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Modern templates of
happiness: performing

spiritualism and
psychotechnics in Denmark

PETER TRIANTAFILLOU and AFONSO
MOREIRA

ABSTRACT

Inspired by Michel Foucault’s notion of subjugated knowledge, this
paper elaborates an analytical framework seeking to unsettle the
authority of contemporary psychology. This framework focuses on the
performative dimension of psychology and other ‘psy-regimes’,
namely the practices and actions that may be undertaken on the basis
of these forms of knowledge. We probe this framework by exploring
the emergence, utilization and demise of spiritualism (1880s to 1920s)
and psychotechnics (1920s to 1960s) in Denmark. On the basis of this
framework, we argue that the rise and fall of these psy-regimes may be
understood neither in terms of (inadequate) epistemological rigour nor
in terms of social repression, but instead as radically contingent events
that correlated with particular programs and techniques seeking to
promote human happiness and productivity.
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INTRODUCTION

While earlier on only questions with a theoretical interest were taken
up, the utilization of psychology in the last few years for practical
purposes, notably the selection of the most suited individuals for com-
panies, has implied a proliferation of mental phenomena that earlier had
not been given further attention. (Lehmann, 1920: 122)1

Over the last two or three decades, Denmark and other liberal democracies
have seen a surge of managerial techniques, team-building schemes, psy-
chotherapy, self-help groups and – what is currently considered esoteric –
parapsychology and transcendental meditation. The purposes of these tech-
niques vary importantly: some aspire to unfold our creative capacities, others
seek to unleash and live out our desires, some try to enhance our self-esteem,
and others hold the promise of providing us with a happier and more har-
monious life. Despite important differences between these forms of knowl-
edge and practices, they all work by urging the individual or the group to
scrutinize their capacities, desires and potentials and work on themselves so
as to unfold these capacities, desires and potentials in rapport with diverse
social goals and norms. According to some rather generalizing social analyses
we are moving into a new era where state and other collective solutions are
increasingly replaced by private ‘do-it-yourself’ projects (Bauman, 2000).
Other, and in our view more convincing, accounts see these proliferating
practices as the contingent emergence of diverse forms of psychological
forms of knowledge and techniques that seek to provide answers to a wide
array of problems ranging from human well-being, through child-rearing, to
the improvement of organizational productivity (Rose, 1989, 1998).

These practices emphasizing the fostering of our developmental and self-
governing capacities by scrutinizing and working upon ourselves constitute
a quite recent phenomenon. While psy-regimes, by which we understand
diverse forms of knowledge and practices focusing on the mental or so-called
psychic aspects of human conduct and being, have been in play in Denmark
and other liberal democracies throughout the 20th century, it is only from the
1960s that we see the emergence of forms of knowledge and techniques
cutting across both ‘radical’ and ‘managerial’ ambitions that take the self-
governing capacities of individuals and groups as the main condition for their
functioning (Castel et al., 1982; Andersen and Born, 2001). Before that,
psy-regimes, which would include various forms of psychology, psychiatry,
parapsychology, and spiritualism, were based on radically different forms of
knowledge and techniques that correlated with understandings of subjec-
tivity and human well-being that differ importantly from those of today.

Neither spiritualism nor psychotechnics has received much attention by
Danish historians.2 Specialized accounts of the history of psychology in
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Denmark hardly ever mention spiritualism (cf. Moustgaard and Petersen,
1986; Hjørland, 2000). When they do, it is invariably reduced to the story of
its implausible theories and frauds on the one side and the persistent and
heroic attempts of scientific psychology to reveal these to the public on the
other (Köppe, 1983: 52; see also Leimand, 1986). The seeing of spiritualism as
a mistaken and erroneous form of knowledge means that it is taken to be
ontologically different from (scientific) psychological knowledge and there-
fore largely excluded from the historical accounts of the development of psy-
chology. In contrast, psychotechnics is often included in the histories of
psychology (e.g. From et al., 1980; Köppe, 1983; Hjørland, 2000). Yet, by
taking their point of departure in predominant and contemporary psycho-
logical understandings, these accounts tend to dismiss psychotechnics as an
applied science founded on a crude and dubious theoretical framework.3 One
contemporary account has claimed that psychotechnics operates with a pro-
ductivist-mechanistic conception of subjectivity that served the uncritical
adoption of industrial interests in rationalization (Köppe, 1983: 122). In sum,
in Denmark, as in many other countries, the history of psy-regimes tends to
be couched either in terms of their truth content (are they really scientific?),
or in terms of their effectiveness in achieving stipulated goals (be they self-
development, empowerment, or enhanced productivity). We find that neither
of these is a very satisfactory approach.

We suggest, instead, addressing the performative dimension of psy-regimes
in a way that emphasizes their radical historical contingency. Such an approach
would avoid reducing psy-regimes to a question of their (improved) corre-
spondence with human nature or needs, or to ideological derivations of
organizational designs or modes of production. Instead, we adopt an under-
standing indebted to histories of science conducted in terms of epistemo-
logical breaks (Bachelard) or paradigm shifts (Kuhn), though we do not share
the former’s notion of progressive rationalization of knowledge. More pre-
cisely, we try to develop a framework that explicitly addresses the practices
and actions informed and enabled by particular forms of knowledge. For this
purpose, we draw on Foucault’s genealogical analytics. As will be explicated
below, the major objective of these genealogical accounts is to disturb the
obviousness of contemporary regimes of thinking, knowing and acting, or, in
other words, to unsettle the safety and authority of such regimes.

