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1. Prologue

Steinar Bryn, the dialogue partner of the following dia-
logue, is without doubt a known and renowned folk high
school pedagogue, as was his great-grandfather, Lasse
Traedal, who established four folk high schools, while his
grandfather, Olav Bryn, has given lectures in every munic-
ipality in Norway.

In 1973, Steinar was a student at the Nansen Academy
after he had written his thesis in high school about Kristian
Schjelderup, who, together with Anders Wyller, were the
founders of this academy (see Mikkelsen, 2015: 2017f).
In 1935, Kristian Schjelderup lived in Germany, and upon
his return to Norway, he worked to establish an academy
for peace and reconciliation. In 1976, Steinar came back
to the academy as a teacher. Except for his time studying
in the US, he has spent his entire working life there, with
the last 25 years promoting peace and reconciliation.

Nansen Academy represents a somewhat special inter-
pretation of the folk high school idea as well as of life at
a folk high school. What is meant by that is exemplified
in a somewhat out-of-the-ordinary project on peacebuild-
ing, which Inge Eidsvaag initiated and Steinar led for sev-
eral years. And it is this project, called Nansen Dialogue,
that is examined more closely in the following dialogue.

101



No fish pudding

Though the project is of individual character, it points out
the unique pedagogical opportunities that folk high schools
have in general and that are not available at other educa-
tional institutions. For the developmental process that hap-
pened with the participants of this project, the intimate life,
which implies living together over a longer period of time,
turned out to be of pedagogical significance.

Furthermore, in the course of this conversation, a dia-
logical room is outlined consisting of four “walls”. How
these four “walls” provide for a good dialogue is investi-
gated closer in the following dialogue, which took place on
Zoom on a grey November day in 2021.

2. Dialogue

Michael N. W.: Steinar, you have organized and run a
peacebuilding project that we will take a closer look at now,
in order to investigate the question, “What is good folk high
school pedagogy?” To start our dialogue, can you first
describe the project, its intentions, background and chal-
lenges?

2.1. Concrete reflection

Steinar B.: Yes. Norway hosted the Winter Olympics in
1994, with Lillehammer as the main site of these Olympic
Games. That brought us into contact with Sarajevo. Sara-
jevo hosted the Winter Olympics in 1984, but in 1994, the
war in Bosnia and Herzegovina was in full explosion. It
was a brutal, brutal war. We at Nansen Academy asked our-
selves whether there would be anything we could do. We
had dormitories, we had dining facilities, we could free up
rooms, and so on. With financial support from the Norwe-
gian Church Aid, the Norwegian Red Cross, and the Nor-
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wegian Foreign Ministry, we freed up 16 rooms, and, in the
fall of 1995, we invited 16 potential leaders from the con-
flicting parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina. They came here for
three months for what I call “a long conversation”. When
people have a conflict, they are often called to a “meeting”,
and the meeting can last for hours, but that is it. In contrast
to that, three months is a long time. It is in fact such a long
time that I, in 2021, have trouble even imagining what we
actually did in these three months.

When we started, we thought it would be a one-year
project, but it developed, it continued, and it improved. Fi-
nally, it went on for almost 25 years. Altogether, probably
3000 people from the former Yugoslavia have been on my
veranda, here at my house.

Michael N. W.: [ would say it is an amazing sign of success
that 3000 people went to this “conversation”, as you call it,
in Lillehammer at the Nansen Academy. Can you say more
about what you did because a conversation lasting for three
months is pretty much out of the ordinary, isn’t it?

Steinar B.: Before I say something about what I did to-
gether with them when they were here, I have to mention
what I did before they came. As I interviewed and prepared
them for their journey, I spent physical time with them. I
organized and provided them all with visas so they could
travel. During and after the war in the former Yugoslavia,
cities were divided, communities were divided. Literally,
in cities like Mostar, people wouldn’t cross the bridge to
the other side of town. It was hard for people from Kosovo,
for people from Bosnia to leave their countries due to the
visa regulations. The possibility of travel was obviously an
incentive in these first years.

When they came here then, I created and offered them
what I call a dialogue room. You can imagine this space
consisting of four walls holding this space together, like the
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four walls of a room. Metaphorically speaking, one wall
was educational, and by that, I mean lectures on democ-
racy, conflict resolution, and Human Rights. Another wall
was what [ call cultural. That is, we would go to many con-
certs in town, we would go to museums, we would do cul-
tural walks, that is, visit cultural sites. The third wall I call
social in terms of social informal interactions like inviting
them home to my veranda or going to a specific place in
town that we frequently visited. The fourth wall then was
physical, like teaching them how to do cross-country ski-
ing. And there is something fantastic about cross-country
skiing: It is so difficult when you do it for the first time,
but it is nevertheless easy to learn. So, the first time you
do a three-kilometer tour you fall 100 times. However, the
second time you do it, you only fall ten times. The third
time you do it, you fall three times. Hence, the idea behind
the physical wall was that people could get the feeling of
learning how to master something, like cross-country ski-
ing. We in fact started skiing in circles around the school

When these walls were in place — educational, cultural,
social, and physical — they created a good dialogue space.
Therefore, when you talk about folk high school peda-
gogy, you can say that this project could not have worked
that well in a hotel or at a conference center. Rather, it
is the folk high school itself that offers this unique oppor-
tunity for people to meet other human beings as a whole.
For example, one man, who later became the head of the
supreme court in Bosnia-Herzegovina, had kitchen duty
at the Nansen Academy. It was probably the only regu-
lar kitchen duty in his life, but he had that kitchen duty
together with his enemies from the war at home. Living
together for 24 hours a day and 7 days a week is some-
thing completely different from negotiations where you can
withdraw or where you can sit with your mobile phone talk-
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ing to your own people and then go back into the negotia-
tion room, etc., etc. Contrary to that, in our project, people
would even fall in love with someone from the other side
because of the space that folk high school provide.

