves taking almost com-

plete responsibility for one’s own actions, or at least 

carries a sense of such necessity. Returning to the 

period of Julia’s high school, we must mention two 

important issues that affected her whole life. First-

ly, she went through difficult experience with her 

boyfriend, future husband—Andrzej, who suffered 

from eating disorders, was emotionally unstable, 

and had suicide attempts. These problems were lat-

er subjected to therapy, but they still have influence 

on their life. Secondly, she was diagnosed with di-

abetes, for which she mainly blames stress related 

to the complicated relationship with Andrzej and 

extreme fatigue (she was still in a music school, 

worked in a guest house, volunteered, organized 

school events and trips). Her attitude of that time 

towards the disease is expressed by the following 

statement: fuck you, diabetes, I’m going to live my way 

anyway. I mean, I’m going to do thousands of things, I’m 

going to be active, and I’ll show you I can. As we can 

see, Julia expected a kind of disorder in everyday 

life (Riemann and Schütze 1991:342), which, howev-

er, she did not intend to give in. Most probably, it 

was related to an attempt to trivialize or fade out the 

destroying trajectory potential (Riemann and Schü-

tze 1991:349), which increases the feeling of losing 

control over one’s own life and intensifies the threat 

of exclusion from the normal world of everyday ex-

istence (Schütze 2012:420). The above statement can 

be read as an attempt to preserve the narrator’s ac-

tive attitude towards her own life and identity, but 

the vulgarity of language she introduced (fuck you, 

diabetes) seems to reveal the trajectory of suffering. 

Vulgarity of the narrator’s statements—which I have 

already noticed—always appears when the recapit-

ulated memories “draw her back to the orientational 

principles and the emotional mood” (cf. Riemann 

and Schütze 1991:342) related to the irritating sense 

of helplessness and irritability as a result of deep-

ening alienation towards herself.27 Another empiri-

cal evidence for destabilizing trajectory potential of 

the disease will be obtained by looking at the whole 

of Julia’s biographical experience. Then it turns out 

that diabetes forced a specific way of organizing ev-

27 However, a few words of explanation are necessary, because 
many misunderstandings arose about the trajectory of suffer-
ing (Riemann and Schütze 1991; Schütze 2012). It is one of (along 
with the institutional expectation pattern, biographical action 
scheme, and biographical metamorphosis) process structures 
(i.e., ways of experiencing events in life), which on the basis 
of the analysis of dozens of spontaneous, improvised stories 
about their own lives was distinguished by Fritz Schütze and 
his colleagues (Schütze 1981; 1983; 1984; 2008a; 2008b; Prawda 
1989; Kaźmierska 2016). It is characterized by a sense of loss of 
control over one’s own life, chaos, fear, paralyzing disorienta-
tion, and a terrible loss of sense in the face of new overwhelm-
ing external circumstances, from which there is no escape. An 
individual touched by it loses confidence in himself/herself, 
becomes alienated from the world of life, falls into even deep-
er existential despair. Being a structural process of growing 
disorder, the trajectory of suffering is paradoxically usually 
ordered—phased from the accumulation of trajectory poten-
tial, through the inability to act intentionally and conditioned 
response to external circumstances, attempts to regain control 
over one’s own life giving a sense of precarious balance, to the 
total breakdown of self-orientation, to the theoretical and prac-
tical going through suffering and its acceptance (cf. Riemann 
and Schütze 1991; Schütze 2012). Not all of these stages and not 
always in this order appear in an individual course of suffering 
people. Not always events that would be sensitively inclined to 
be interpreted as a trajectory are experienced in this way and 
vice versa: sometimes seemingly “normal,” trivial biographi-
cal episodes or their sequences are treated by the biographer 
as an overpowering fate. This is because of individual and 
subjective experience of suffering, which in the narrative in-
terview is given not so much by its name, but primarily in the 
characteristic activities of linguistic representation (cf. Schütze 
2012:180), which very often express “complicated, difficult, sub-
tle socio-biographical experiences only quite indirectly, symp-
tomatically, and incompletely, since the latter might be ambiv-
alent, cognitively or emotionally painful, shameful, or simply 
incomprehensible” (Schütze 2008a:171).
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about how to deal with stress. And seven people came to 

my first training. Among them there were six teachers. So, 

I had a very demanding group, I’d say. I got a real brain-

wash at start. But, I managed somehow. Other trainings 

I ran were about stress, managing oneself in time, because it 

was, I mean, it was something that fascinated me.

For our further inquiries, two pieces of informa-

tion from this part of her autobiographical account 

seem valuable. First of all, that the beginning of her 

experience in the field of “selling” so-called soft 

skills took place without any professional prepa-

ration, but most probably on the basis of imitations 

of training in which she had previously participat-

ed in and probably in relation to the knowledge 

acquired thanks to pop-psychological tutorials 

giving the illusion of being an expert which flood-

ed the market at that time. This is an interesting 

point, because later Julia clearly stigmatized such 

attitude, that is, running trainings based on a mini-

mum knowledge and maximum “art of impression 

management” (Goffman 1990). Secondly, this event 

was a turning point, in which the narrator became 

convinced that she could make a confession, which 

resulted in rebuilding or even creating a sense of 

personal independence and positive self-identity 

(Strauss 1969:89-118).