After explicating the purpose of genealogy and the notion of subjugated
knowledge, we provide some methodological reflections on how we may
generate the effect of disturbing the authority of contemporary psy-regimes.
We then explore the emergence, utilization and demise of spiritualism (1880s
to 1920s) and psychotechnics (1920s to 1960s) in Denmark. Our aim is not
to provide an exhaustive account of the historical development of spiritual-
ism and psychotechnics, but to probe the analytical framework’s potential for
providing a critical account of psy-regimes and thereby hopefully to unsettle
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the authority with which contemporary regimes speak. On the basis of the
developed framework, we argue that the rise and fall of these psy-regimes
may be understood neither in terms of (inadequate) epistemological rigour
nor in terms of social repression, but instead as radically contingent events
that correlated with particular programs and techniques seeking to promote
human happiness and productivity.

SUBJUGATED KNOWLEDGES

Michel Foucault’s notion of ‘subjugated knowledges’ has received wide-
spread attention within cultural and development studies (e.g. Escobar, 1995).
Here it has above all been utilized to analyze how various forms of indigen-
ous or sub-cultural knowledge and practices have been repressed, colonized
or erased by dominant representations propagated by various political elites
and apparatuses. Notwithstanding the importance of these uses, we find that
it is both possible and productive to propose another use of the concept. This
would entail neither the excavation of subjugated knowledges in order to
restore them, nor the claim that they are of a superior epistemological quality,
nor the suggestion that subjugated knowledges are the carriers of revolu-
tionary potential once acknowledged as valid. Instead we use the concept in
order to explore the mundane actions and practices these forms of knowl-
edge enabled.4

In a lecture held in 1976, Foucault asked how one may conduct critical local
research, that is: How can we analyze and problematize practices located in
specific historical and institutional settings (Foucault, 1980)? Unlike studies
based on generalizing theories, such as Marxism and Freudianism, Foucault
opted for a genealogical analysis of local, and by now largely forgotten, forms
of knowledge: subjugated knowledges.

Foucault defined two types of subjugated knowledge, namely erudite and
naïve knowledge. By subjugated erudite knowledge, Foucault was referring to:

. . . the historical contents that have been buried and disguised in a func-
tionalist coherence or formal systemisation . . . Subjugated knowledges
are thus those blocs of historical knowledge which were present but
disguised within the body of functionalist and systematising theory and
which criticism – which obviously draws upon scholarship – has been
able to reveal. (Foucault, 1980: 81)

This type of knowledge stems originally from the field of the erudite, but has
lost the status it once enjoyed. Whereas before, it was regarded as possessing
a rigour and enframed an important field of knowledge, it is no longer taken
seriously for these merits. What was once regarded as a consistent system
with particular ways of distinguishing between truth and error has either
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been completely ‘swallowed up’ and recast by new systems of knowledge that
differ in terms of ‘functionalist coherence and formal systemization’, or parts
of it continue to exist as peculiar commentaries, leftovers or palimpsests of
the immature knowledge of an earlier epoch.

Naïve subjugated knowledges share the fate of erudite, specialized knowl-
edges by falling below contemporary criteria of truth. In the words of
Foucault, they have been ‘disqualified as inadequate to their task or in-
sufficiently elaborated: naïve knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy,
beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity’ (Foucault, 1980: 82).
Yet, in contrast to the erudite subjugated knowledges, naïve subjugated
knowledges are not necessarily invisible due to the ways in which they have
been buried and recast by other bodies of expert knowledge, because they do
not enjoy more or less grand pasts as epistemological systems. They lead
instead an existence on the fringes of the contemporary fields of knowledge,
either invisible to it, or emerging from time to time as shadows of a ‘popular’,
‘failed’, ‘naïve’, or ‘unqualified’ knowledge. This knowledge may be enter-
tained for aesthetic, artistic, or nostalgic reasons, but not for the serious
endeavour of distinguishing truth from error – at least not as regarded from
the point of view of contemporary forms of authoritative forms of knowl-
edge. These two different types of subjugated knowledge then owe their
inferior position in the contemporary fields of knowledge to different pro-
cesses. Whereas the one is subjugated in spite of the fact that it previously
attained a privileged position, the other is subjugated because it never
managed to acquire one.

The inferior position of the two types of subjugated knowledge cannot be
explained in terms of a lack of rationality or epistemological rigour. Rather
their subjugation must be seen in relation to certain historical conflicts
between different forms of rationality:

In the two cases – in the case of the erudite as in that of the disqualified
knowledges – with what in fact were these buried subjugated knowl-
edges really concerned? They were concerned with a historical knowl-
edge of struggles. In the specialised areas of erudition as in the
disqualified, popular knowledges there lay the memory of hostile
encounters which even up to this day have been confined to the margins
of knowledge. (Foucault, 1980: 82)

At first sight there might appear to be nothing strange about the fact that
different bodies of knowledge fall into disuse as the course of history takes
its toll. Likewise, it seems quite obvious that some fields of knowledge are
never systematized sufficiently to cross an epistemological threshold and
turn into an organized expert knowledge. Yet it is exactly against these two
postulates that Foucault’s project of ‘unearthing’ subjugated knowledges is
directed: ‘We are concerned . . . with the insurrection of knowledges that are
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opposed primarily not to the contents, methods or concepts of a science, but
to the effects of the centralising powers which are linked to the institution
and functioning of an organized scientific discourse’ (Foucault, 1980: 84).

By focusing on the ‘naïve’ and ‘popular’ as well as the erudite but ‘buried’
knowledges, Foucault’s project seems to imply giving the disqualified, the
dispossessed, the managed, the stigmatized, the oppressed, a voice of their
own; a voice with which individuals who are exposed to a certain objectify-
ing power can attempt to oppose the process of objectification and repres-
sion. This, however, is not the case. Foucault’s project was neither that of
rectifying the objectifying practices of organized scientific discourses, nor of
introducing ‘better’ scientific systems (Foucault, 1980: 84). Instead, the task
is, we argue, to question the moral justification as well as the historical foun-
dation of any regime of knowledge and practice whatsoever. By ‘unearthing’
those knowledges that are normally not considered valid, one may be able to
shake and possibly tear down our complacency with contemporary ways of
thinking and acting (Foucault, 1991: 83). The purpose, then, of the genea-
logical analysis of subjugated knowledges or regimes is not to redeem these
and/or emancipate the groups ascribing to them, but to expose the historical
contingency of the moral and epistemological foundations lending authority
to contemporary forms of knowledge.