There were many incidents that I could mention, but the
development pattern was that people arrived with an eth-
nic identity. And that identity could be very strong, like “I
am a Serb”, “I am a Croat”, “I am a Macedonian”, and so
on. Many would sit together with their own people, and
they would hang out with their own people. After some
time, we would hang up a basketball hoop on a wall out-
side the school since we knew that basketball was very pop-
ular in the former Yugoslavia. It didn’t take long, and the
people would start throwing the ball, trying to hit the bas-
ketball hoop. And they would admire each other’s ability
to hit the hoop, independently of their ethnic background.
Hence, they discovered that people could have respect for
each other, not because of their ethnic identity but because
of their other capacities and other aspects of their personal-
ities. There was a shift of attitude from “I hate you because
you are a Serb” to “I hate you as a Serb, but I respect you
as a great basketball player.”

Also, we would go to jazz concerts, and course partic-
ipants would discover, “Wow, we both like Jazz.” Some
people even played an instrument themselves. The first
time they played, the other ethnic group might not listen.
However, after a while, you realize that if somebody is
playing Mozart, there is in fact not such a big difference be-
tween the Serbian or the Croatian way of playing Mozart.
They would also discover that there is not such a big dif-
ference between the Serbian and Croatian ways of cross-
country skiing. And there is not such a big difference be-
tween the Serbian and Croatian ways of throwing a basket-
ball into the hoop. Therefore, I would confront them and
ask, “What is the difference between the ethnic identities?”
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And they would say, “Well, you know, it has nothing to do
with this, and it has nothing to do with that.” And so on.
Finally, I would say, “Well, what does it have to do with
then?” Actually, my personal answer to that question is
that it has to do with loyalty towards your own group. To
be Serbian means to be loyal to the Serbian cause when the
Serbs are threatened. And to cherish when Serbs are recog-
nized, for example, whether it is Novak Djokovic playing
tennis or after a movie when you see the credits and there
is a Serbian name among the credits.

However, there is hardly anything in terms of behavior or
habits that is specifically ethnic. I can tell you many stories
about that. Like one participant, who in the first five years
of his life was a Serb. He lived in Belgrade with his mother,
spoke Serbian because his mother was Serbian. And then,
after five years, he was kidnapped by his grandmother and
brought to Kosovo. There he became an Albanian. He got
anew name, he got a new mother tongue, Albanian. Today,
he is one of the recognized intellectuals in Kosovo.

I think the greatest success of our project in Lillehammer
at the folk high school was that we broke down the ethnic
principle as the only organizing principle of the world, so
to speak. With this ethnic principle, I mean that people
vote according to their ethnicity; they send their kids to
day care according to their ethnicity; they marry according
to their ethnicity, etc., etc. Even in Norway, we had these
strange stories in villages that people on the other side of
the mountain, in the other valley, would be more primitive.
For example, that the people on the other side of the moun-
tain would only have one eye, located on their forehead.
These stories come from this troll mythology. However,
when people literally meet, they realize this propaganda-
type of enemy image that they have been taught at home,
in schools and so on, is not correct. When the participants
in our course arrived, they were so sure that their grand-
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parents and parents, their politicians, their journalists and
so on, were closer to the truth than those from the other
side. They thought that growing up in Belgrade gave you a
more truthful view of the conflict. However, the people in
Zagreb believed the same. The people in Zagreb, too, be-
lieved that they would have a more proper understanding
of the conflict situation. Again, people in Pristina would
say the same. During their stay here at Nansen Academy,
however, they would discover that their belief in holding
the truth was something they all had in common and that
they were all self-righteous. They all believed that they
knew better than the other ethnic groups. During conflicts
and wars, there is a dehumanization of the enemy. During
their stay at Nansenskolen, they often experienced learning
unknown parts of their own history from others. It was a
process of humanizing the enemy.

Michael N. W.: If T understand you right, then these people
came from different contexts — cultural and ethnic contexts
— and what you did was to put them into a context that was
new for them all. You put them into a school where they
had to live together for three months. This living-together
involved very practical and actually mundane activities,
like washing the dishes, visiting concerts together, and so
on. Would you say that these practical, mundane activities
contributed essentially to the outcome of that project or to
what they felt when they were going home again?

Steinar B.: Without doubt. I mentioned when people had
kitchen duty together with the people they were in conflict
with, then they had at least to cooperate with them when it
was about cleaning the dishes.

Another example of such mundane but nevertheless ex-
istential cooperation is the following: Once, out of ne-
cessity, [ had to put a Serb and an Albanian together in
the same sleeping room because we simply did not have

107



No fish pudding

enough rooms. The Albanian arrived early in the morning,
while the Serb arrived quite late. The next morning, both
came to me and told me that it was impossible to stay in
the same room. I answered, “Yes, I understand that. We in
fact had a problem last night. We were short of rooms, but I
will work on that.” I think this happened on a Monday. On
Wednesday, they approached me again, asking, “How is it
going with finding different rooms for us?” I repeated that
I was still working on it but promised that I would fix this.
Then Saturday comes and I go to them and ask, “How are
things going?” And then they suddenly answered, “Well,
we’ll survive.” In fact, the two of them became very good
friends, and they are still very good friends twenty years
later. Maybe it was the joint process of trying to get a new
room that united them.

Michael N. W.: In other words, the practical things we do
in life help us to see each other from a new perspective.
However, would you also say that these things or activities
are contributing to some kind of peace building?

Steinar B.: You can definitely say that. You know, this
is the so-called contact hypothesis, which is pretty well
known (see Allport, 1954). In general terms, this hy-
pothesis says that under appropriate conditions, intergroup
contact can significantly reduce prejudices with the group
members (see ibidem). There is a lot of research document-
ing that when people have contact, they improve the quality
of their contact (see Pettigrew & Troop, 2006). Of course,
one could argue that such activities alone are not enough to
make peace in the world. And surely, they are not enough,
but they are definitely a helpful step along the way.

So, what did Nansen Academy do in this respect? We
created a specific meeting space that was not just about
coming to a lecture and listening together. You can go to
the University of Oslo, the University of Bergen and lis-
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ten to a lecture, and when you leave the lecture, you have
not necessarily met any of the other listeners. In the folk
high school environment, this is very different. After a lec-
ture, for example, you would hang out in the school’s living
room or you would go to a common meal where you eat to-
gether, and then you clean up together after the meal. The
environment of a folk high school also allows for taking
walks. Like in Lillehammer, you have many nice walks,
for example, along the river or along the lake. And even on
the main street, there is quite a cozy and almost fairytale-
like atmosphere.