Coming back to studying, it seems that in sociolo-

gy the narrator could finally spread her wings: she 

began to cooperate with the scientific group, she 

was fascinated by qualitative research, she began 

to participate in scientific projects that later trans-

lated into marketing and image strategies of the 

university, she was delighted with working with 

the team, which she was training in soft skills, time 

management, knowledge verification, and at the same 

time prepared scenarios of focus studies, individ-

ual interviews, analyzed the collected quantitative 

data. She also dealt with trainings of project teams, 

ran workshops to activate the civic attitude of 

young people, including the ability to write Euro-

pean projects, and finally she was involved in the 

Youth Democracy and Self-Government project for 

a few years. Her understanding of social sciences 

(political science and sociology) was, as it seems, 

in line with the dynamics of transformations that 

Marek Czyżewski follows with concern. He says 

that contemporary cultural, economic, and politi-

cal changes are supported by:

A compliant and opportunistic transformation of so-

ciological discourse, which does not focus on a criti-

cal analysis of reality, but tries to serve it. In sociology, 

but also in economics, pedagogy, and many related 

sciences, there is an avalanche spread of research 

projects, theoretical considerations, expert recom-

mendations, and directions of education regarding 

creativity, responsibility, trust, flexibility, innovation, 

autonomy, and the like. [Czyżewski 2013:16]

Talking about her educational career again, Julia 

decided to undertake doctoral studies in political 

science, which she considered humiliating and with-

drawing in development, and in her work she intend-

ed to combine qualitative sociological research with 

political science issues. At the same time, she began 

a two-year work in a research project based on qual-

itative research. Julia considered the group analysis 

of the data obtained in it as a big plus, which in a sense 

combines quality with trainings, research with running 

workshops. Again, we meet the motive of combining 

to expectations, it still gives an advantage to mid-

dle-class children (cf. also Zahorska 2009).

Let me look from this perspective at the sequence 

of events in the period when the narrator had to 

choose her studies. Julia talks about the process of 

making a decision on choosing the faculty:

I was a member of the [youth] Lublin voivodeship sejmik. 

And we had trips, workshops, meetings, voluntary work, et 

cetera. It was a great experience. Political studies graduates 

were our leaders. And I thought it must have been a cool 

faculty after which people have such a cool job, running 

these workshops.

Already at the starting point, the narrator shows 

that in choosing political science, she primarily 

took into account the cool way of communication in 

the form of trainings and workshops, not the sub-

stantive content of the university’s curriculum—

she did not know anything about politics, as she says, 

she could learn it thanks to her studies. Her choice of 

UKSW30 reveals also a huge competence uncertain-

ty: I was afraid to take entrance exams to the UW (The 

University of Warsaw). I thought I was too stupid to go 

there. It may be a consequence of Julia’s social ori-

gins—although her mother completed extra-mural 

studies after the birth of her first child and both she 

and her husband, which I have signaled repeated-

ly, supported the education of their children, they 

certainly lacked the insight in the field of the acade-

my typical for intelligent culture capital (Bourdieu 

1986; Zarycki 2009). According to their view (at least 

30 UKSW is an acronym for Uniwersytet Kardynała Stefana 
Wyszyńskiego (Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University)—one 
of state universities in Warsaw.

partially transmitted on Julia), studying was, first 

of all, supposed to raise the professional qualifica-

tions (translated into life stability and better mate-

rial situation), and, only secondly, if at all, widen 

cognitive horizons, provide intellectual and moral 

development of the individual, teach deep reflec-

tion on one’s own attitudes, and express a critical 

opinion on the existing social reality (cf. Czyżews-

ki 2009b; Kaźmierska, Waniek, and Zysiak 2015). 

The very way of choosing the field of study shows 

that for Julia much more important was the exter-

nal form than substantive content, which, as can 

be presumed, could have its source in a variant of 

the restricted code. However, political science did 

not fully meet her expectations, and following her 

friend’s advice after the second year of studies, she 

decided to apply for sociology. This time, having 

gained some knowledge in the logic of the universi-

ty’s world, she decided to study at the University of 

Warsaw, where she was admitted under the condi-

tion of making up for two years which meant twen-

ty-seven subjects in a year. At that time, she made 

a strategically important decision: I’m going to get 

a scholarship at political studies, and actually learn some-

thing at sociological studies. Despite such an aggravat-

ing plan of duties, Julia continued to engage in the 

activities of many youth organizations associated 

with the idea of developing a democratic state (let 

me remind that these were the years just before and 

just after Poland’s accession to the European Union) 

both in her home town and in Warsaw. At the end 

of high school, for example, she started to train 

for the association operating at the Nałęczów City 

Council, as she says: I would say, I absolutely don’t 

know why. And she adds that she prepared the first 

training at the request of one of the officials:
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the state of uncertainty, consistency and stability is 

the chronic impossibility of predicting the future and 

constant fear that it will bring only a worsening of the 

current situation. It is the condition of the fragile and 

uncertain existence which is experienced by a large 

part of the world’s population, also in the countries of 

the capitalist center. It concerns people who are tem-

porarily unemployed, living on casual or undeclared 

employment, employed for short-term contracts, 

migrating in search of income, working part-time 

or forced to sign in blanco a notice of termination 

together with a contract of employment (a practice 

quite common in large corporations). It means a life 

full of uncertainty and difficult to plan, a life in which 

you have to change not only your workplace, but also 

your profession, and even the best position can be lost 

from day to day.