We thus suggest that a genealogical approach to the formation, dispersal
and efficacy of subjugated psy-regimes should avoid associating certain
forms of knowledge with patterns of domination exercised by social classes,
as mechanistic versions of Marxism have proposed. It should also avoid the
neo-Weberianism embedded in classical Critical Theory as carried out by
Horkheimer and Adorno (1997), for example, or the version of Critical
Theory as advocated by Zygmunt Bauman (2000), where all social groups are
somehow affected – and most of the times harmed and invariably oppressed
– by a pervasive instrumental rationality, which mutilates universal human
drives, and has come to effect from the Enlightenment on. Instead, such an
approach should pursue the hypothesis that so-called dominant groups in
order to carry out domination might draw on subjugated psy-regimes to the
same extent that so-called subaltern groups might draw on authoritative psy-
regimes in order to resist domination (Moreira, 2000).

What matters then in relation to the notion of subjugated knowledges is
the performative dimension. The point is not that certain regimes of knowing
and acting are subjugated from particular normative and epistemological per-
spectives. Rather what matters is what can be and is being done on the basis
of them. What types of problems are they enframing? What kind of techni-
cal possibilities and answers do they envisage? And, how are they informing
concrete political and managerial programmes through which the conduct of
individuals, groups and organizations is shaped? Hence, we are suggesting an
analytical framework that may address spiritualism and psychotechnics not
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only by analyzing their particular epistemological threshold in their social
context, but also by exploring the problematizations, techniques of self-
comportment, and managerial schemes they give rise to in their attempts to
shape human conduct in rapport with particular norms and goals.

SPIRITUALIST PRACTICES OF HAPPINESS AND
SELF-IMPROVEMENT

Spiritualism emerged in Denmark during the 1850s. At that time it became
an object of public debate in Copenhagen and certain segments of the
bourgeoisie started to engage in spiritualist practices. In the following decade
many of Allan Kardec’s books were translated and published in Danish
(Borregaard, 1936: 21; Kragh, 2002: 174). However, it was not until the late
1880s that the attention to spiritualism precipitated into the formation of a
movement with organizations, experimental circles, and the publication of
books and journals. In the following decades the spiritualist movement
gained force. While the exact number of people involved in spiritualist
experiments is unknown, there were no fewer than 23 spiritual associations
in Copenhagen and 38 in the provinces during the peak of spiritualism in the
1920s (Borregaard, 1936: 26). In 1904, the Spiritualist Brotherhood, which
was probably the biggest of the spiritualist associations and which had
its own temple, had more than 2,000 members, and in the preceding decade,
the Brotherhood had held more than 2,000 meetings and media sessions
(Spiritisten, 1904: no. 7).

Dissatisfaction with the Protestant Church, which became the object of
fervent attacks, was perhaps the key raison d’être of the Danish spiritualists.
Protestantism, at least the way it was practised at that time, was seen as
outdated, regressive and unenlightened. The spiritualists particularly rejected
the notions of hell and eternal condemnation, which they found were a mis-
interpretation of God’s will sustained by the local unenlightened clergy (e.g.
Psyckologen, 1888: Vol. 1, 5). The spiritualists also scorned the Church’s use
of fear to make its proselytes obey the word of God. Latching on to thoughts
of enlightenment, and in particular to the evolutionary theories of Darwin,
spiritualism was seen by some of its main propagators in Denmark as
Darwinism transferred to the spiritual world. In fact, spiritualism was envis-
aged to be the leading system of moral conduct and cognition, because it was
able to combine religion and science, faith and knowledge (Trier, 1905: 4–5).

The belief in life after death, the possibility of the living being able to com-
municate with the dead, and the belief in reincarnation were founding stones
of spiritualist thinking. In contrast to Hinduist and other understandings of
reincarnation, the spiritualists believed that the moral virtues of the spirits
could only progress, not regress to a lower developmental stage. Consequently,

MODERN TEMPLATES OF HAPPINESS 93

05 054183 TRIANTAFILLOU (bc-s)  20/5/05  2:20 pm  Page 93

 at CAPES on May 16, 2009 http://hhs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://hhs.sagepub.com


ascribing to spiritualist thinking and rituals nurturing the refinement and per-
fection of the spirits would ensure the progress and happiness of mankind
(Brinch, 1904: 6–7; Borregaard, 1936: 88). By rejecting Christian notions of
eternal sin in favour of an understanding that man was always developing for
the better, spiritualism gave another chance and hope for everyone – even for
those regarded as incurable sinners by the Protestant Church. Hence, every
man and woman is the

. . . creator of his own happiness and unhappiness . . . The person, who
strives for his own improvement by patiently submitting to his trials
and by acting in accordance with the law of brotherly love, he or she
will rapidly approach the delightful and divine dwellings of the shining
and pure spirits, a place where the possibility of a sinful thought is non-
existing. (Brinch, 1904: 7)

Spiritualists regarded spiritualism as less authoritarian than the faith prop-
agated by the Protestant Church. They were urged to think for themselves
rather than uncritically accepting the dogmas and commandments espoused
by the Protestant Church: ‘All that is obscure and imprecise in the Bible is
enlightened and explained by Spiritualism. Not by dogmas, not by war and
fire, not by inquisition and torture, but by Jesus’ own words: Love God over
all and your next like yourself’ (Spiritisten, 1895: Vol. 1, 2). Neither the organ-
izers of spiritual sessions nor the media would provide any authoritative
recommendations for individual conduct. Instead, the sessions would
provide advice that was not only open to interpretation, but also targeted
directly to the situation and needs of the individual in question. The media
could assist in interpreting the messages of the spirits, but were not in a
position to expound generalizing moral commandments (Kragh, 2002: 188).
Thus, it was up to the individual to make sense of spiritualist messages and
deduce how to conduct herself or himself according to these.