I mentioned to you the use of the physical space, which I
called the fourth wall of the dialogue space. One thing that
I deliberately used in this respect was the sauna. For exam-
ple, there was one Serbian woman and one Muslim woman
from the same town. The Muslim one had escaped earlier
to Norway, so she was actually recruited as a refugee in
Norway, while the Serbian woman was still living in their
hometown. I noticed that they did not talk at all with each
other in the beginning, and in the first few weeks, there was
no communication between them. As it turned out, both of
them liked to go to the sauna. Once, I went to the base-
ment of the school and turned on the sauna and left without
knowing who would go there that night. It was the two of
them. The ice between them broke in the sauna, and not in
the lecture hall.

Another physical experience was walking down the
1000 steps of the ski jump together. This was challeng-
ing; the view expanded the horizon, but you also needed a
narrow view of the next step. The process of shifting views
and the steep walk obviously connected people.

Singing was also something important. Back in the old
days in Yugoslavia under Tito, Tito wanted to create one
nation out of the different people living there. And there
were three important practices. First, to teach everyone the

109



Social and
existential

pedagogy

The hidden

curriculum

No fish pudding

Serbo-Croatian language. Second, sports were very impor-
tant. The Yugoslavian people were supposed to become the
best ball players in basketball, handball, in volleyball, etc.
The third thing, then, was singing. They learned and knew
a lot of songs. However, when I invited participants to my
home, and if I turned on the music too soon, nobody would
sing. It was very much about the right timing and find-
ing the right moment. When I found the right timing, they
would start to sing, and then they would start to dance. And
these dance sessions were just fabulous. I think I have re-
built the floor on my veranda three times since we started
with that project. There was actually a woman who wanted
to make a documentary about this project, and she made a
big deal out of filming the floor. For her, it was the evi-
dence of co-existence, so to speak.

2.2. Critical reflection

Michael N.W.: That sounds amazing! And now, when you
tell me all that, I think I have a good impression of what this
project was about. I can even imagine some of its concrete
situations quite vividly. When we go over to the question
now, namely, “What is this project essentially about?”, then
there are two themes that come to my mind. The first one
is social pedagogy and the second one is existential ped-
agogy. Obviously, all of these participants learned some-
thing during their stay at your school. However, what was
it that they learned — not only in the sense of mere knowl-
edge? What was it that was at stake in this project, on the
one hand? On the other hand, what was it that the partici-
pants could develop and take with them?

Steinar B.: First of all, I think that we had enough time.
We had time enough to wait for respect to be built in other
arenas of life than the ethnic aspect. It might sound stereo-
typical because there always are exceptions, but it is very
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hard to make Serbs and Croats respect each other as Serbs
and Croats. To explain what I mean, let me use myself as
an example: What is Norwegian about me? How much do
I have in common with a Norwegian fisherman? I don’t
even know how to kill a fish. How much do I have in com-
mon with a Norwegian farmer? I probably have more in
common with Yugoslavian teachers than I have with a lot
of people in Norway. To discover that your ethnicity is so
much less of your personality than what you think when
you live only among your own people was probably one
of the things that were at stake in this project. Metaphor-
ically speaking, when you only swim in your own swim-
ming pool, you start to think that this is the only swimming
pool there is. When the participants came to the Nansen
Academy, they literally went into another swimming pool.
As an ironic detail, the women who participated in this
project have learned that in Norway, yes means yes and
no means no. They came from a culture where no could
mean maybe. So, during the project, we had to sit down
and talk about gender interaction. That means respect for
the opposite gender, for both men and women. This is a bit
about what we could call the hidden curriculum. A curricu-
lum that is not taught explicitly but nevertheless part of that
living experience at the school. People in folk high schools
are quite casual. Casual in the way they behave, casual in
the way they dress, and so on. In contrast to that, the peo-
ple from the former Yugoslavia would dress very formally,
while the Norwegian students would sometimes come to
breakfast in something undefinable. I exaggerate now, but
you know what I mean. Nevertheless, that kind of infor-
mal, social interaction, also with teachers, was a discovery
for many of these course participants. Then, on the other
hand, they simply knew more than the Norwegian students.
They knew more names of rivers in Europe; they knew
more names of cities in Europe, and so on. When they ar-

111



No fish pudding

rived in Lillehammer, they brought with them more factual
knowledge, while the Norwegian students could talk about
the focus of their education being more on personality de-
velopment and critical thinking.

The hidden curriculum [ mentioned has to do with social
interaction, self-image presentation but also with relaxing.
I think the course participants from Yugoslavia were in a
way shocked by how relaxed the Norwegian students were,
for example, in the way they got up in the morning. The
best word I have for that is the hidden curriculum. In or-
der to make you understand better, I have to put it like this:
From 1995 until 2012, I literally bought 16 beds at the be-
ginning of the school year. So, I was responsible for fill-
ing 16 beds with students from the former Yugoslavia. We
got permission from the Norwegian Directorate for Edu-
cation and Training to register these students as short-term
course participants. Normally, according to the Folk High
School Act (2003), you were required to offer short-term
seminars as so-called open seminars, something we could
not offer since we invited people directly. In the Folk High
School Act, there was also a regulation that said only ten
percent of the students who came from outside the Euro-
pean Economic Area were allowed. We got an exception
from this regulation. Since we were granted these excep-
tions, it somehow meant that these course participants from
the former Yugoslavia were regular folk high school stu-
dents.

For about 7 years, we had these 3-months seminars.
Then we became more well known. At the beginning of
the project, we needed help recruiting enough people for
each seminar. We needed help from the Norwegian Church
Aid, the Helsinki Committee, and from the Red Cross in
order to find people we could invite. And I would always
travel down to the former Yugoslavia and meet them before
they came to Lillehammer. That was very important. So,
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when they came to Lillehammer, I was a kind of confidant,
somebody they would recognize. When they arrived, some
would say, “Oh, there is that guy that we met last month.”
After 7 years, we could invite, let’s say, the mayor of a town
or the director of a school. However, those people could not
come for 3 months due to their duties at home. They could
only come for a shorter period of time. The reason why we
had this high number of participants over the years was be-
cause around 2003, we started with shorter seminars, like
eight weeks, four weeks, and then three weeks. In the last
five years, the seminars lasted for one week, but we could
have 20 seminars within a year.