This situation—contrary to what the narrator’s par-

ents assumed—also affects people, such as Julia, 

young and of high educational resources (Mrozo-

wicki 2017:42). In the world of work, in which, as 

Richard Sennett (1998:22) shows, “the traditional 

career progressing step-by-step through the corri-

dors of one or two institutions is withering” and 

in which, as he adds: “deployment of a single set of 

skills through the course of working life is no longer 

possible” one’s biography is organized by the slogan 

“no long term.” This condition, which Adam Mro-

zowicki (2016) pays special attention to, is surpris-

ingly often normalized, that is, considered obvious 

and not subject to problematization, or not always 

consciously rationalized.

Characteristics of work precarisation, dynamics 

of its course, as well as the way of impacting the 

whole human life in its essence is extremely often 

the experience of the trajectory of suffering. It takes 

the form of a trap set by overwhelming external 

structural forces. Their impact paralyzes the indi-

vidual’s actions to undertake or implement long-

term biographical plans, exhausts its physical and 

psychological forces, and finally makes it apathetic 

and unable to engage life energy in any counteract-

ing of cumulative disorder dynamics. In the case of 

Julia, firstly we deal with the phase of the trajectory 

of strong attempts to maintain the unstable balance 

and, secondly, with a vicious circle of interaction of 

the trajectory resulting from a difficult position on 

the labor market and her and her husband’s chronic 

illnesses, which significantly worsens her life situ-

ation. Let me note the narrator’s experience when 

the only mainstay that gave her a sense of stability, 

supporting the fragile construction of life (an em-

ployment contract in a primary school), was shaken. 

However, it is necessary to mention that, for Julia, 

the work at school was a huge organizational ef-

fort: first of all, she had to commute twenty kilome-

ters, and, secondly, she had to write it into her busy 

schedule. At first, she treated this job too idealisti-

cally and she collided with a disappointing reality, 

as many beginner teachers do:

I always had such an idea/ because as I was writing a thesis 

in political science, it turned out that it is really bad to teach 

social studies and kids knowledge about how the country 

and the society function, their own role in society is none. 

And I had such a fixed idea to be a great teacher, and that 

I would prepare people for being active. And it turned out 

that I won’t, because there’s the school curriculum, the head 

teacher watches me, and I, the kids don’t want to do any-

thing. And all my attempts to encourage them to be active, 

or mixing orders (or, in other words, social worlds, 

intersecting with all the consequences of this pro-

cess): the teaching method typical of a traditional 

“dusty” and “old-fashioned” university and “mod-

ern” strategies taken from the field of organization 

and management when the narrator talks about ac-

cepting with joy the possibility of running political 

thought classes as a substitute teacher with students 

at UKSW:

For me [i.e., a former student] these classes were like this: 

the seventh page of the eighth text of the thought this and 

that, you know. So, I said to myself: wait, you’ve got the 

whole training workshop at hand. Let’s take it and use it 

in the classes. So, I started group work yyy many types of 

cases. There was work based on Oxford discussions or de-

bates. And yyy preparing drafts, schemas, fitting various 

thoughts in schemas. Sometimes we worked on a chosen 

article and we analyzed it on the basis of political thought. 

And we did other things, you know, what came to my mind.

Again, we deal not only with—in no way problema-

tized—colonizing of the scientific research language 

by the language of entrepreneurship and human 

resource management, but also with admitting 

uniqueness and priority to certain, in fact trans-

formed, but developed at universities, forms of edu-

cation such as debates or workshops. However, she 

states this experience was of great importance: she 

was convinced that if she could work at the univer-

sity, and thus fully engage in the world of science, 

it would have been like a fairytale and her PhD thesis 

would be much better then.31

31 Julia was ultimately very disappointed with the supervi-
sion of her doctorate: initially her doctoral advisor had only 
comments on typing and punctuation errors and in no way 

However, it did not happen. Julia, like thousands 

of doctoral students in Poland, had to work to be 

able to maintain herself. She carried out commis-

sioned research, conducted various types of train-

ings, was a research project evaluator at the War-

saw University of Technology, had a small position 

at the University of Warsaw, in the summer she left 

for Germany32 to work in a career of elderly people, 

but only in primary school near Warsaw, where 

she worked for one-third of the full time teacher of 

social studies, she had an employment contract. In 

this sense, Julia became the victim of an external 

structural lack of possibility of full, long-term, and 

stabilizing employment. In this sense, she suffers 

from precarity (Standing 2011). Jan Sowa (2010:102) 

defines it as:

referred to the content of the thesis. Later, in an almost com-
plete thesis, he noticed only the lack of reference to his pub-
lications from the nineties. The narrator assesses it this way: 
on the one hand, it was just funny, but, on the other hand, it was 
tragic. And embittered, she adds: I have a wild impression that 
nobody—except a friend who made her language correction—
read it. I mean, you know, there are many controversial points. My 
whole professional work. I feel that nobody read it.
32 The comparison of the money earned at that time with the 
“scraped up” income in Poland was a source of depression for 
Julia. She comments on this in the following way: Thanks to the 
work in Germany I could save some money. When I came back I could 
buy a computer. It was quite interesting, you know, the difference be-
tween how much you could earn in Poland for hard intellectual work, 
where you really needed a lot of knowledge and experience, and how 
much you could earn in Germany cleaning floors and making din-
ners. / it was when I graduated from the UKSW (…) I can’t remem-
ber exactly, but I think I was in the second year of my PhD studies 
(…) So this difference shocked me. As for Hanna and Inga, Europe 
became an element of a contrast set transforming the resourc-
es of cognitive knowledge, interpretation systems, and refer-
ence patterns of the narrator (cf. the concept of the European 
mental space: Schütze and Schröder-Wildhagen 2012; Schütze 
et al. 2012). A comparison of the high earnings of a physical 
laborer in Germany and low incomes of a white-collar worker 
in Poland contributed to re-contesting the career path she had 
chosen. Luckily, later Julia took part in a conference in Great 
Britain. She got to know another way of doing science, related 
to the fact that at the university you just talk about the methodol-
ogy of how to do science, and you do not actually talk about how you 
do it. This trip (opening up a chance for potential cooperation) 
again restored the sense of her efforts in completing her doc-
torate studies.
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Swiss francs. First of all, Julia states that they are 

not jealous of this situation, and secondly, she is 

glad that Andrzej decided to wait for a while. Even-

tually, as she emphasizes: We didn’t get into debt like 

idiots. We had our own contribution and we could have 

some loans on quite good conditions (…) but I’ve got 

the feeling of safety, I mean, you know, nobody will take 

the flat away from me.35 This balance, however, has 

an incomplete or shaky character conditioned by 

work instability, illness, and, above all, the must 

of suspending a strong desire to become a mother. 

Let me look at the narrator’s statement:

And, you know, I’m happy that I could buy a flat. It’s essen-

tial. And here further problems appear concerning having 

a baby with not being permanently employed. I’m 30, I’ve 

got diabetes, and I should have had a baby three years ago. 

I finally have the place to raise it in. But, I have no physical 

possibility to do so because I don’t have a private business, 

only a start-up. So, in fact, nobody would pay ZUS36 premi-

ums for me. I’d be happy to pay them by myself, but I can’t. 

According to our law, I may be self-employed, but I’m not 

sure if I want to do that.

In the light of this statement, it is worth looking at 

a certain event in Julia’s life, which illustrates, as 

I have already pointed out earlier, the unexpected 

necessity of undergoing the dynamics of diabetes. 

It seems it took control of her life, especially when 

she ceased to look after herself when she had too 

much work and too many duties. Such a situation 

happened shortly after Julia had received a job as 

a trainer at P-Poland:

35 To some extent they represent anti-consumption attitude and 
the minimalist lifestyle (Dopierała 2017).
36 The Polish Social Insurance Institution.

When I started working for P-Poland, at the end of May 

I felt terribly bad. We had a lot of work. Actually, I worked 

12-16 hours a day. And at that time I was finishing writing 

my PhD thesis, doing three projects, you know, I needed to 

earn money to pay for the refurbishing of the flat. We had 

already bought the flat in April. And I had a health break-

down. I had food poisoning. It destabilized the sugar level 

and, as a result of this, my kidneys stopped functioning. 

I realized that after five days. It was a free day so we went 

to a GP. She said: Don’t worry, it’s only food poisoning. 

Take this and that and it will be better. It wasn’t, I went 

to hospital to emergency, they kept me for 6 hours. I had 

my tests done, et cetera. And the doctor said: Your kid-

neys aren’t working, you have to go to a nephrologist. The 

next day he let me go home with some medicine. I went 

home. My mother-in-law is a nurse and when she saw me, 

she said: Julia, you look bad. It turned out I was all swol-

len and I weighed eight kilos more. Eight kilos of water. 

My kidneys stopped working and I was taken to hospital 

to Lublin. I  didn’t work. When I didn’t work, there was 

no money. And they didn’t pay me for the whole month. 

I mean, they paid me only for two days. And I didn’t get 

a  bonus. Because it is granted on the basis of question-

naires results. And I didn’t have any questionnaires be-

cause I didn’t do any trainings. So, I didn’t get a bonus as 

well. I really have nothing against paying ZUS premiums. 

If somebody would like to employ me on a permanent con-

tract, I would start up a business, because, as I say, if we 

want to have a baby, we have no other option taking into 

account the character of my work, the way I function, my 

diabetes.

This passage shows clearly that—in addition 

to employment instability and, consequent-

ly, income—in her plans to have children, Ju-

lia had to take into account many interrelated  

maybe not all, many of my attempts to encourage them to 

be active failed.

