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I intend through this article to return to the conclusions
of the ethnographical research that I carried out with
primary school teachers in the 1990s in Portugal (Caria,
19953, 1995b, 1996, 1997, 2000). I shall summarise and
produce an up-to-date reading of these conclusions in
view of the work meanwhile undertaken by a research
group (seminar on social analysis of technical-intellectual
professions (ASPTT)) (Caria, 1999b, 2001a, 2002, 20054,
20064, 2007¢) which I have led since 1998. This group
of researchers has dedicated itself to study the work and
knowledge of several professions from the perspective of
what I have called the ethnosociology of the professional
groups' (Caria,2001b,2003a,2005b; Filipe,2003; Granja,
2005; Loureiro, 2006; Pereira, 2003, 2004).

This text is organised around the following topics:
(1) I start by summarising the main aspects of the
theory of professional culture; (2) I will then discuss its
dependence on a certain epistemological conception
of the ethnographical method and how the “culture
object” is conceived in Social Sciences; (3) in a third
phase I return to the same problem to tackle the main
conclusions that I obtained regarding the professional
culture of the teacher in Portugal.

In all these topics the research on the teachers
will be situated in the widest background of the
ethnosociological analysis of the professional cultures
and I shall also seek to respond indirectly to some
colleagues who have levelled constructive criticism at
our analysis perspective. Therefore I will clarify that our
interactionist and conjunctural perspective of culture
does not exclude the problem of power and is not reduced
to concise analysis when dealing with the culture of the
teacher in the singular and when giving special emphasis
to the microsociological processes.

The best way to start describing our analysis
perspective 1s to outline the use we have attributed
to the concept of Professional Culture (Caria, 2002,

2005d, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b; Caria & Vale, 1997). It
is part of a theoretical problem of sociological and
anthropological inspiration that aims to describe three
kinds of social phenomena concerning how people view
organisations and social institutions in post-industrial
capitalist societies (Beck, 1998; Bell, 2004; Boltansky
& Chiapello, 1999). These three phenomena are: the
institutional role and the social position occupied, the
professional identity, and the socio-cognitive activity in
the employment background.

ROLE, POSITION AND SOCIAL IDENTITY
IN PROFESSIONAL CULTURE

With regard to the institutional role, the starting point
of this concept is the introduction of a demarcation:
institutions are set up for professions whose role and
employment has gained high status and prestige, based on
the possession of a title and a higher education academic
qualification that enables the use and application of
abstract and scientific knowledge in actions that are
considered the exclusive domain of professionals and
not amateurs. Hence, it corresponds to a social demand
for professionalism as a consequence of a collective
awareness in society regarding the need for a certain
set of work activities that can only be performed by
professionals with higher education certificates.

This approach was inspired by the Sociology of the
Professional Groups contributions, and in part by the
Sociology of the Social Classes. It is based on the Anglo-
Saxon meaning of profession and not the common
meaning we attribute to the notion of a profession in
Portugal, which refers to any paid employment. Therefore
we should point out some specifications to better
understand how we read these two traditions of research.
First, as we made clear above, we are referring to social
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groups who respond to a demand for professionalism
and do not derive from a supply of professionalism.
Indeed, the Anglo-Saxon tradition of Sociology of
the Professions always tended to focus analysis on
professional groups whose professionalism confers
high social status and as such boasts a rich historical
past that began to be organised into a liberal profession
and institute itself as a scientific university area. As a
result, this sociological tradition ended up considering
other professional groups, such as teachers, as semi-
professionals, in comparison for example with doctors
and lawyers who had a historical past of institutionalised
professionalism and non-paid intellectual work (Dubar
& Tripier, 1998; Rodrigues, 1997; Sdnchez Martinez et
al., 2003). The analytical limitation whereby we define
the professional role from the demand perspective and
not the supply perspective is to be avoided. Hence,
the social value of a professional group is more clearly
understood as a plural and heterogeneous construction,
and as such is not confused with the legitimacy of the
professional ideology of a given social group (Caria,
2005c¢). But it is also worth remembering that analysis
of this paid intellectual work presupposes organisational
dimensions of technical, symbolic and political
autonomy in the work process (Caria, 2000, pp. 117-221;
Terssac, 1992) which leads it to occupy intermediate
social positions (technical-intellectual work or knowledge
workers) which are not confused with the organisational
strategic decision positions (political-intellectual work),
or places of practical execution of organisational tasks
(technical-practical work or proletariat work) and which
do not entirely match the organisational intermediate
command/management positions (Caria, 2005c, 2006b;
Dieuaide, 2004; Freidson, 1994, 2001; Rodrigues, 1999).