When we had these shorter seminars, they were more
targeted. For example, it would be teachers from one high
school because some of the high schools in the former Yu-
goslavia were divided. They would have a Bosnian shift in
the morning and a Croat shift in the afternoon, with eight
teachers in each shift. These 16 teachers would come to-
gether in Lillehammer at Nansen Academy, and the Croat
teachers would not know the Bosnian teacher, and vice
versa. The Croats, who had the morning shift, left and
closed the building before the Bosnians came. I remem-
ber one specific question from when these teachers were in
Lillehammer. The Croats asked the Bosnians, “Have these
days at the Nansen Academy changed your perception of
us?” And then a Bosnian teacher answered, “No, because
I did not have any perception of you previously. I did not
know you worked in the same building as me.” Two of
the teachers who worked in the same building had gone to
school together as children, as it turned out. However, they
did not know about each other — that they were teachers at
the same school.

In Norway, we don’t understand what a divided com-
munity is. A divided community means that I can today
meet a 25-year-old Albanian from Pristina who has never

113



Leading and
learning by
example

No fish pudding

in his life spoken to a Serb. This is a little bit like in the
South of the United States, where you had one toilet for
white people and one toilet for black people. It is the same
in Kosovo, where there are not many public toilets used
by both Serbs and Albanians. Simply because they live so
divided. However, this is voluntary. You can say that in
Kosovo and in Bosnia-Herzegovina, you have areas with
voluntary apartheid.

Michael N. W.: I see what you mean. Let us once again
return to this term you used — the hidden curriculum. What
you described about the seminars — even if it was just a
one-week seminar — was that astonishing meetings between
people happened. As you said, some of them were actually
working at the same school but had never met before. And
all of a sudden, at Nansen Academy, they could see each
other. Seeing each other in the sense that they could not
only meet but recognize the other, so to speak. And in this
respect my question now is, when you use the term hidden
curriculum, what do you mean by that? You already men-
tioned some aspects, like social interaction and so on. But
is the hidden curriculum something that you have in the
back of your mind like a blueprint that you can describe,
or is it something more tacit that you rather can sense and
feel than put into words?

Steinar B.: The hidden curriculum is very tacit in the sense
that we don’t talk so much about it. In fact, we hardly talk
about it at all. It is more something that the students ob-
serve and experience. In a way, you could say that the
hidden curriculum is a form of situated learning in terms
of leading and learning by example (see Lave & Wenger,
1991). In this respect, I can also say that it has become
very important for me personally to have these seminars at
the Nansen Academy. I had some groups stay in a hotel in
Lillehammer, and that did not have the same effect. The
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importance of being and staying in the building of Nansen
Academy, to stay there with other students, made that hid-
den curriculum visible for the participants. Contrary to
this, the participants missed that hidden curriculum when
they stayed in a hotel. There, it was not visible to them.

2.3. Theoretical reflection

Michael N. W.: What you are describing now somehow
reminds me of a specific methodology in the philosophy of
science. And here, I have to mention that a main question
in philosophy of science is, “What is knowledge?” Now,
this methodology I am thinking of was introduced by Fritz
Wallner, a professor at the University of Vienna. Wallner
said that in order to develop knowledge — knowledge, here,
meant in terms of understanding and not in terms of mere
information — you have to take an entity out of its familiar,
original context and transfer and reframe it into an unfamil-
iar, strange context (see Wallner, 1992). By observing how
this entity is behaving in the new context — and it probably
does in different, maybe even unexpected ways — you get
a better understanding of this entity. This methodology is
called strangification, and it does not only work with cer-
tain objects but also with people (see e. g. Greiner, 2003).
When traveling to a foreign culture, for example, one is
leaving his or her familiar context and getting into a new
one. In this way, he or she can become aware of his or her
original attitudes, values, beliefs and so on. As an oversim-
plified example: Someone from Asia, who is used to eat-
ing food with chopsticks, comes to Europe and gets served
vegetable soup (see Slunecko, 2008: 189). Soon this per-
son will find out that trying to eat the soup with chopsticks
makes no sense. In other words, this person is realizing that
one of his or her implicit assumptions, namely that food is
eaten with chopsticks, becomes obsolete. In this way, that

115

Strangification



The narcissism
of small
differences

No fish pudding

person gets a better understanding not only of the foreign
culture but of his or her own.

With respect to this method of strangification, it seems
that what you did in this project was to take people out of
their familiar context and bring them into a new context,
namely the Nansen Academy. In this new context, they
would live for several months or weeks together with their
enemies. Due to that change of context, you can become
aware of who you are, you can understand better who the
other actually is. You also become aware of the way in
which you previously saw the other, in this case, your en-
emy. And by that, you may realize what is essential and not
essential for you with regards to your own identity and the
identity of the other.

Steinar B.: I think [ have an example for that. And in this
respect, I want to bring in Freud’s narcissism of small dif-
ferences (see Freud, 1991: 131 & 305). I don’t know how
it is for you, but I can definitely hear a difference between
Swedish and Norwegian folk music. Someone from the
Balkans, however, cannot. And I assume that if you hear
music from Albania and Serbia, then it would sound very
similar to you too. For them, however, it is very different.

There was one funny incident in this respect: Back in
the 1990s, we would have a lot of that typical Norwegian
food. One dish we would serve was fish pudding. It was at
a closing ceremony before they went home again when one
Albanian said, “Norway was a nice place to visit, but [ am
so glad that [ am going home to a country where we have
fish without pudding and pudding without fish.” In Bel-
grade, they would use the Norwegian term for fish pud-
ding, which is fiskepudding, as the password to get into
their computer system ... Sometimes we had this kind of
food, and you could not really tell what it was. You could
see the participants dissecting it on their plates, wondering
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whether it was fish or meat. In fact, they made a lot of jokes
about our food. And it was by means of such small, mun-
dane incidents that the participants discovered what unites
them and not only what is different between them. They
had something in common different from Norwegians.