Despite the difficulties mentioned above and the 

initial disappointment, Julia worked as a passion-

ate, loved-by-her-students, and respected by their 

parents teacher for three years—that is, till the 

headmaster indiscriminately decided to change 

her employment contract to a commissioned work 

contract. In this way, he destroyed her biograph-

ical action scheme,33 made just after her marriage 

to Andrzej (which took place a few months earli-

er), namely, becoming a mother. The narrator her-

self says: I really needed to plan my life somehow, you 

know. She felt not only cheated, but also extremely 

aggrieved. She mentions that just after leaving the 

headmaster’s office she just burst into tears. Again, 

without her fault, she had to revise the concept 

of her life and postpone her motherhood for lat-

er. Admittedly, Julia’s decision coincides with the 

strategies of Polish women described, for example, 

by Anna Matysiak (2009),34 which in general may 

be expressed by the formula “job position comes 

first, and only then a baby”; however, as I have al-

33 The biographical action scheme (or plan) is one of the ways 
of experiencing events in life in Schütze’s concept. It takes its 
origin in impulses from the inner sphere of the spontaneity 
of an individual and takes the form of a long-term plan in 
which both the goal and the manner of its implementation are 
of an autonomous nature. This structure is expressed by the 
systematic and active attitude of an individual to his/her own 
identity of the “I” and the world of life (Schütze 1981; 1983; 
1984; 2008a; 2008b; Prawda 1989; Kaźmierska 2016).
34 To determine how much these strategies result from the im-
posed institutional pattern of expectations, and how much the 
intentional plan of action or the mutual interactions of both 
of these process structures a subtle and sophisticated analy-
sis would be required. Ryszard Szarfenberg (2016:11) is right 
stating that there are many hypotheses that recognize a de-
crease in fertility of women in precarious work conditions. 
However, it should not be forgotten that the family planning, 
so strongly subordinated to the work, was possible when the 
issues subjected mainly to fate began to be controlled.

ready mentioned, an additional aspect must be tak-

en into account while considering the temporary 

suspension of parenthood by Julia (made by the 

narrator herself), and that is the trajectory of her 

(and her husband’s) illness intensifying the feeling 

of uncertainty and anxiety. It is also necessary to 

mention in this context that since the beginning of 

studies in Warsaw, after a short episode of renting 

a flat with friends, until the time of completing the 

doctorate, Julia lived in a dormitory. Every now 

and then she shared it with her partner, Andrzej, 

who, overcoming some obstacles (as we can sup-

pose, related to his psychological state at that time), 

eventually graduated from ethnology, and later—

basing on skills springing from his passion and not 

knowledge—he got a job in a  company that sells 

professional music equipment. In the segment pre-

ceding the coda (pre-coda segment), the narrator 

says about the purchase of a flat (of course, without 

a bank loan, but thanks to the huge effort of long-

term systematic savings supported by loans from 

family and friends) which stabilized her biograph-

ical situation and set her in a positive, optimistic 

mood typical of a biographical action scheme, here 

in the form of a “nest building” (see excerpt be-

low). If we make the life course of their acquain-

tances a reference frame, the decision that ended 

her and her husband’s long-term “wandering” was 

made relatively late. Julia says: And, you know, all 

friends of mine already had flats. All of them. It was so 

depressing, lack of the feeling of safety and comfort, fuck-

ing shit. This prolonged the terrible period of living 

in a dormitory, however, the narrator rationalizes 

referring to the current situation of many of her 

colleagues who took credits in the boom (…) and now 

have credits amounting to 600-800 000. In Euros or in 
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with 35 years of working experience in telecommunications 

came and he said with tears in his eyes: Julka, I’ve been 

working here for 35 years now, and it’s the first time in my 

life somebody’s taught me something. I realized a few things 

which have always influenced my work. And I’ve learnt it 

here with you. Thank you very much for this. I’m sure I’ll 

call you and I’ll want to meet you again. Thank you very 

much you’ve let me develop.

This excerpt seems to confirm Julia’s thoughtless, 

even missionary faith in the content and sense of 

coaching and training in the field of communica-

tion. However, we already know that she assessed 

very critically the behavior of many people working 

in this industry. This leads us to the conclusion that 

she saw fiction and deception in the way of “sell-

ing” knowledge of specific competences necessary 

in a free market economy, but its essence, functions, 

or usefulness have never been questioned by her—

quite the contrary, she treated them as an inalien-

able element of contemporary people. In this part 

of Julia’s story, we find many symptomatic terms 

typical of the institutional pattern of action, which, 

on the one hand, seduces thanks to the opportuni-

ties offered, and, on the other hand, imposes the ob-

ligation to give it energy, mind, and soul (Schütze 

2008a). In other words, her criticism and resentment 

never concerned “what” she sells, but only “how” it 

is sold; for example, not that the content of “knowl-

edge” about stress management is a banal commer-

cial “releasing” of common sense knowledge, but 

that it is conveyed by people with poor knowledge, 

but full of faith in themselves and their presentation 

(Goffman 1990). It is not possible to decide whether 

it is due to their carelessness or cynicism, but we 

should ask whether the contemporary (postmod-

ern) world does not just sell one illusion by anoth-

er illusion, appearance by appearance, or fraud by 

frauds (cf. Baudrillard 2005).

Again, what Julia sees and evaluates, and what 

she does not see and what she regards as obvious, 

makes us perceive her biography as an intense pro-

cess of clashing values and attitudes socialized in 

childhood (and in the system of real socialism) with 

neoliberal virtues (Czyżewski 2009a; Waniek 2016a; 

2016b). Looking at it in this way, one may risk the 

statement that what was defined in the public dis-

course—recalling the words of Andrzej Piotrows-

ki—as the abolition of anti-order and restoration of 

order, in individual life history (or certain areas of 

experience) could be perceived conversely: as a tran-

sition from values to anti-values. In the case dis-

cussed here, and in the narrator’s opinion, it would 

be a transition from solid, deepened knowledge to 

theatrical ignorance cover, or, in other words, from 

a game that goes according to certain rules known 

to all participants, in which every player can use the 

instructions he needs. To sum up, in the course of 

biographical work during the interview, the narra-

tor discovers that the knowledge and acquired life 

orientations in fact became counterproductive to the 

requirements of the contemporary complex world of 

work, which largely limited the possibility of giving 

personal meaning to her professional experience 

and became a life trap.