As is perceptible in any branch of Christianity, spiritualism’s otherworldly
beliefs correlated with particular moral codes of conduct applying to secular
life. The classic Christian moral injunctions were fully adopted and, as in the
Protestant Church, the spiritualists argued that the way to make the world a
better place to be and human beings happier beings was not by bringing about
large-scale economic and social reforms, but by making each and every
individual conduct herself or himself according to the word of God. This
approach to human betterment may be illustrated by the way in which
Danish spiritualists addressed the phenomena of economic and social
inequality that were so abundant in this early age of industrialization. On the
one hand, they criticized what they saw as the unenlightened and dogmatic
character of the Protestant clergy, which they found (re-)produced gender
inequality, notably by the exclusion of women from educating themselves
and serving as priests (Kragh, 2002: 188). On the other hand, they provided
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very few concrete proposals about how to fight urban poverty and economic
inequality – a notorious problem in Copenhagen at that time. Instead of a
politics of social and economic change, the general understanding in the
movement seemed to be that social change was to be based on the progress
and perfection of the spirits, which could be assisted through spiritual
sessions (cf. Spiritisten, 1895–1914).5

Some even argued that any attempts seeking to bring about the economic
equalization of classes or to ensure equal political rights to everybody should
be avoided, because such revolutionary transformations were deemed incon-
sistent with God’s schemes (Spiritisten, 1897: Vol. 3, 73). In fact, the spirits
with such a ‘subversive desire’ would be punished in the cruellest fashion
(Spiritisten, 1897: Vol. 3, 88f.). While this view was hardly representative of
the spiritual movement, it at least seems clear that it had few if any reflections
on what policies and reforms should be launched to address issues of
economic deprivation and inequality. In short, the betterment of humanity
and the happiness of individuals were to be pursued through a form of self-
conduct based on Christian moral codes, rather than through systematic
political and/or managerial interventions.

SPIRITUALISM’S QUEST FOR TRUTH

Spiritualists were preoccupied with creating a system merging faith and
knowledge, religion and science. For the spiritualists there was no incom-
mensurability between religion and science. On the contrary, the moral codes
of conduct propagated by spiritualism were regarded as part of an inevitable,
natural law pertaining to the development of spirits that could be proven
through strictly scientific procedures: ‘Progress in the material world,
progress in the spiritual or intellectual world is one of nature’s most beauti-
ful laws, and like all natural laws it wants to be obeyed; and like all the laws
in nature are wise and good, so are those of progress’ (Lysets Banner, 1893:
no. 1, 43). Thus, the codes of moral conduct propagated by spiritualism owed
their credence not to divine principles, but to a strictly scientific rendition of
the progress of spirits, a rendition regarded by spiritualists as a corollary to
Darwin’s evolutionary theory of species (Anonymous, 1907: 23).

Unlike the clergy and the philosophers, the spiritualists found it possible
to prove the existence of life after carnal death: ‘If Spiritualism really succeeds
in proving the endurance of life after the death of the body, what blessing
would this not be to Humanity. We claim that Spiritualism can do this. The
facts are soon innumerable and only ignorance doubts their Reality’ (Spiri-
tisten, 1896: Vol. 2, 3f.). Thus an important part of the spiritualist movement
was in the first quarter of the 20th century intensely preoccupied with the
control of spiritualist sessions and the provision of scientific evidence for
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spiritualist explanations (cf. Sandhedssøgeren [The Truth Seeker], various
issues 1905–14). In fact, in the attempt to expand the field of science to include
the world of the spirits, this part of the movement often exposed cheating
media and frauds despite the negative publicity this gave rise to.

However, the preoccupation with the scientific status of spiritualism was
not only a matter for lay people. In all industrially advanced countries from
around 1880, acknowledged scientists were preoccupied with studying and
explaining mental phenomena – whether these were labelled ‘psychological’,
‘psychic’ or ‘spiritual’. In the United States, William James and others were
engaged in intense interactions and conflicts with spiritualism (Coon, 1992).
In Germany, Karl Friedrich Zöllner, Theodor Fechner, and Wilhelm Wundt
all studied spiritualist phenomena, though their position on these varied fun-
damentally (Staubermann, 2001). In England, William Benjamin Carpenter,
Edmund Gurney and Frederic Myers among others conducted experimental
studies of hypnosis and telepathy in order to explain the supposed capacity
of media to communicate messages of discarnate spirits (Oppenheim, 1985).
And in France, Binet, Janet and Charcot all at some level tried to provide an
interpretation of mediumistic and other spiritualist practices, which they
essentially saw as psychopathological phenomena (cf. Alvarado, 1989: 5).

In Denmark too, acknowledged scientists specializing in mental phenom-
ena were intensely preoccupied with spiritualist phenomena. Alfred
Lehmann was no doubt one of the most important persons in these endeav-
ours. Trained as an engineer, Lehmann started to deal with psychophysics in
the 1880s and became the first Danish professor of psychology. In the winter
1885/6 Lehmann had been affiliated with Wundt’s Institut für experimentelle
Psychologie in Leipzig. With Wundt’s institute as the ideal, Lehmann estab-
lished in 1886 the Psychophysical Laboratory in Copenhagen and immedi-
ately started conducting experiments. With the assistance of a wide range of
sophisticated mechanical devices, he carried out systematic experiments in
order to measure mental and physical activity (metabolism, etc.), experiments
that were based on a predominantly physiological and neurological theory of
labour (Lehmann, 1898–1905).