Another thing was noise because they were so used to
noise. And when they came to Lillehammer and walked
out in the street in the winter — the time when people mostly
stay at home — the streets were empty, and there was al-
most no noise. It is a literally peaceful atmosphere. Expe-
riences like this with the noise strengthened the unity be-
tween them. So, when they lived in their own bubble —
when they swam in their own swimming pool, to refer to
the metaphor I used previously — separation, difference and
segregation were the norm. However, switching their con-
text by coming here to Nansen Academy in Lillehammer,
made them explore their commonalities as human beings
when confronted with the Norwegian way of life, which
was new for all of them.

These environments I am talking about here cannot only
be found in Lillehammer. Almost all folk high schools are
in a rural, almost isolated location, and I think that some
other folk high schools do have the same potential in this
respect. If we had done this project in Oslo, however, there
would have been too much distraction. In contrast to that,
when you are at the Nansen Academy in Lillehammer, it
is a waste of money to buy a pedometer because you take
so few steps. You just walk a hundred meters to the dining
hall, you just walk a hundred meters to the lecture hall, and
so on. Everything you need is in one place. And this is the
same for most folk high schools. They are far from where
the action is, to put it bluntly. I assume this also contributed
to the successful outcome of the project because it made
people stay more together.
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Michael N. W.: When you are telling all this, I think of
what the philosopher Martin Buber defined as the /-Thou
encounter (see Buber, 2010). By that, I mean that under
such circumstances, it was suddenly possible to see the
other not only in terms of an /-/t relation. That is me and
the enemy, and the enemy is something abstract. Rather,
I and the other in terms of a unique meeting between hu-
man beings. This unique meeting, this [-Thou encounter,
was possible because everything was reduced to essentials.
By that, I mean the participants had this life at the school;
they had their rooms and their beds; they were washing the
dishes; they were singing together, listened to lectures to-
gether, and so on. Also, when you say that folk high schools
are located in more remote areas, then this obviously con-
tributes to a focus on the basics, on the essential. And it is
this that makes an I-Thou encounter even between enemies
possible. I don’t know whether you agree, but this is what
comes to mind when I see what you described by means of
Martin Buber’s philosophical approach.

Steinar B.: I think you are on to something. I-Thou is a
meeting where you can say in a way that you are exploring
a kind of dialogical truth. The problem with these groups
that came was that whatever had happened at home, they
had different stories and narratives about it. If the ques-
tion was, who shot first, then one side would say to the
other, “You shot first!”, while the other side would say the
opposite. Let me give you a concrete example: In 1991,
there was a poisoning scandal in Pristina. If you were to
fly to Pristina today and you step off the plane and ask the
first person you meet, “Is it true there was a poison scandal
in Pristina in 19917” and that person answers, “Yes! The
authorities were deliberately releasing poison into schools.
Children got poisoned, and I experienced it myself,” then
you know you talk to an Albanian. However, if that person
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answers, “Are you crazy? Do you believe in that rubbish
that the authorities would poison children? It did not hap-
pen,” then you know you talk to a Serb. The Serbs and
Albanians have completely different interpretations in this
respect. The Serbs assume that the Albanians know that
they are playing a game. In other words, the Serbs as-
sume that the Albanians know that they are lying, which
is even a double loss of respect. “Not only are you lying”,
the Serbs would think, “but you are making up a story that
is so sick that we can only despise you.” The Albanians,
on the other hand, think the Serbs were informed before-
hand so that they could keep their children at home from
school and away from the poison. For them, this was the
explanation why no Serbian kid was hospitalized. In short,
both sides believe they hold the truth, and both sides also
believe that the other side also knows the same truth, but
they are denying it.

After they had built up some mutual respect in other are-
nas here at Nansen Academy, the participants would talk
about this incident, the poison scandal. So, one of the Alba-
nians was telling how he experienced this incident. And at
that moment, one Serb said quite shocked, “You really be-
lieve we poisoned you?!? Now I understand why you hate
us!” Up to this moment, he was all his life convinced that
the Albanians knew that the Serbs did not poison them. For
this Serb, that moment was a revelation. By discovering
that the Albanians really believed the Serbs had poisoned
them, the whole conflict-laden situation between them and
why the Albanians did not like the Serbs suddenly made
sense to him. He also admitted that if he believed the Al-
banians had poisoned the Serbs, then he would have had the
same impression of the Albanians as they had of the Serbs.
This conversation was an eye-opener due to this trustful
moment where they really listened to each other. If we had
just come together to a meeting in Pristina to discuss this
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poison scandal, it would just have been like playing table
tennis, to put it like that. The arguments would have been
thrown back and forth and back and forth.

Michael N. W.: It appears that this was a moment of au-
thentic dialogue in the sense of uncovering hidden preju-
dices. What I am still wondering about, though, are such
“hard nuts” in terms of these very strong convictions and
beliefs about the other, and how to open them up. You did
not use a “nutcracker,” to put it like that. Rather, what you
used and offered was time and space. And by means of
time and space, you were able to open these nuts. Or, in
other words, by means of time and space, the participants
suddenly were able to investigate universal aspects of the
human condition together. Investigating universal aspects
of the human condition, by the way, is a definition of the
activity of philosophizing often used by philosophical prac-
titioners (see Lahav, 2016: 20; Weiss, 2017). Examples of
such universal aspects would be listening to music, eating
food, but also love, responsibility, sorrow, courage, and so
on — these are aspects we all can relate to, in one way or
another. To discover that these aspects are something that
connects and even unites us as human beings became pos-
sible for the course participants, not due to long theoretical
lectures on the subject or intensive debates. No, discover-
ing that became possible because of the actual living condi-
tions the participants experienced at the Nansen Academy.