In second place, the meaning given to the institutional
role does not derive only from an ideal reciprocity, but it
1s common to make a functionalist interpretation of the
social phenomenology (Pharo, 1993; cf. Lukman and
Berger, 1973). It is indeed a sociological description that
supposes an instituted reciprocity of meaning, grounded
on subjectivity and social norms, but which goes further
because, as Pierre Bourdieu states, any institutional
role is grounded on a social field of practices that is
historically marked by the appropriation of resources
(capital) and by the building of discourses that map
out inequalities of power and conflicts of legitimacy.
Therefore, it is understood that any professional group
has an objective location of social class in relation to the
structure of capital that it possesses in different social
fields (Bourdieu, 1987).

For the case of primary school teachers it is worth
referring to the empirical studies carried out in Portugal,
inspired by Eric Olin Wright, in which this professional
group 1is categorised as non-management technicians
and supervisory technicians (Estanque & Mendes, 1998).

This situating of social class derives from the fact that we
are dealing with a paid social group who do not own or
determine the means of economic production/symbolic
production of truth about the world (dominant position
in the economic capital and scientific-technological
capital), with high educational capital (dominant position
in the instituted legitimate culture) and which occupies,
as we saw earlier, intermediate social positions.

Therefore, through the concept of Professional
Culture a vision of the institutional role is developed
which acknowledges the importance of the processes
of reciprocity of meaning in the social construction, but
which does not limit the professions merely to an ideal
or idealisation of the social relations, unconnected from
the organisational conditions and the unequal positions
of power regarding resources/social capital.

As for the identification phenomenon, another
constraint is introduced: there is an identification of
the social actor with a working activity that is chiefly
determined through social interaction (in person or
in a network) among peers of the same profession
and as such not limited only to the interpretation and
personal interiorisation of the role in the background
of the institution in which s/he works, or the resistance
and opposition to the technical-bureaucratic reasoning
processes. The professional group identifies itself
with the activity, chiefly determined by the collective
subjectivity of the professionals in question, based, as
mentioned above, on the autonomy they have in defining
the process of their work (Falzon & Teigner, 2001; Jobert,
2001; Sainsaulieu, 1988).

This approach is mnspired by Sociology of the
Workplace and Theory of Organisations which deal with
the social processes of subjectivation, informalisation
and joint learning in socio-economic organisations
(Crozier & Friedberg, 1977; Probst & Buchet, 1997;
Senge, 2002). In this background it is important not only
to consider individual autonomy within the context of
the organisational constraints but also the important
role that the informal structures play in opening up the
organisations to the surrounding environment (Bagla,
2003; Gadrey & Zarifian, 2002). It is not a question just
of personal or collective interiorisation of a role and the
corresponding identification and/or distancing of the
“I” with what is expected institutionally. It is mainly
a matter of recognising that in modern and capitalist
societies there is today a crisis of legitimacy of the social
institutions (and especially the school institution), which
brings into question the utility of continuing to think in
professional socialisation processes (of teachers or other
groups) only as a simple interiorisation of the external
social and cultural conditions (Caria, 2005d; Dubet,
1994, 2002). The problem centred on the sociological
concept of qualification, relative to the social use of
school and professional titles and the processes to settle
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conflicts of classification that they contain, exemplifies
the limitations with which professional socialisation is
still sociologically thought out today (Ramos, 2002).

Along this line of thought we should remember,
especially, Claude Dubar’s approach to the identification
forms and implications in the history of social
relations, when distinguishing a reflexive and collective
identification in post-modern societies, clearly different
from the narrative-individualist reflection and that of
collective groups in traditional societies (Caria, 2006¢;
Dubar,2000). Hence, through the concept of Professional
Culture a social and theoretical space is created, the
object of which is to analyse the sharing of meaning in
the work context through the inter-subjectivity found in
professional collectives (Wenger, 2001).