This issue is particularly visible in the coda, which 

is one of the key cognitive figures of autobiographi-

cal narrative interview, where the informant usual-

ly summarizes and evaluates the course of his/her 

own life history and tries to determine whether the 

factors,37 in particular, the disease that could unex-

pectedly disorganize her routines of everyday life. 

It can be assumed that given the current situation, 

the narrator very cautiously tried to keep a mini-

mum of social and financial security. She took into 

account all “for” and “against” in a manner typical 

for implementation of the biographical scheme of 

action, considered alternative paths and possible 

biographical consequences. To sum up, the narra-

tor’s life is a continuous, often parallel interaction 

of two process structures: an intentional biograph-

ical action scheme and a paralyzing (double) tra-

jectory. Admittedly, the dynamics of suffering had 

a recessive, receding character, but its destabilizing 

potential constantly influenced the organization of 

everyday reality.

Let me repeat once again that the period of Julia’s 

studies and subsequent entry into the labor mar-

ket fell in the period of a dynamic transition from 

the socialist social formation to the capitalist free 

market economy, which is based on principles oth-

er than those internalized in the family ordering 

the world of everyday experience, other life orien-

tation models or other personal patterns (Schütze 

2012:440-441, see footnote 22). Although the narrator 

was familiar with neoliberal values in her thinking, 

the conviction persisted that, even in work based on 

communicative skills and interactive work, knowl-

edge is most important, and techniques of present-

ing yourself and manipulating impressions remain 

in the background (Goffman 1990). Her convic-

37 Let us also pay attention to the fact that in the past grand-
mothers who were retired or not working professionally could 
look after their grandchildren, and today contemporary grand-
mothers still work, often—to support their children financially. 
This is the case of Hanna, Inga, and Julia.

tion—repeated consistently (rooted in her parents) 

at many points of the rendering—expressed by the 

formula: if I learn well, I’ll gain knowledge, then I’ll get 

a good job, has been severely verified by the mech-

anisms of the capitalist economy. At first, Julia did 

not understand the rule according to which “knowl-

edge,” in her opinion, still insufficient, can be sold. 

An idea suggested by a friend to earn on trainings is 

commented as follows: I always thought I didn’t know 

enough. I still had to learn, I had to (...). And he showed 

me I didn’t. People take money even if they can’t do some-

thing, they just devote their time, so they work. This ex-

cerpt shows not only other “recognition” rules that 

exist in the field of trainings and projects, but, once 

again, Julia’s enormous competence uncertainty. 

The narrator talks about this issue again in the coda 

ending her biographical recapitulation (I will return 

to it in a while), which shows the importance of this 

problem in her life and her personal identity. An-

alyzing the principles of the contemporary Polish 

labor market in the theoretical commentary, she re-

veals that: it favors not so much those who have knowl-

edge (but who are also aware of its shortage) as those of 

great confidence. As she says: unaware incompetence is 

worth much more than aware incompetence (see also the 

excerpt of the coda cited below). On the other hand, 

the promotion of attitudes and skills required by the 

capitalist free market economy gave Julia great sat-

isfaction, especially when—as in the passage quoted 

below regarding the trainings for P-Poland—she felt 

that as an “engineer of souls” she put someone’s life 

on the right track:

But, the work is amazing. I work with people from the tool-

room, people from the roundhouse. With people who have 

never had any trainings, never. At my last training a man 
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paths of various temporary jobs, filled with un-

certainty and anxiety caused by a vague identity). 

Let me note that this “mediated” reference to her 

whole life means that the narrator is not able to di-

rectly summarize and assess the course of her own 

biography—and thus carry out a (looking into the 

future) full biographical work. She would have to 

refer to problematic areas of her life and admit to 

the interviewer and, above all, to herself that she is 

unable to cope with difficulties in establishing and 

implementing future life plans in a cognitive and 

emotional sense and, therefore, she has been placed 

in a destabilizing situation of suspension (limbo). To 

say it in other words: Julia makes an effort to push 

back from herself the need to work on the destruc-

tive potential of unstable career, which determines 

and limits her decisions in the private sphere, since 

making the forced abandonment of motherhood 

plans the object of reflection could be too painful, 

and considering existing opportunities, would ex-

pose the overwhelming situation of the trap.

Finally, once again the concept of social worlds 

should be considered as an alternative to multi-job-

bing and precarious work approach or to the dis-

course of late modernity prevailing in social scienc-

es (e.g., Giddens 1991; Castells 1996, 1997; Beck 2005). 

It is worth looking at Julia’s biography and trying 

to consider her life situation from the perspective 

of belonging to different social worlds, which are 

competing, conflicted (but demanding loyalty of 

those involved), have different sources of meaning, 

use different logics and the criteria of authentici-

ty. In the contemporary complex world, as Schütze 

(2002) writes, the biographical horizon of the sense 

takes the form of bricolage, which can lead to many 

important problems resulting from discrepancies, 

contradictions, or mutual devaluation of meanings 

related thematically to fragmentary biographical 

orientations and lack of credibility of the general 

structure consisting of these fragmentary thematic 

orientations: which means it can lead to chaos in bi-

ographical work. He also adds that disputes about 

the authenticity of actions or moral standards, col-

lisions of interests, constant processes of segmenta-

tion and budding, struggle for symbolic and materi-

al resources within the social world itself, as well as 

external disputes make them lose their approximate 

power and the function of making sense of an indi-

vidual’s biography.