Steinar B.: I think that I can even add something here.
Their idea of a professor was that they would probably sit
in the auditorium, and then the professor arrives. He goes
up to the podium, gives the lecture, then gives the option to
ask questions. He would wait ten seconds, only to find out
that there were no questions. Then he would thank every-
one for attending and say, “See you next Monday in the lec-
ture again.” And then he would leave. A folk high school
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teacher, however, is someone who literally eats with you.
If you have a class before dinner time, then you would eat
with the class after the lecture. A folk high school teacher
has the duty to hang out at the school a couple of times
during the week. There, you can just have informal talks
with the students more or less about anything; you can have
small talks, or you can talk about essential issues in life.
A keyword here is caring; you do not only care about the
content of your lecture, but you care about the students and
their lives. For example, back in the 1990s, some students
could be worried that they had gotten AIDS because it was
such a big issue back then. And we would help them to go
to a medical doctor and take a test. We would also show
that this is not something shameful, but on the contrary, that
itis important. My role as a facilitator in the conflict helped
them to discover and see me as a person, as the human be-
ing that [ am. I remember, in the first 3-month seminar, I
was with the participants almost every minute. I did not
leave them. That was, of course, very demanding. For ex-
ample, when we invited an external lecturer, I joined the
lecture with them, and I would be with them in the breaks
too. It was sometimes even to the point where | was won-
dering what kind of breaks this program makes. Because
the most important thing in this seminar was not the official
program but the breaks in between. I recently asked a par-
ticipant, What is your strongest memory from the Nansen
Academy? And she said that you followed me to the wash-
ing machine and showed me how to use it.

If you have a 3-day conference in Norway, then peo-
ple can come from quite far away because the country is
so stretched geographically. Let us assume that the topic
of this conference is “Integration of Refugees,” and then
you would have a very good discussion about the integra-
tion of refugees. The discussion is exactly why everybody
came and why some traveled so far. And then the organiz-
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ers come and say, “We are sorry, but we have to interrupt
and stop this conversation now because the next lecture on
the program will start soon. And the lecturer has travelled
far in order to come here.” The loyalty of the conference
participants is then stronger towards the next lecturer than
towards the discussion going on at that moment, and that is
the actual reason they attended the conference in the first
place.

I experienced several episodes in that seminar that were
similar to what I just described with this fictional confer-
ence. My problem, however, always was that I never knew
in advance when there would be a breakthrough in the di-
alogue process. I would have days where we did not have
any plans, but we just had an open dialogue. Often, in the
first half an hour, nothing really happens. And in that mo-
ment, it is easy to give up. You could then just suggest,
“Let’s take a walk”, or “Let’s see a movie”, or just “Let’s
do something else.” However, when I had the guts to hang
in there a little longer, then often somebody would sud-
denly break the ice by simply sharing something that was
important for that person.

As an example: One day we had scheduled a trip to a
museum in Lillehammer. We had booked a guide for 1
p.m. Not long before we left, we were close to one of
these breakthroughs in the dialogue. And all of a sudden,
my colleague opened the door to the lecture hall and said,
“Steinar, we have to hurry because we have to go to this
museum.” I replied, “Well, we cannot go there now. We
are in the middle of an honest and serious conversation.”
And then my colleague says, “But the taxi is already here.”
So, I asked her, “Are you crazy? Is the taxi driver more
important than this process here? Pay the taxi driver and
the tour guide, but we cannot stop this conversation here.”
Making decisions like that was experienced as controver-
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sial. Conflicting loyalties could cause irritation when we
came too late to the meals.

We would also sometimes have conferences at the
Nansen Academy where we would struggle with whether to
progress according to the program or whether to progress
according to the process in the room.

Michael N. W.: And here, to me, you mention something
quite important with this example of the taxi driver and the
tour guide. Today, in the conventional school system, it
would be unthinkable to send away the taxi driver and can-
cel the tour. In a quite general sense, you stick not only
to the rules but also to the schedule; that is, you stick to
the official curriculum in the conventional education sys-
tem. Whatever the official curriculum requires from you
as the teacher, you stick to it. However, what you just sug-
gested with your example is that actual learning as a human
being in terms of learning about life cannot be squeezed
into a curriculum. That is, into an official plan or schedule.
Rather —if I understood you right — you say that things hap-
pen, and when they happen, you want to let them happen
and unfold instead of just cutting them off. And such an at-
titude I read as a critique of the common pedagogy, which
is so widespread today. In this pedagogy it is almost im-
possible that you don’t stick to the curriculum because if
you do that, you get a problem with your rector, with the
parents, with the authorities.

Steinar B.: And it is not only the teacher. What you just
described I call the difference between the instrumental and
the relational approach. 1 am actually even lecturing about
this at the police academy because the police are often
forced to be instrumental. By instrumental, I mean follow-
ing the handbook, like “Follow the 10 steps”, and so on. If
policemen make a mistake, as it, for example, happened in
the terror attack in Kongsberg, someone will immediately
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check whether these policemen followed the routines and
whether they performed the right steps. If you, as a police-
man, just use common sense and you make a mistake, you
are in deep trouble.

My wife is a medical doctor, and she is facing the same
challenge. Her common sense is sometimes telling her
something because she has a very thorough experience with
diagnostics. However, if she uses her common sense and
she makes a mistake, then she gets a big problem too. That
is exactly why we made all these rules and frameworks.
We developed this instrumental approach so that common
sense would not take over, and, in that way, we would
avoid mistakes — that is the idea behind this instrumental
approach. The point, however, is: A lot of people use their
common sense, and they make the right decisions. In or-
der to do so, you need to be trained in what Aristotle called
practical wisdom (see e.g. Gadamer, 2004: 18f; Heideg-
ger, 1997: 39; Biesta, 2015).

In general words, you could say we are all ‘schedulized’
— we follow the schedule. It is so hard for us to break free
from it. It is so hard for us to just say, “Let’s do some-
thing else today.” In a folk high school, you still have this
freedom — the freedom to follow the process and not only a
predefined procedure. You don’t need to follow the sched-
ule.