PROFESSIONAL CULTURE
AS A SOCIO-COGNITIVE ACTIVITY

The socio-cognitive activity is played out in the
background of the problem of establishing a theoretical
link between the concepts of the professional role and
identity. Hence, we have stated that it is the association
between the use of science and abstract knowledge,
deriving from the delimitation mentioned of the
institutional role with the autonomy in the work context
that is present in the collective identification process in
the organisations and social networks, which enables us to
say that professional culture is a phenomenon that results
from the socio-cognitive mobilisation of knowledge,
which brings together the application of science and
the practical sense of the collectively accumulated and
learned activity in the work context experience.

As such, the socio-cognitive phenomenon 1is
overvalued in the concept of Professional Culture in two
aspects: (1) therelationswith theinstitutional rolemobilise
the collective meanings of professional knowledge which
allow the recontextualisation of the scientific and abstract
knowledge, obtained in formal higher education, in the
contexts of action and work; (2) the relations with the
professional identity mobilise the collective meanings
of professional knowledge that enable the transfer of
resources and routines of action between the different
contexts and work activities (Frenay, 19096; Meirieu ¢t al.,
1996). Within this scope there is a degree of inspiration
in the Cognitive Sciences and Educational Sciences,
particularly the contributions that aim to understand
the learning processes in two directions: those that go
from the formal to the practical action and those that go
the practical action to the formal (Caria, 2007b; Correia,
1997; Schon, 1983, 1998; Tersac, 1998; Touchon, 1998).

One should, however, remember in detail two facts
that we just described in order not to fall into relativist
or positivist simplifications. On the one hand, it should

be outlined, against a degree of positivist epistemology,
that when we go from formal and abstract knowledge to
the professional action, recontextualisation processes
take place that allow the application of general principles
of knowledge and new situations, although one cannot
fall into the typically naive dogmatic reasoning that the
theoretical domain of these principles automatically
allows one to know how to apply this knowledge in all
situations, or that competent professional intervention
in a single case/situation is only the undertaking of
already known regularities. On the other hand, it should
be outlined, against a degree of relativist epistemology,
that when we go from practical-professional knowledge
to the formal/abstract, knowledge transfer processes
take place, which allow the comparison of wide-ranging
experiences, detection of analogies between singular
situations and cases and the segmenting/formalising
or routines and resources used in different contexts,
although one cannot fall into the typically romantic
constructivist reasoning that the practical domain of a
context of action spontaneously leads to the possibility
of transposing to another context, or that competent
analysis of a complex professional situation is dependent
only on an accumulated local experience.

More specifically, the sociological contributions
of Basil Bernstein (1993, 1998) and Pierre Bourdieu
(1979; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1978) must be taken into
account, albeit in a critical perspective with regard to
the problem of symbolic control of the social practice.
Recontextualisation is a concept used by Bernstein
to describe the mediations and instances that enable
explanation of how production of discursive meaning
about action translates into application of this meaning in
social interaction. As Bernstein shows, these mediation
processes are complex and heterogeneous and therefore
we think they have to presuppose that the possible use
of knowledge in the practical field can have a potential
effect of transforming the “original” meaning given by
the abstract structures of knowledge, albeit in a regime
that 1s not one of government of the truth or symbolic
domination (cf. Foucault, 1966, pp. $27-446, 2002), but
rather of action (Dodier, 1993; cf. Boltansky & Thevenot,
1991) or mutual critical understanding (cf. Gadamer,
2002, pp. 400-558) and therefore the eclectic, oral and
circumstantial sharing of meanings: the construction of a
cultural mind (Iturra, 1990a, 1990b, 1994).

Theideain relation to a practical meaning supposes a
structuring of the social practice that has a twofold social
determination (Bourdieu, 1972; Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992): externalisation and interiorisation of the material
conditions of existence relative to the social position/
trajectory occupied in the structure of capital; an
internalisation and exteriorisation of the social position/
trajectory occupied, measured/regulated in the social
actor through an incorporated mind (a kabztus), which
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expresses an updating of the interiorised structure of
perceptions, appreciations and improvised anticipations,
in a unconscious way in social fields of practice.

As he himself always admitted, the regulation
undertaken by the habitus of this twofold social
determination is not mechanical, because it is open to
social improvisation. Therefore it is possible there will
be lags, discrepancies and faults (hysteresis of the social
practice) between the internal and symbolic processes
and the external and objective ones (Bourdieu, 1998, pp.
113-144). This phenomenon, in our point of view, to be
properly regulated will have to be complementary to the
habitus, 1.e. it is not merely pre-reflexive, but now invites
the practical conscience and inter-subjectivity of the social
actors and a logic that would shift from an incorporated
mind to a cultural mind (Caria, 2006¢c, 2007b).