Conclusions

Julia—a political scientist and sociologist has 

(unconsciously) become an expert orientated to 

producing disciplined—and even self-disciplin-

ing—subordinates (Scott 2001). Her work was 

about “producing” creative individuals capable of 

managing themselves and their time, controlling 

stress, working in a team, writing and evaluating 

projects. To put it briefly, being herself a product of 

the discourses of governmentality, she reproduced 

them and—thanks to her missionary activity (as 

a trainer running trainings and courses, but also 

as a university lecturer)—she contributed to their 

strengthening and development. However, she 

herself fell victim to this form of exercising power, 

whose external conditions, interweaved with the 

internal dynamics of her life, significantly began to 

limit further positive development of her life his-

tory. Many of Julia’s experiences—as shown by the 

analysis of her autobiographical statement—bear 

decisions made by him/her and which follows the 

chosen development path were correct. Most often, 

it closes the biographical work, the key element of 

which is not only to think about the past, but also 

a  prudent look into the future (cf. Schütze 1984; 

2008a; 2008b). In Julia’s case—what should be not-

ed—this closure does not take place, and the coda 

looks like this:

The joy of having an own flat is incredible. You sit on the 

floor. When we moved in there was nothing there, only the 

bathroom, nothing else. You sit on the floor and you think: 

God, at last I’ve got the place I may come back to, where 

I can come and sit down. And I don’t have to move every 

year. Change places, apply for students’ hostel, wait to get 

the room, move from one room to another, you know. The 

good thing was we didn’t have many belongings. We were 

moving constantly, so there were not many things left. We 

haven’t bought a lot. We’ve got eight plates, we’ve got all 

the mugs as gifts. We use the cutlery used by the people 

who used to live here before us. (…). My parents say that 

for them my life seems to be very difficult. They can’t un-

derstand it. They want to make our life easier, so my mum 

brings all the lamps and sheets, and she always brings some 

food. She says for her everything was easy. She graduated 

from school, went to work, in the meantime she got married, 

she got pregnant, started her studies, had a baby, then she 

had the second baby, she completed her studies, they started 

building the house. And, you know, everything was easy 

then. They had work and the feeling of safety. And when she 

hears what I tell her, that I don’t have a job, that nobody will 

sign a permanent work contract with me, that everything 

I do is on the basis of a deal, I mean, now you do this and 

that and we’ll pay you this much. Such a system promotes 

people who are self-confident about their skills and knowl-

edge. In fact, not necessarily they really can do something, 

but they think they can, and that’s enough. And they will 

earn more than those who are aware of their incompetence. 

If you know you’re not an expert yet, you are in a worse 

position than a person who is unaware of his incompetence. 

Unaware incompetence is worth much more than aware in-

competence. You know, I mean, this conviction: I can do it, 

I am able to do everything, why not? OK. That’s it. Enough. 

Isn’t it too much. I’ve talked too long.

Bringing her story to an end, the narrator talks 

about stabilizing and emotionally positive expe-

riences connected with having her own “place on 

earth” (the flat) being, in fact, the only factor stabi-

lizing her unstable life situation. But, having in the 

head a “fresh” overall picture of her biographical 

experience, not so optimistic in all dimensions, the 

narrator must place an additional comment that 

breaks the coda.38 Interestingly, she evaluates her 

life looking at it from the outside—from the point 

of view of her parents, who (especially mother) 

compare their own biography (linear predictable 

career based on well-defined achieved identities) 

with their daughter’s life history (“ragged” profes-

sional career simultaneously interweaving many 

38 An autobiographical recapitulation should end with a se-
quence that puts off the narrator’s memories and leads him/
her to the “here and now” of the interview and then a closing 
statement, “and that would be all,” usually occurs. However, 
if his/her experiences were extremely difficult or painful, 
then before the final expression, a theoretical and argu-
mentative commentary (in which the biographical manager 
attempts to close his biographical work) appears (it is often 
extensive). In such a case, we talk about a split coda, which 
is an important interpretation indicator. It provides the em-
pirical evidence that, firstly, one of the process structures in 
the narrator’s whole life was the trajectory of suffering and, 
secondly, that he/she either got over it and tries to present 
his/her own attempts to go through its dynamics theoretically 
and practically, or—if the explanations, assessments, or jus-
tifications appearing in it have a chaotic, foggy, ambiguous 
character—revels inability to close the biographical work, 
and thus is still strong in his/her current life situation suffer-
ing experience.
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individual’s life, as well as thanks to the common-

ly promoted and accepted, by virtue of taken for 

granted, necessity for empowerment.

Transferring our analysis to a higher degree of gen-

erality, it is worth referring to the considerations of 

Magdalena Nowicka (2014:239) on the Eastern Euro-

pean variant of postcolonialism, in which she em-

phasizes that those who do not accept a vision of 

emancipation embracing being an efficient, creative, 

reflective, creatively developing individual “are bru-

tally excluded by theorists.” At the same time, she 

refers to the words of Manuel Castells (2013:300), 

who states in an impertinent tone: 

Changes are not automatic. They result from the will 

of social actors, as guided by their emotional and cog-

nitive capacities in their interaction with each other 

and with their environment. Not all individuals are 

involved in the process of social change, but through-

out history there are people who do, thus becoming 

social actors. The others are free-riders as the theory 

would put it. Or, in my own terminology, selfish par-

asites of history-making. 