Michael N. W.: There was one thing that you just said that
made me wonder. You brought up Aristotle’s idea of practi-
cal wisdom, and you also mentioned the freedom to follow
the process. With regards to that, | am wondering about the
following question: Is it only to follow the process or, actu-
ally, the freedom to follow your practical wisdom (phrone-
sis)? And with phronesis, which some also translate as pru-
dence, I mean to know what to do in a given situation with
regards to the good life overall (see Weiss, 2021: 248). In
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other words, in the example you gave about the taxi driver
and the tour guide, you realized what the situation required
in which you found yourself in. You had an unexpected
but important dialogue going on, and you were very close
to a breakthrough. All of a sudden, your colleague comes
in and tells you that you have to leave for the tour to the
museum now, while your practical wisdom tells you, “No,
don’t do that!” The folk high school approach to education
gives you the pedagogical freedom to say no and the ped-
agogical freedom to follow your phronesis. What do you
think about that?

Steinar B.: I think what you said is pretty accurate. Instead Phronesis and
of phronesis, you could maybe also use the word intuition intuition
(seee.g. Bajwaetal., 2015). And intuition is more than an
educated guess because when you work with this process-
oriented pedagogical approach all the time, you start to
sense when you will have a breakthrough in the conver-
sation. You start to know when you have succeeded with
that, which is the main goal, that is, to create an open at-
mosphere in which people start to speak more freely and
honestly about those powerful experiences. When those
breakthroughs happen, it would be so stupid to let them
slip away by saying, “OK, we’ll continue this conversa-
tion later.” The fact is, you cannot continue this conversa-
tion later because you cannot recreate that moment. Having
this freedom to not stop the conversation is one of those as-
pects that made the whole thing a more successful project
— because it took place at a folk high school. This is also
why I think the folk high schools, more than others, need
to fight to resist the instrumentalization going on in other
educational institutions.

In this respect, I can tell you about another conflict that
I had going on for quite some time. It had to do with the
meals. We always had dinner at 2:30 p. m. If [ came to the
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dining hall with my group at 2:45 p.m., it was perceived
as disrespectful towards the people working in the kitchen,
not necessarily by the kitchen staff but by others. They
need enough time to clean up and close in order to pick up
their kids from kindergarten on time. It is easy for me to
understand that their right to leave work on time is as im-
portant as whatever I am working on. But still, it was not a
given that the kitchen schedule should overrule the conver-
sation we had going on because these people had travelled
all the way from the Balkans in order to have this conver-
sation. If we invite them to dialogue and then we stop the
dialogue because we are supposed to go and eat, then this
does not seem right. I have to admit that this particular and
concrete problem grew a little bit out of proportion. Prob-
ably for a while, I was perceived as someone who thought
that my project and what I was working on were more im-
portant than other people’s work at the school. I could have
been better in using dialog in the conversation with my own
colleagues.

Michael N. W.: This leads us to the point where you either
can say, “I, with my project, stick to the rules of the kitchen
because I also understand those working there.” Or you
could ask, “How can we find a way that fits both of us?”
With the latter, you would, of course, try to change institu-
tionalized limitations. So, here we are talking about flex-
ibility. Flexibility takes a lot of effort from all involved;
it takes an effort from those working in the kitchen; it
takes an effort from you. And again, it takes planning to
make this work out. However, when it comes to such ped-
agogical processes, can we ever say something about these
processes in advance — because obviously we cannot plan
them?

When we apply a scientific method, then we expect a
certain outcome because the method is standardized and
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applied under similar circumstances; the method should
lead to similar results. Otherwise, we would not acknowl-
edge this method to be scientific. In contrast to that,
the pedagogical approach you described now is not pre-
dictable. Therefore, the question is, how can we deal with
an unpredictable approach? For some pedagogues, work-
ing with an unpredictable approach would sound almost a
bit dangerous.

Steinar B.: Some of those things that I found really worked
became almost instrumental for me after a while. For ex-
ample, in the beginning, it was very important for me to go
to the airport and welcome the participants when they ar-
rived. When we started to have these one-week seminars,
that was too much for me. I could not go to the airport
every time. However, I made a big effort to greet them
when they arrived at the Nansen Academy. There would
be a minibus bringing them from the airport to the school,
and I would stand there and welcome them. Even if it was
2:30 a.m., I would be there. In one way, this was kind of
an instrumental act from my side because I always made
sure to greet them. Then you can say, in the dialogue itself,
unpredictable things can happen. And if there is something
we have learned — and this is a discussion | had with many
international organizations working with peacebuilding —
then it is this: Let’s say | come in April to an organization
and tell them, “Look, this is the situation. Here, we have a
breakthrough. And if we do this and that, it will have this
and that potential outcome, and the work is worthwhile.”
They would then reply, “Steinar, we agree with you. How-
ever, what you suggest would blow our budget. There is
no way we can do it.” | started to realize that these orga-
nizations are so focused on their annual financial plan as
well as on their annual report. If they can report that they
did what they had planned, then it has been a successful
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year. In other words, they would stay within the limits of
their budget, and they would just do the projects that had
been planned in January. This is how they defined suc-
cess. However, in April, May and June, it was something
completely different. According to practical wisdom, they
should have done the project I suggested, but that was not
foreseen in January, for obvious reasons, nor was it criti-
cized in December, for obvious reasons. Therefore, what
was then presented as a success is not really a success due
to a lot of missed opportunities during the year that did not
find their way into the budget.

To be honest, what I am saying now is not something
radical. The whole world learned at the beginning of 2020
what a waste the strategic planning was that was done in
January of that year. When the pandemic arrived, every-
thing had to be changed. One reason for our suffering is
probably that as a society, we were too slow. We were too
slow to make the necessary changes because our plans were
pointing into another direction.

Another reason why the process-oriented approach is de-
spised by some is the following: Once a diplomat said to
me, “Steinar, you know the problem with dialogue is that
it is too womanish.” What he meant by that was that dia-
logue was not perceived as difficult talk. My experience,
though, tells me something else because I have many mem-
ories of dialogues that were difficult talks. I know that
there is this image that dialogue is cozy talk, like people
coming together on a beach or in the mountains, and they
have a good time together. To me, this image is completely
wrong. Nevertheless, this wrong image also goes together
with the assumption that some have, namely, that dialogue
is something benefiting those in power. For example, they
would assume that Israel has nothing to lose by getting into
dialogue with Palestine, while the Palestinians might have
something to lose because they will not gain anything but
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a conversation, while what they actually need is change.
However, my experience is the opposite. Let’s take an
example: We had a meeting in Lillehammer between the
county of South Trendelag and the South-Sami people. Be-
fore the meeting, the Sami people would say, “There is no
point for us to attend this meeting because the other side
will not listen to us anyway. They haven’t listened to us for
hundreds of years.” So, I argued, “OK, but what can you
lose?” So, finally, they came, and at that meeting, there is a
municipality adviser from Rennebu municipality. And she
says, “I did not know there were Sami people living in my
municipality.” So, through participating in this meeting,
the Sami people made themselves visible.