This reconceptualisation of the practical meaning of
the practice is similar to the contributions of Anthony
Giddens (1989), with regard to the duality of the
structure (social structure as the determining factor and
opportunity for action) although one cannot assume (in
contrast to this author) that it is the same for all societies
and social groups. Indeed, these processes encompass
aspects of legitimacy of the production of truth, symbolic
control and multiculturality that require specific study (cf.
Foucault, 2002; Grignon & Passeron, 1989; Lahire, 2003).

To conclude, the concept of Professional Culture, at the
socio-cognitive level, is associated with the hypothesis of
considering that it is only possible to have some awareness
of the transfer of practical meanings when the lag between
the symbolic and social structures of the habutus can be
carefully pondered by the social actors in the processes
of social integration, and therefore can be recognised by
ethnographical research as potential for action. To know a
Professional Culture is to question and suggest hypotheses
regarding the conditions, institutions, activities and social
interactions that either help or hinder the processes of
recontextualisation and transfer of professional knowledge,
given that neither are triggered automatically and
spontaneously, nor are they necessarily complementary and
implicated. Indeed, these two processes are often parallel,
contradictory and competing, without ever meeting to
articulate and integrate.

But to know a Professional Culture cannot be
separated from an appropriate methodology of building
the “culture” object. And it is this understanding about
the ethnographical research that I will move on to.

A GUIDELINE FOR THE
ETHNOGRAPHICAL METHOD

The epistemological guideline we followed in the
ethnographical research on professions is demarcated
by criticism, as mentioned earlier, of the dogmatic

reasoning and romantic constructivism. Therefore the
ongoing and long-term presence of the researcher in
the professional field alongside those who are involved
in the work activities, in an action of observation and
joint participation/reflection, is understood within the
followed guidelines (Caria, 1999c): (1) the symbolic
constructions of the social actors are not understood as
the results of a structure or cultural norm that would be
independent of them and which could be discovered,
as if it was something hidden behind the appearance
of the socio-cultural phenomena (Caria, 2006c¢); (2)
the symbolic constructions of the social actors are not
understood as arbitrary interpretations of the observer
(cf. Hekman, 1990), whereby no suitable judgement can
be made concerning the reality. This understanding
derives from the fact that there is an interpretation
of the phenomenological-hermeneutic vision of the
ethnographical method that sets off from three starting
points: (1) the symbolic constructions of the social
actors have a experiential present, of simultaneousness
and inter-subjective coexistence (a relation in us), which
can be explained partially and in segments through
social interaction (Schtuz, 1993); (2) the symbolic
constructions of the social actors have a possible horizon
of enlarging meaning, provided that they develop a
critical vision concerning the limits of each particularity
(Gadamer, 2002), both in the reflexivity of the researcher
and the reflexivity of the group members in relation to
the mutual ethnocentrism (Caria, 2003b); (3) The group
members (understood in the particular case of any
science object) are not passive bystanders as regards the
way the acts of construction/interpretation are developed
by the researcher (as part of a benchmark scientific
community), as they influence the way the researcher
acts (thus giving him retroaction about the suitability
of his interpretations for the observed contexts) and the
way that, as a consequence, the interception of common
horizons are constructed (an interculturality) that enable
the inequalities of symbolic power between the parties to
be put into relation (Caria, 1995c¢).

The qualitative ~ methodologies, ~ whether
ethnographical or not, that deal with the socio-cultural
phenomenon only at the discursive level and out of
context of the action, and therefore only contextualised
through the relation of (arbitrary) interpretation centred
on the text (including the interview text), certainty also
have virtues to contribute in the identification and/or
cognitive processes, but are not able to simultaneously
allow analysis of the mind and the practice of professional
culture: the cultural mind of the profession. I emphasise
mind and practice simultaneously: it is important
that it remains crystal clear that we do not consider
ethnographical research as a task that views social action
asatext to interpret (cf. Hekman, 1990). As we saw earlier,
through the concepts of the habitus and the cultural
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mind, we do not advocate a congnitivist or subjectivist
conception of the relation in thinking and action: there is
not the mind on the one hand, with its representations,
and practice on the other, with its constraints and
structural conditions (Borzeix et al., 2003). This refusal
also supposes that by searching for critical interceptions
about the cultural minds in presence, one may gain the
opportunity to reflect on the way the relations of symbolic
power have limited and empowered the processes of
ethnographical understanding, and therefore arrive at
a judgement about the suitability of the subject for the
object of social science (cf. Bourdieu, 2001; Caria, 2008).