Lehmann’s four-volume work Overtro og trolddom, published between
1893 and 1896, and translated as Superstition and Witchcraft, became a key
element in the struggle against spiritualism and in the attempt to extract those
phenomena of the soul that were worthy of being studied under the label of
science (Lehmann, 1893–6). The four-volume study of the history of super-
stition and witchcraft received strong praise in the scientific community both
inside and outside Denmark, and it was subsequently published in three
editions and translated into both German and English (Leimand, 1986: 184).
Lehmann’s errand was not to dismiss superstition and witchcraft, including
spiritualism, but to carefully replace erroneous interpretations with scientific
explanations rendering the true causes of these phenomena. Interestingly,
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Lehmann acknowledged that superstition and witchcraft could be designated
as such only from an historically particular point of view, namely from
current psychophysics. Nonetheless, the epistemological superiority of
psychophysics was ensured by the irreversible progress of human reason.
Therefore at this particular time in ‘the history of human errors’, it was
justified to assume that the standpoint of psychophysics remained the
hitherto highest level of truth with regard to mental and bodily phenomena
(Lehmann, 1893–6: vol. I, 9).

The Danish Society for Psychic Research, established in 1905, was to
become a key locus for disputes over the scientific status of the explanation
of spiritualist phenomena. Up until the mid-1920s, the Danish Society for
Psychic Research, which had as its main task ‘the examination of so-called
super-sensible phenomena on the basis of unprejudiced experiments’, would
attract several prominent scientists specializing in mental phenomena (Kragh,
2003: 173).6 Apart from Alfred Lehmann, it included several of the leading
figures within Danish psychiatry (Kragh, 2003: 168). The scientific members
would, by and large, constitute the most sceptical section of the society. While
they would not reject the existence of unknown forces in nature generating
psychic phenomena, they generally refused to accept spiritualist explanations
of these. On the other hand, like Alfred Lehmann, they found it important to
study psychic phenomena because they could contribute to an understanding
of man’s psychic life and to the development of a science of mental phenom-
ena, such as the role of unconscious processes (Kragh, 2003: 169).

The society also attracted a substantial number of non-scientific members,
though mainly individuals from the middle and upper social strata. It was
divided into groups each equipped with a medium and a controller with an
academic background. The scientific controllers soon revealed the rather
primitive tricks applied and in the following years many of both the scien-
tific and regular members left the society. However, in the period 1914 to the
early 1920s, the activities at the society were reinvigorated, new acknowl-
edged psychiatrists and other scientists were enrolled, and the experiments
were taken up on a systematic basis again (Kragh, 2003: 178). In 1921, the
society organized the first international congress for psychic research in
Copenhagen. Numerous acknowledged psychologists and psychiatrists from
16 different nations gathered for a week to discuss psychic phenomena such
as telepathy and other phenomena taking place in spiritualist sessions. While
both the participating scientists and the Danish newspapers generally
expressed a strong scepticism towards spiritualist explanations of psychic
phenomena, the congress found that scientific research on these issues was
important and it was decided to establish an international committee for
psychic research (www.skeptica.dk/arkiv_dk/p_9701_1.htm).

However, the rather positive attitude towards research on psychic/spiritu-
alist phenomena was changed rather suddenly due to the widely publicized
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revelation of frauds conducted by Danish spiritualist media in the winter of
1921/2. This intensified the disputes between those who took a favourable
view of spiritualist explanation of psychic phenomena and those who did not.
For the Society for Psychic Research this meant that most of the scientific
members, together with many of the regular ones, left the society during the
1920s (Kragh, 2003: 180). At first this seemed to have limited repercussions
within the general public in as much as the number of publications, spiritu-
alist organizations and circles peaked during the 1920s. However, following
several legal indictments and convictions of spiritualist frauds in the early
1930s, the activities of the spiritualist movement were significantly and effec-
tively diminished for the next half-century (Borregaard, 1936: 27–9; Kragh,
2002: 191). It is, however, important to note that the demise of spiritualism
in Denmark during the 1920s did not imply that it vanished for good. Over
the last few decades, spiritualist practices in Denmark have become part and
parcel of New Age religious movements promising inner harmony and self-
realization. Thus, while spiritualism today is still separated from wider political
and managerial programmes and is conducted under very different circum-
stances, the mere fact that such practices are still taking place indicates their
potential for being reactivated at any time as a mode of self-comportment
serving historically variable purposes.

ARMED PSY-DISCIPLINES: THE INTRODUCTION
OF PSYCHOTECHNICS

In 1913, the book Psychologie und Wirtschaftsleben had been published by
the professor and director of the psychological laboratory at Harvard Uni-
versity, Hugo Münsterberg (Münsterberg, 1913a); with a few modifications
it was published in English the same year under the title Psychology and
Industrial Efficiency (Münsterberg, 1913b). This was followed by Grundzüg
der Psychoteknik published the following year (Münsterberg, 1914).
Together, these two books were going to shape the ground for the develop-
ment and utilization of psychotechnics in the inter-war period in the USA
and most Western European countries, including Denmark.

Psychology and Industrial Efficiency (Münsterberg, 1913b) outlined a new
experimental psychology to be placed at the service of commerce and
industry (ibid.: 3). Three broad questions were guiding the book:

We ask how we can find the men whose mental qualities make them
best fitted for the work which they have to do; secondly, under what
psychological conditions we can secure the greatest and most satisfac-
tory output of work from every man; and finally, how we can produce
most completely the influences on human minds which are desired in
the interest of business. (ibid.: 23–4)
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While acknowledging the Taylorist-inspired scientific management move-
ment as a source of progress in the rationalization of the workplace,
Münsterberg criticized it for not taking the worker’s psychological charac-
teristics sufficiently into consideration. To be successful, a scientific indus-
trial psychology had to take the worker’s mental structure as seriously as the
mechanical elements of work. Only in this way will ‘mental dissatisfaction in
the work, mental depression and discouragement . . . be replaced in our social
community by overflowing joy and perfect inner harmony’ (Münsterberg,
1913b: 309).