Further, Nowicka writes that Polish reflection (in-

cluding the sociological one) “reveals the elitism of 

post-colonial emancipation” contrasting it with the 

post-Soviet mentality of the “non-subject” mass and 

thus “divides society into winners and losers, and 

ultimately into rational, adaptable ones and inept, 

unable to adapt numpties” (Buchowski 2008:101 as 

cited in Nowicka 2014:243). At this point, we can ask 

a question, how to qualify properly the case of Julia 

and what the elite did for these masses and could 

they do anything differently?

One solution would be a look at their actions 

through the prism of Fritz Schütze’s idea of ​​a liai-

son work concept inspired by the legacy of Ever-

ett Hughes (1972:303 and on)—one of the classics 

of the Chicago School. It involves the transition of 

differences in language-conditioned cultural codas 

(understood as the resources of interpretation that 

enable defining and giving meaning to the world 

of life) with simultaneous explanation of various 

points of view of interaction partners or different 

realities (cf. Czyżewski 2005:348). Marek Czyżewski 

distinguished three types of intermediary work in 

public discourse (2005:356-385; 2006:130-132): hege-

monic, symmetrical, and asymmetrical. As it seems 

in the transition between the socialist social forma-

tion and the neo-liberal model of capitalism, the 

symbolic elites took up its hegemonic variant, that 

is, one that did not take into account other points of 

view (“of non-subjective” mass) and either simply 

ignored them or—defining them as unwise, wrong, 

distorted, or immersed in the mental legacy of com-

munism—granted themselves the right to lecture 

and rebuke a “rebellious ward,” reluctant to “do up 

modernizing backwardness” in reference to Europe 

(cf. Piotrowski 2005:338).

As a result, as Sergiusz Kowalski (1997:295) wrote, 

the process of decomposition of the former com-

munist order was spreading: “it was the work of 

the elite, in which the masses had little to say, and 

even less to do.” And yet it would be possible to in-

troduce a modality that would take into consider-

ation the other party’s perspective on equal terms 

and take into account its hierarchy of validity 

(symmetrical variant) and even one that (in a spe-

cial situation of suffering) would be based on pa-

the trajectory traits: being overwhelmed by many 

diverse professional duties, chronic instability and 

uncertainty of the current life situation, feeling of 

pressure from employers and dependence on their 

“goodwill,” or finally the necessity of suspend-

ing her life plans (motherhood). Her education 

acquired at the expense of hard work, for which 

she paid with lack of acceptance (at least at the ele-

mentary school level) and many sacrifices, does not 

translate into the expected social status, prestige, 

or—last but not least—financial profit. The promise 

of stabilization becomes an illusion. The biograph-

ical scheme of the narrator’s work is constantly 

being suspended, which leads her to abandon-

ing biographical work—if she consciously takes it 

up it would be a threat the ominous truth could 

confirm, and that every year it becomes more and 

more complicated or even unrealistic. Biographical 

structures in the current life situation do not guar-

antee a fully positive development of the biography 

and are in fact a trap threatening the autonomous 

development of identity.

Let me return for a moment to the above-mentioned 

cases of Hanna and Inga, which allowed me to state 

that in the life of all three narrators, “there’s the visi-

ble tension arising from the fact that they try to meet 

the partially mutually exclusive outside imperative 

requirements: on the one hand (often expressed 

explicite) parents’ expectations and, on the other 

hand, the pressures of capitalist rationality. Both of 

these sources of external pressure seem to block the 

biographical search lines and limit the autonomy of 

action” (Waniek 2016a:121-122). Paradoxically, how-

ever, the family is not only a force that determines 

a specific line of biographical development, but also 

a kind of “safety valve” that allows the easing of the 

tensions resulting from the oppressive conditions of 

functioning on the free market thanks to emotional 

and financial support. The minimal difference in Ju-

lia’s experience is that while the institutional pattern 

of expectations directed Hanna and Inga’s actions 

to the continuation of the economic and social po-

sition of the parents, in her case, it was about her 

improvement.

Finally, it is worth emphasizing that this one life 

history (of Julia) analyzed in reference to other 

minimally (mentioned here cases of Hanna and 

Inga) and maximally contrasting materials collect-

ed using the autobiographical narrative interview 

method as part of the “Transformation...” project 

showed multidimensionality and multilevelness 

of systemic transformations in an experience of 

an individual. They deny the common schematic 

and stereotyping distinction between “losers” and 

“winners” of the transformation, which entails dis-

crediting of those who—in the conditions of “gov-

erning through freedom”—have not become enter-

prising enough to face the necessity of “taking life 

into their own hands.” And as Ulrich Bröckling 

(2016:5) says: “Forcing people to develop their own 

individuality also means that ultimately they are 

to blame for their failures.” The life history of Ju-

lia, however, shows a certain, not included in this 

dominant typology—and yet not that rare—mo-

dality of the dynamics of experience basing on the 

maximum use of biographical potential of an indi-

vidual by the neoliberal labor market in its Polish 

version. This becomes possible due to the strong 

alluring embedded mechanisms that obscure (or 

expose it only to economic logic) other areas of the 
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