This specific formulation for the ethnographical
research has significant consequences for the way the
relation between discourse and practices in social life are
viewed, with special relevance on the discourses focusing
on the policies that frame the professional practice.
Hence one has to counteract and fight against a very
common tendency in educational research, in particular
in Portugal, in the analysis of the relations between
teachers and the public education policies, when the
opposition or unsuitability between the policies and
school practices is brought to the fore. In this formulation
an epistemology of deficit is drawn up, which gives special
emphasis describing teachers (making them both victims
and perpetrators at the same time) in terms of what they
do not possess, do not understand, do not know, etc,
taking it for granted that the local schools and teachers
have a “deaf ear” when it comes to the central political-
educational guidelines. Against this epistemology I have
stated that the meaning of everyday school is not deficient
or in opposition to the political-institutional discourse
on the School. It has rather its logic and a direction
in action that is not completely subordinated to the
symbolicviolence ofthe political-central discourses. This
phenomenon seems to escape the education scientists,
because in criticising to a greater or lesser degree, they
are accomplices of the epistemology of deficit and are
therefore not sufficiently able to design the direction
of action that depends on the everyday experience and
practice of the teachers: they see the practical meaning
only as the result of processes of recontextualisation of
knowledge or see it only as a local sense of experience,
without considering the processes of transfer of
knowledge regulated by the practical conscience.

If we take it as certain, as we mentioned earlier, that
the recontextualisations and transfers of knowledge are not
automatic and spontaneous among the different spaces
and times of social life, I ask the following: how can we
guarantee that the efficacy of the discursive meaning of
any given policy, including education policy, can depend
only on a greater or lesser degree of resources to interpret
the policy texts or lack of systematised coherence of the
texts to suitably implement the discursive meaning of the
policies produced?
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FROM DEFICIT TO THE FILTER:
THE PRACTICE OF ETHNOGRAPHY

To better explain the difficulties of implementing a given
policy, including education policy, it is more appropriate
I believe to begin with an epistemology of filter. This
formulation is a metaphor to explain how we conceive
the functioning of a professional culture in relation
to any abstract discourse (e.g. political or scientific).
It should be noted that when we focus on the idea of
deficit between discourses and practices we are thinking
about the knowledge based on whom centrally in the
institution produces meaning and then we will see, either
critically or legitimising, to what extent this meaning is
disseminated and reinterpreted by the people to whom it
is addressed (even if we understand the people to whom
it is addressed as victims of some symbolic power). On
the contrary, when we start with the metaphor of filtering
we start by placing ourselves at the point of view of those
who use the knowledge every day and who, therefore,
in an initial moment are not legitimate producers of the
knowledge. They are, however, active in the use of the
information that is available because they select, choose
and reorganise it, but at the same time undermine and
ignore the intentions, meanings and contents that, for
whom is looking from the point of view of the centre of
the institution, are seen as errors or faults of the users
and not as identification and cognitive options when the
users show a certain form of power peripheral to a given
institutional system.

It 1s here that an ethnographical approach of the
professional cultures, in the epistemological orientation
I referred to above, is essential. It should be noticed
that in the tradition of social anthropology the study of
cultures 1s marked by the need of the ethnographer to
place himself in the critical interception of the horizons
common to the different cultural minds, discarding two
incorrect formulations about the ethnographical method:
(1) the naive and empiricist idea that the researcher can
completely take into account his symbolic power and the
ethnocentrism of western academics, and therefore fully
accept the point of view of the native (Clifford, 2002;
Geertz, 1996); (2) the relativist formulation that nobody
can manage to think/interpret outside the context of
action in which a given cultural mind is built (Hekman,
1990; Reynoso, 2003, pp. 11-61). As such, the culture of
any native in relation to a given context of action contains
a native point of view of the world, including the relation
of the selffus with the wider world: a horizon of meaning
that can be interpreted by the social ethnographer, as the
critical interception between different cultural worlds.