In Denmark, the first article on psychotechnics was published in 1918 by
Dr Alfred Lehmann (Lehmann, 1918a). Under due inspiration from Otto
Münsterberg’s Grundzüge der Psychoteknik (1914), Lehmann established
that psychotechnics had three purposes, namely the proper and optimum
design of work methods under consideration of man’s mental and bodily
capacity, the selection of a particular occupation suited to the particular
abilities of each and every individual, and the creation of the psychologically
speaking most adequate working equipment and product (Lehmann, 1918a).
Psychotechnics reinforced Alfred Lehmann’s sustained attempts since the
beginning of the century to break with the philosophical and metaphysical
approaches to psychological phenomena in favour of empirical, psycho-
physical experiments. Thus, Lehmann’s last major work ‘Maximum Outcome
of Bodily and Mental Labour’ (1919) marks the recast of psychophysics into
ways of incorporating a new problematization of work under the heading of
psychotechnics. While the first volume of the work retained the physiologi-
cal approach to labour and even specified the problem of fatigue, the second
volume dealt only with psychotechnics.

In 1918, Lehmann undertook the first psychotechnical experiment outside
the laboratory. At the request of the Danish army, Lehmann developed and
conducted a series of psychotechnical tests, including the measurement of
sense of balance, judgement of distance, reaction times and attention during
situations of stress, in order to evaluate the suitability of aspiring military
pilots (Lehmann, 1918b). The following year, psychotechnical tests were
introduced as an element in the training of naval officers (Lehmann, 1919).
And now, things developed fast: in 1921 the committee on military aviation,
which had been established in 1918, issued a series of recommendations con-
cerning both material and personnel matters pertaining to military aviation
(Krigsministeriet, 1921). It was found that in order to enhance security and
minimize what was seen as the unacceptably high rate of aircraft accidents,
the selection and training of pilots had to be substantially improved. Based
on the experiences in Germany, France and the USA, it was strongly recom-
mended that psychotechnical tests were systematically applied in both the
selection and the training of pilots (ibid.: 5–7). These recommendations were
accepted, and systematic and increasingly comprehensive tests of all military
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pilots were conducted at the Psychophysical Laboratory until 1961, when the
task was transferred to the air force itself (Sjallung, 1942: 10; Funch, 1986: 19).

Until the mid-1950s, the use of psychotechnics in the military was restricted
to the testing of pilots. Thus, the test trial of 1,200 soldiers in 1928 (Bahnsen
and Vedel-Petersen, 1929) remained an isolated phenomenon. However, from
1953 the intelligence measurement test designed by Danish psychologist
Børge Prien became a standard element in the screening session that all poten-
tial military recruits had to undertake (Militærpsykologisk Tjeneste, 1977: 3).
This meant that over the next half-century between 1.5 and 2 million indi-
viduals – mostly young men – were tested (Kousgaard, 2003: 5), making the
military the most important institutional setting for the use of psychotech-
nical intelligence tests.

PSYCHOTECHNICS AND THE GOVERNING OF
LABOUR

A few years after its introduction in military institutions, psychotechnics was
taken up in the civil labour market. Psychotechnics would by now not only
seek to measure mental and physical skills and qualities in order to assess
whether they were suitable for a given task (as seems to have been the major
preoccupation in the military institutions). It would also seek to enhance the
happiness and well-being of the apprentices and employees.

In 1924, a psychotechnical section was opened in the Central Employment
Service Office in order to undertake psychotechnical and medical examina-
tions of apprentices, office clerks, applicants for certain positions in the state,
and persons with disabilities. The aim of the tests, which included the measure-
ment of intelligence, memory capacity, capacity for visual perception and
touch, was to evaluate the extent to which the individual was ‘in possession
of the mental and physical abilities and qualities necessary to become a
skilful worker in his trade, or whether that individual possesses abilities or
qualities that exactly disqualify him or her for entrance into that trade’
(Vedel-Petersen, 1924: 138).

The section was turned into a full-fledged institute (the Copenhagen
Psychotechnical Institute), which grew over the decades to a staff of seven
psychotechnicians (with an formal training as psychologist or as social coun-
sellor), two assistants and three clerks (Rigsarkivet, 1446/3, Brevveksling
vedr. Københavns Kommunes Psykotekniske Institut, August 1958). It
thereby became the single largest institution for applied psychology in
Denmark in the inter-war period. The institute was used mainly by young
persons seeking apprenticeships, applicants for jobs in public institutions
and, to a lesser extent, private companies seeking assistance for their recruit-
ment of new staff: one estimate puts the number of tests between 1924 and
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1950 at approximately 100,000 (Sjallung, 1942: 10–11; Anonymous, 1952: 92).
Following financial disputes, the institute and its activities were taken over
by the Department of Psychology under the Ministry of Labour in 1961,
and within the next decade the psychotechnical activities dwindled rapidly
(cf. below).

Meanwhile, a second institute, Randers Psychotechnical Institute, had
been established in the province in 1934. In contrast to the institute in
Copenhagen, Randers Psychotechnical Institute was established as a private
initiative, namely by a schoolteacher, and its main financial support came
from local business and workplaces. It remained private until 1975 when it
was taken over by the Ministry of Labour. Between its inception in 1934 and
its closing in 1983, the institute conducted psychotechnical tests of 65,000
persons (Christensen, 1997: 45–6). At its peak in the 1950s, the institute
employed six psychotechnicians and three clerks.

What then was the goal of the psychotechnical tests? According to Poul
Bahnsen, the leading Danish industrial psychologist in the inter-war period
and head of the Copenhagen Psychotechnical Institute, psychotechnics
sought to find the most suitable working method by adjusting machines and
ways of work to the psychophysical characteristics of humans (Bahnsen,
1922: 248). Rather than working to restrain man, the rationalization of the
powers of mankind would ‘create time and space for self-development, which
is the precondition for the deepest life understanding and highest happiness’
(ibid.). Bahnsen stressed that the use of psychotechnics in occupational
guidance should be regarded not as a command, but as an advice that would
assist the young person in choosing the right occupation or trade (ibid.: 241).
Thus, the ultimate goal of the attempts to ensure that everybody finds their
right place, was ‘the largest possible sensation of happiness for the individual
and the largest possible benefit for society!’ (ibid.: 242).