I have had a similar experience with Palestinians and Is-
raelis where the Palestinians said, “No, we will not come
and talk to the Israelis because this means to honor and to
respect them in a way we don’t.” In one case, I came down
to Bethlehem, I sat down with the Palestinians for one day,
and I asked them, “Do you think the other side knows the
truth about your life? Do you think their teachers speak
the truth? Do you think their politicians speak the truth,
their grandparents and parents?” The answer was a clear
“No.” So I asked, “Well, shouldn’t somebody tell them?”
And here they replied, “Of course!” “Great” I replied, “be-
cause this is what [ am inviting you to — dialogue!” They
thought dialogue was what was going on in Camp David,
in the sense of some kind of political talk where you defend
your positions.

Michael N. W.: To round up our dialogue: What you are
saying now is that there is a certain value in dialogue, even
if the dialogue does not yield a solution to a conflict.

Steinar B.: Yes, absolutely. The value of a dialogue is that The moral
you better understand the logic of the other, which previ- compass
ously was not logical to you. Sometimes I use the word
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moral compass because what is dividing people is not an
ethnic difference, like Norwegians and Swedes, but we as
people have different moral compasses. To divide between
us and them is a common phenomenon of being human;
you find this phenomenon all over the world. And this is
not a problem in itself. The problem first occurs when we
have a conflict with them. For when we have a conflict with
them, we are sure we are right, and they are wrong. Some-
times | argue with my wife; however, I never argue with
her if I think I am wrong. I only argue with my wife when
I think I am right. This self-righteousness is often based
on our own moral compass. For example, a very com-
mon moral compass in Norway is the “Law of Cardamom
Town,” which in simple terms reads: Care for others and
don't bother them. Then there is another moral compass:
Oppression for liberation. But when you fight oppression,
you have to bother the oppressors. You have to do harm to
people. These are two moral compasses in conflict. Nev-
ertheless, whether you have the one compass or the other,
you want to go North. That is, you want to do the right
thing. Therefore, when we judge other people based on
our moral compass, we kind of misjudge them because we
put our own compass inside them instead of trying to un-
derstand what compass they have. A compass can be about
loyalty and betrayal —a compass that is very widespread in
the Balkans. As I said previously, to be a Serb means to be
loyal to the Serbs. It means to cheer for them when they
play soccer against Portugal, for example. To be a traitor
is the worst for them. If you crossed a bridge in the former
Yugoslavia to the other side where the enemy lived, you
were watched by bridge watchers, and you could eventu-
ally get beaten up when you came back. For what did you
do on the other side? And why is it so dangerous to go
to the other side? Probably because you could discover
that they don’t only have one eye on their forehead, to use

130



Steinar Bryn & Michael Noah Weiss

this old Norwegian myth, but they actually have two eyes;
they are normal. A few times in Lillehammer, I said to
the course participants ironically, “We are like a Quisling
school; we make you traitors. And when you come back
home, you have a different perception of the enemy. Peo-
ple will confront you.” That was the reason why we built
up Nansen Dialogue Centers in the Western Balkans. It
was previous seminar participants from Lillehammer who
established these dialogue centers, and at one point, we
even had ten of these centers there. Around 50 people who
worked for twenty years. Altogether, that is 1000 years of
peace work coming out of one folk high school.

Michael N. W.: That is amazing indeed! Steinar, I think
this is a good point to stop the dialogue here. Thank you
very much for the conversation.

3. Epilogue

In the course of the previous dialogue, different aspects
and examples of a peacebuilding project carried out at
Nansen Academy were presented and reflected upon. In
this project, people from conflicting parties in the former
Yugoslavia were invited to stay at the academy for a longer
period of time. As it turned out, the rather remote loca-
tion of this folk high school and the everyday life there,
which was rather reduced to the essentials, contributed cen-
trally to the success of the project. The participants could
learn to meet each other on a personal level, seeing beyond
their conflicting differences and rather encountering each
other as human beings. In order to facilitate this sort of en-
counter, in terms of Martin Buber’s I-Thou relation (Buber,
2010), Steinar opened what he called a dialogical room.
This room emerged — metaphorically speaking — by estab-
lishing four walls: an educational, a cultural, a social and
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a physical one. The educational wall consisted of lectures
and seminars on democracy, conflict resolution, etc.; the
cultural wall was about visiting concerts, exhibitions and
the like; the social wall meant going out for a coffee to-
gether, meeting on Steinar’s veranda and having a dance
evening, and so on; and finally, the physical wall was about
physical activities like cross-country skiing. The dialogi-
cal space that arose due to and in between these various
activities was of a rather informal character. However, due
to its nature, this dialogical space gave the participants the
chance to meet on a personal and existential level. On that
level, they could learn about each other’s moral compasses
in terms of the logic behind their values and beliefs, some-
thing that fostered mutual understanding — and sometimes
even friendships — in the further course of the project. In
the course of the dialogue, it was pointed out that the devel-
opmental process the participants went through would not
have been possible if one had used an instrumental peda-
gogical approach, that is, just applied certain methods and
techniques. Learning about life cannot be squeezed into a
curriculum, as it was mentioned in the dialogue. Instead,
the success of this project was due to a relational approach,
where the relational situations that occurred spontaneously
between the participants formed the “playground” for ped-
agogical interventions by the pedagogue. These interven-
tions could not be planned for since the relational situa-
tions in which they were practiced came up unexpectedly.
Hence, good folk high school pedagogy in this case essen-
tially depended on the pedagogue’s intuition, that is, on the
way one responds to these unexpected situations, that is, an
ability to act and react to what one is confronted with in a
prudent and mindful manner.
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