As a consequence, being at the periphery of a given
social system is at the same time not being able to be
aware, through a practical-contextual knowledge, of a
condition of objective existence, filtered by the inter-
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subjective sharing with others. This practical-contextual
knowledge operates in a partial way, segmented and
spontaneous, like common practical conscience,
therefore not being an unconscious social operator like
the habitus. It would rather be a reflective and shared
explanation (an interactive reflexivity) of shifting from a
natural attitude to a reflexive attitude in relation to the
social world (see Cefai, 1998). This shift, further below,
we call know-how to be.

Applying this guideline in the gos to the study
of teachers, I had to make it clear for myself that my
object of research could not start from the legislation
of educational reform, nor from what teachers were
expected to do, based on the official definition of the
school institution. My object of study had to start from
the inter-subjectivity of the group, of doing and thinking
collectively that was transmitted to the younger teachers
and that was being updated (in a consensual and
interactive way) as the new political situation unfolded.
The conclusion I arrived at was a question of tradition
that contained the three aspects of a professional culture
that I outlined above: a collective interpretation of
the institutional role, a certain identification with the
everyday activity of work and a certain mobilisation of
knowledge, part of which was abstract and another part
of which was practical, that produced in the workplace
what was taken as a competent professional (Caria, 2000,
Pp- 240-276 and 307-408).

It was around these aspects of professional culture
that the content of educational policy, and its legislative
and administrative tools, was then reinterpreted and
appropriated by the teachers, and was immediately
ignored and undermined in some cases or supported and
advocated in other cases. The texts and devices of the
political-educational discourse were available and hence
could be used (there was access to the information), but
they had to be also ignored or advocated by myself as
the ethnographer, just as the teachers did, or I would
risk not understanding this culture as I would not be
able to “remove myself from the logic” of the discursive
meaning of the policy. I had to understand the filtering
of knowledge that the teachers undertook, because only
as such would my ethnographical text, as the discursive
meaning of translation between cultures, be guaranteed
to operate as a suitable reasoning of the culture of the
teacher.

It is pointed out that in this understanding of
the ethnography, the study of a professional culture
corresponds to the analysis of the way a given social
group is seen and sees others in the institution/field in
which it participates. As such, the borders that the group
creates for itself are demarcated to define the social
world that surrounds it, within the limits of the power it
believes it has. As a consequence, the object of the study
contains analysis of the professional ethnocentrism itself

and the way this, in certain social conditions, manages
to be viewed to a greater or lesser extent, through the
interception of horizons with the other.

In the light of these conclusions I can say that I did
not see the teachers as individualists, conservative, or
dominated by the institution, as much of the scientific
literature on the teaching profession proffers. The
teachers seemed to me like a collective group that wielded
huge power in the everyday life of the school institution
and an appreciable capacity to experiment the new and
create innovation.

THE PERIPHERAL POWER OF THE
CULTURE-CONJUNCTURE OF THE TEACHER

But conceiving and describing this type of collective
power, implemented in a given professional culture,
is not a question of seeing the professional group as a
community, nor seeing it as an active participant in the
political debates that affect its activity. The mode of
power which we are referring to is what we have already
called peripheral power, in opposition to the centralised
power in the social field that institutes legitimate social
practices.

The power in the periphery of the institution/field
1s essentially informal, oral and interactive. It is not
organised in order to constrain individual action or to
establish conduct within a model of action. As such, the
Intention is not to be proactive or promote any given
project of community action of origin or destination.
The peripheral power 1s one of resistance, sabotage,
silent opposition; which however does not have its own
discursive identity that enables it to dispute a place
within the power and the legitimate conflicts of a given
social field, but which at the same time, every day, can
constrain or enhance the practical power of instituting.
Therefore, the collective interpretation that the teachers
make of their role and professional identity cultivates a
momentary know-how to be and not a permanent know-
how to be. The teachers do not manifest a permanent
know-how to be because they do not want to confirm
a specific and collective knowledge that is part of the
educational political and symbolic struggles. This is
why they cannot, nor wish to take a stance in the political
debate on education. But the teachers have momentary
know-how to be with regard to the educational policy,
because this guarantees them the unity of action needed
so that at each moment they know how to position
themselves in relation to the institution to preserve their
peripheral power: what to undermine or advocate, in
each situation, in the social interaction (Caria, 2000, pp.
542-570).