Opinions about the usefulness of psychotechnics varied importantly. While
criticisms of the reliability of the psychotechnical tests can be found from the
very moment they were introduced, public authorities, the labour movement
and the handicraft industries generally considered psychotechnics favourably
until the 1960s. During the debate in 1923 on the establishment of a psycho-
technical department in Copenhagen, a few municipal politicians were against
spending funds on activities that they found had not proven their worth
(Københavns Borgerrepræsentanters forhandlinger 1923–4). Yet the vast
majority of political representatives in the municipality of Copenhagen and
the Ministry of Internal Affairs found it worth providing public funding for
the establishment of the Copenhagen Psychotechnical Institute.

Psychotechnics seemed, on the whole, to enjoy tacit support from the
labour movement in the inter-war period. The rather sparse debates on
psychotechnics may indicate that the labour movement did not consider it a
very important issue. Yet, the few statements made by key sections of the
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labour movement indicate that they saw it as a potentially positive device
( Jern- og Metalarbejderen, 1924: 21). Rather surprisingly, key representatives
of industrial employers were quite sceptical about the use of these techniques.
A special committee established by the Council of Industry and the Danish
Employers’ Association found, after comprehensive studies of experiences
abroad, that while psychotechnics may have some value for the recruitment
of trainees within handicraft trades, there could not be found any evidence
of its usefulness in the industrial and manufacturing sectors (Industriraadet,
1924). Later, the chairman of the Council of Industry even characterized
psychotechnical testing of apprentices as ‘inhumane’, and argued that the
companies’ own experiences were a better tool for judging the suitability of
apprentices than the tests conducted by the scientists in their laboratories
(Overgaard and Bahnsen, 1932). Despite this scepticism, the number of
industrial employers applying tests as part of their recruitment process
gradually increased during the 1930s and 1940s (Sjallung, 1942: 10–11;
Hegnby, 1950: 83; Randers Psykotekniske Institut, annual reports).

However, during the 1960s, psychotechnics came under increasing criti-
cism. In the preceding decades, various employers had criticized the psy-
chotechnical tests for being inaccurate in terms of measuring the skills of
apprentices and thereby predicting their suitability for a certain trade. And
schoolteachers had contested the relevance of the intellectual tests which they
found added nothing to the grading system already used by the schools. Yet,
these critiques had not hindered important public utilities, such as the
railways, and postal and telegraph services, from adopting psychotechnical
tests as a standard element of their recruitment procedures (Aalborg Amts-
tidende, 8 August 1937; Berlingske Tidende, 24 July 1940; Demokraten, 20
August 1949). From around 1960, however, the very idea that it was possible
to objectify the skills and qualities of each and every individual and thereby
identify her or his position in life was criticized. It was argued – even among
leading psychotechnicians themselves – that psychotechnics had a static
conception of subjectivity that overlooked the individual’s developmental
character and potentials and therefore had to be supplemented by other
approaches (e.g. Vidriksen, 1959). Moreover, psychologists increasingly
questioned their own role in the reproduction of the capitalist system by
working in or on behalf of private companies and government institutions
(e.g. Jensen, 1970). Instead of psychological tests and surveys conducted
under the control of the employers, psychologists should apply techniques
that would enable the workers themselves to express their own concerns and
accumulate relevant insight about the organizational and technical dimen-
sions of the production in a way that would allow them to improve their
working conditions (Triantafillou, forthcoming).

Slowly, but surely, the use of psychotechnical tests for occupational
guidance, personnel recruitment and handicap rehabilitation schemes was
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reduced from the mid-1960s. Fewer apprentices chose to submit themselves
to these tests. In 1975, psychotechnical testing was transferred from the
psychotechnical institutes to the employment service centres and to the
schools, which both were quite sceptical about the usefulness of these
methods (Rigsarkivet, Arkiv 1446: Kasse 1225, AP 465/68; Christensen, 1997:
49). Finally, in the mid-1980s, both the Department of Psychology under the
Ministry of Labour and the Randers Psychotechnical Institute were closed.

This is not to say that psychological tests of the skills and qualities of job
applicants disappeared. On the contrary, their use spread rapidly to all parts of
the labour market during the 1980s where they started to interact with a whole
series of new psychologically inspired techniques and schemes. The testing of
individual skills was no longer aimed at identifying a suitable and permanent
occupational position in life. In fact, the latter ambition was increasingly seen
to be at odds with the proliferating norms of self-development and autonomy,
which informed both ‘radical’ action-research approaches and more main-
stream human resource management techniques, such as team-building,
employee development dialogue, and neuro-linguistic programming. What
seems to be important to gauge through today’s recruitment tests in Denmark
and in other liberal democracies is not whether the applicant’s technical skills
match the needs of a given production system, but how her or his creative-
ness and entrepreneurial drive can contribute to the continued development
of the quality and efficiency of products and services (Andersen and Born,
2001; London and Smither, 1999).

CONCLUSION

Inspired by Michel Foucault’s notion of subjugated knowledge and his
genealogical analytics, we have tried to develop an analytical framework
seeking to unsettle the authority of contemporary psychology. We have
provided some methodological reflections on how we may generate the effect
of disturbing the authority of contemporary psy-regimes. We have argued
that it is useful to focus on the performative dimension of psy-regimes, i.e.
the types of actions and practices informed and enabled by particular forms
of knowledge. While it may be worth questioning the scientific threshold (or
truth-telling abilities) of these regimes, we have suggested that genealogical
excavations of their murky emergence, the mundane purposes they served,
and the concrete actions and practices they enabled provide a fruitful
methodological framework for the endeavour of unsettling the authority of
contemporary psy-regimes.