The know-how to be peripheral power, because it
knows what collectively it does not want, knows what
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does not belong to it, knows what it cannot have, knows
what is not expected to happen. The know-how to be
comes to the fore, therefore, through an ethos of negation
and avoiding proactive action. This is why, as I said
earlier, it is not a community of origin, nor of project:
any and every more proactive attitude generates and
highlights the separations and divisions of the ideologies
and professional projects that coexist at the heart of
the teachers. To sum up, the peripheral power does
not want to run risks: the risk of losing effectiveness in
its ability to constrain and undertake silent sabotage of
the institutional power which guides the fortunes and
debates the School, as it has no guarantee that it can
earn a significant share of political power over the school
system through the fact that it is a participant in the
educational debate.

But faced with this risk it is not enough to cultivate
an ethos of defensive or passive opposition; it is necessary
that this principle of practice goes further, because as
the teachers are not, as I said, a community of origin or
project, it is important to know how to act and deal with
the huge social and cultural heterogeneity that its own
professional group contains. Indeed, we see that each
time the group risks adopting a position and opts for
an alternative path among several, that is not merely the
confirmation ofa “no”in relation to institutional decisions
given, it immediately divides itself into a multiplicity of
aspirations, directions and guidelines for action. This is
why itis decisive for any professional group to create alocal
tradition of doing and thinking, that socialises the younger
members and teaches the know-how to be to the peers,
knowing how to live with the differences in professional
projects and social trajectories at its heart. Failure to do
so will lead to the risk that the evident differences turn
into hierarchies and are viewed as deficits in relation
to a standard or model, in the case of a professional
teaching standard, which is foreign and external to them,
because it 1s designed by social groups that hold more
economic and social power (Caria, 2000, pp. 525-541).

As Bourdieu wrote, only the social groups that have
greater social and economic power in society can afford
to collectively show or cultivate differences and enable
these differences to have connotations of social distinction
on lifestyle (Bourdieu, 1979). In the everyday language
of the teachers it is said that the group does not look
favourably upon those who stand out, who excessively
affirm themselves, who think and do for themselves, i.e.
those who create distinction and for this reason reveal
the heterogeneity of the group to the exterior. On the
contrary, the group looks favourably upon those who
innovate, propose, experiment but who do and think so
without mapping out and radicalising the divergences,
preferring instead to share the innovation with the rest of
the group. This sharing is not borne out of altruism, but
because it is known that the group will not appropriate

that which has an author, because to preserve the
collective peripheral power educational innovation that
distinguishes what each person experiments will never
be formalised (Caria, 2000).

As a consequence, the professional culture of the
teachers developed in the practical-cultural knowledge
has to have the capacity to silence the divergences of
positions in the group and know how to deal with the
differences in interpreting how the surrounding world
1s viewed. The group has become skilled in the art of
developing a culture that knows how to create consensus
among the heterogeneity of positions and professional
trajectories. And it knows how to enable educational
innovation, informal and interactive, to coexist in the
same place, without explicit opposition and splits against
the formal and institutional conservatism, resisting
the central power of the institution. The culture of the
teacher carries out a symbolic work on the self, inasmuch
as becoming and seeming equal to what is socially and
culturally heterogeneous (Caria, 2000, pp. 309-341).

Therefore we return to the idea that the “culture
object” is not a norm for us, or a symbolic structure.
It is an apparent social construction that becomes real
through thelocalized social reproduction of a given social
group, through a tradition. The possibility of thinking
the culture in these terms supposes, we believe, looking
upon it as a situational determination of the practice,
linked to the aforementioned interactive reflexivity, and
not as a structural-symbolic determination, as is the case
of the habutus (Caria, 2004; cf. Miranda, 2002).

If the teachers do not have the option of social
distinction, the solution to enable power to be wielded,
albeit peripheral, is to undertake a symbolic game which
I have called social levelling (the opposite of social
distinction): the group cultivates the similarities through
silences of some practices and through consensus of
meaning of others. This makes the divergences and
conflicts between the professional ideologies of different
teachers pale into insignificance in the public field
and informal social interaction within the group. But
this symbolic game has to be taken seriously by the
participants (it is not “make-believe”) so that they can
believe that they are a community, when at the same
time they do not have objective conditions to be one.
Meanwhile, the game observed was so serious that they
also convinced the ethnographer, myself at the time,
to recognise the symbolic existence of a professional
culture in the singular, not that of professional cultures
(in the plural) as is traditionally concluded in the analysis
about the teaching profession? if the professional group
adopted a stance in relation to the educational policies
and therefore entered into the game of revealing in
the debates about the school institution the different
professional ideologies existing and their articulations
with the various positions under discussion.
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THE USE OF KNOWLEDGE