We then tried to probe the fruitfulness of this analytical framework by
exploring the emergence, utilization and demise of spiritualism (1880s to 1920s)
and psychotechnics (1920s to 1960s) in Denmark. While our exploration by
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no means can be seen as an exhaustive account, we nonetheless found it both
possible and fruitful to address these two psy-regimes neither in terms of
their epistemological rigour nor in terms of social repression, but instead as
radically contingent practices, whose rise and fall correlated with particular
understandings of subjectivity, with concrete problems of self-hood and
organizational success, and with specific attempts at promoting human
happiness and productivity. In particular, we found the distinction between
naïve and erudite subjugated knowledge useful for the purpose of illuminat-
ing certain similarities and differences between spiritualism and psychotech-
nics, though we want to stress that the distinction should be taken as a
heuristic device and not as an immutable theoretical category.

Our analysis suggests that spiritualism differs from psychotechnics in that
its recurring claims for scientificity were never accepted. While spiritualist
phenomena were the object of intense and systematic scrutiny by acknowl-
edged scientists, notably psychologists and psychiatrists, its theories about
spiritual development and its techniques for communicating with spirits
never achieved scientific status. As such, we may, in line with the Foucauldian
concepts outlined above, label it ‘a naïve subjugated knowledge’. Today,
spiritualism is excluded from Danish psychology’s history of itself, despite
the fact that spiritual phenomena were part and parcel of acknowledged
psychological research up until the 1920s. Moreover, spiritualism never
received any support from public institutions or profit-seeking companies.
This is undoubtedly related to its inability to be recognized as a science, but
can hardly be understood on the basis of this tenet only. One has to take into
consideration that spiritualism failed to provide any concrete means, devices
and techniques by which the state, private companies or other organizations
could pursue political or managerial goals. However, with spiritualism’s
recent transmutation into New Age movement promises of inner harmony
and self-realization, this may change. Thus, spiritualism’s provision of moral
codes and techniques of self-comportment by which individuals may work
on their own self-improvement may turn out to be easier to translate into
contemporary managerial schemes informed by notions of self-development
and continuous learning.

In contrast to spiritualism, psychotechnics was widely accepted as a science
in the period 1920s to 1960s. Ironically, this status was obtained despite the fact
that it was never subjected to the same type of systematic scientific scrutiny as
were spiritualist practices. Psychotechnics’s individualizing and normalizing
knowledge, and its techniques for gauging mental and manual skills, lend them-
selves not only to individual recommendations for choices of occupation, but
also to governmental and managerial deliberations and programs. On the one
hand, there can, in our view, be little doubt that these uses contributed impor-
tantly to psychotechnics becoming the most widely used psychological tech-
nique in Denmark in the inter-war period. On the other hand, the widespread
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scepticism among industrialists toward psychotechnics makes problematic its
reduction to ideological reflections of more fundamental economic interests
or structures. Psychotechnics’s scientific status dwindled rapidly during the
1960s, though contemporary recruitment tests both in military and civil insti-
tutions are heavily indebted to it. Like its rise, the fall of psychotechnics as
the predominant psy-regime in the labour market cannot be attributed to its
truth content. Instead, ‘radical’ and more mainstream managerial approaches,
despite important disagreements, coalesced around the critique that psycho-
technics was ignoring the need for self-development and autonomy.

More recently, globalization discourses and the calls for continuous
learning, change management and employee responsibility for quality per-
formance, seem only to have strengthened the importance of psy-regimes as
means of enabling us to scrutinize and work upon ourselves in a way that will
promote our self-development and creative capacities. On the basis of the
genealogical approach and the notion of subjugated knowledge proposed in
this paper, the surge of schemes and techniques seeking to satisfy the calls for
‘self-development’ and continuous learning would be viewed as the contin-
gent emergence of a new psy-regime. The employment of the notion of
subjugated knowledge, as suggested above, would make us question the
claims to authority that this most recent regime would make, be that on the
basis of its scientific status, or its human developmental capacities, or its
economic necessity (increasing globalization forces companies to continuous
innovation and change). More generally, the proposed analytical framework
would open up new analytical accounts of the ways in which both authorized
and subjugated forms of knowledge are informing the manifold attempts to
govern our conduct on the basis of techniques and devices urging us to
scrutinize and act upon ourselves.

NOTES

We are greatly indebted to the Danish Social Science Research Council for support-
ing our research with a generous grant, and to Line Top Abildtrup for compiling and
processing empirical data.

1 All quotations and titles of publications have been translated from Danish into
English in the paper’s main text by the present author. The titles of the publi-
cations are provided in the original language in the reference list.

2 Jesper Vaczy Kragh is an important exception to this, and this paper is impor-
tantly indebted to his studies; see below.

3 An exception to this is Poul Vidriksen’s article on the history of industrial
psychology in Denmark (Vidriksen, 1986), though it should be recalled that he
had been in charge of the psychotechnical tests conducted under the Ministry of
Labour’s Section of Psychology in the period 1961–84.
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4 An example of a historical study of subjugated knowledges that does not seek
to ‘rescue’ these is Robert Darnton’s excellent study of Mesmerism in late
18th-century France (Darnton, 1986).

5 The assistance and care for the sick, the poor and orphaned children offered by
the Spiritual Society of Samaritans and the spiritual congregation the Hope of
Light were important exceptions to the dominant self-improvement approach
(Borregaard, 1936: 24).

6 The Danish Society for Psychic Research was probably inspired by the British
Society for Psychical Research established in London in 1882, whose members
would include prominent politicians, like prime ministers William Gladstone and
Arthur Balfour, and scientists like Lord Rayleigh and William Ramsay, and
French citizens such as Charles Richet, Marie Curie and Henri Bergson
(Oppenheim, 1985: 330ff.; Haynes, 1982: 174ff.).
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