As I believe has been left explicit, this description of the
situational culture of peripheral power clearly stresses
the way the teachers use this knowledge. Note that we are
not highlighting the fact that the teachers may or may not
agree with the content of the educational policies!. What
we are referring to is that any content is subordinated
to a certain way of using the knowledge: there is no
content without a way of conceiving it. And as the very
word suggests, the content of any educational policy is
formulated, as in the case of the teachers, by a use that
serves the expression of a peripheral power and not by
a use that serves the affirmation or participation in the
political power of the School.

There is therefore, for the culture of the teacher,
a crucial qualitative difference between the contexts
of action and the position adopted in the educational
policy and the contexts of pedagogical-didactic action of
teaching that constitute the culture of the teacher. In both
contexts the use of the knowledge (content and form) is
determined by the position cultivated and occupied in the
school field: the central position or a peripheral position.
This is the big difference in cultures of power that
explains, as we said earlier, the apparent “deaf ear” of the
teachers in Portugal to the central political-educational
guidelines. Hence, the recontextualisation of the meaning
of the texts proposed by the political-educational culture
(located at the centre of the institution/school field) have
to be filtered by the practical meaning of the knowledge
of the culture of peripheral power of the teacher. This
filtering has, indeed, to be mutual so that the apparent
opaqueness between the discourse and practice is
continually and mutually reproduced.

Any professional culture, in drawing up an
interpretation of its institutional role and developing an
identification with the content of its own institutional
activity, does so through a socio-cognitive activity that is
expressed not only in the contextual content of meaning
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(the text of the discourse or the knowledge of practice),
but mainly a way of using the knowledge that expresses
and implements the power that it has or deems to have
on the practices of institutionalisation of the knowledge.

In the case of teachers, the content of the educational
knowledge 1s subordinated to the format of a use that
implements a peripheral power in the school field.
But such power must be seen as a social relation: this
professional pervpheralisation is in a relation of formal
subordination to the central discursive power and
the dogmatic use of the knowledge in the political-
educational guidelines in Portugal. We say dogmatic use,
because the evidence found seems to indicate that the
way the abstract knowledge which is produced by the
central-political power is used shows, simultaneously,
an inability to dialogue with the knowledge of the
practitioners (the discourse has no contextual-practical
value) and inability to impose itself effectively on the
practitioners (the discourse has no technical-instrumental
value). There is a reproduction of an apparent separation
between the cultural-discursive mind (the rational-
positive mind, according to Ratl Iturra), that implements
a central political-educational practice in a political text
(specific to the school field), and the cultural-practical
mind, that implements knowledge in a perpheral
political-educational practice (specific to an everyday
professional).

To conclude, both the social minds implement
contents and ways of using the knowledge without,
however, intercepting each other in a common
reflexivity: the social actors understand that the practice
of the practitioners and the texts of the politicians do
not have contextual value for the other party. Not having
contextual value, as we have seen, does not mean that
the texts are not used by the practitioners, nor that the
practices are not known by the politicians. It means
only that the reflexivity of one side does not serve the
reflexivity of the other: there is no critical interception
of cultural horizons.
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ENDNOTES

1. For more detailed information visit the website:
http://home.utad.pt/aspti/.

2. The different ways of (un)articulating these two
processes of mobilising knowledge have been conceptu-
alised by us as usage styles of the knowledge. This problem
can be found in the work previously referred to, written
by myself after 2002.

3. Note that in the original ethnographical work the
existence of several curricular cultures among the teach-
ers is recognised, collected through reports of action in
the classroom. But these are not the object of the collec-
tive attention of the group, of their social interaction and
the interactive reflexivity. In this case, the cultural diver-
sity shows itself only on an individual and private level
of the classroom, because the organisational culture cul-
tivates teaching individualism, resulting from the effect
of segmentation of the school activity into disciplinary
spaces and times (Cf. Caria, 2000, pp. 409-523).

4. This actually appeared to happen in many cases of
teachers questioned by me individually and in private.
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