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We strive for constant progress and development, 
since we are not afraid of change (from the ethical 
principles of the secure unit Viby).

The idea of change – of progression or 
transformation from one thing into an-
other – is an inherent part of treatment 
practices, and of institutional work in 
general. Quoted above is a document 
where the ethical principles of Viby – an 
institution for compulsory care of 
troubled youth where I did a fieldwork – 
are stated. Here, one can see how change 
is essential to treatment, and that it is 
equated with progress and development. 
Being afraid of change is here understood 
as unethical, and to develop and be pro-
gressive is understood as its ethical coun-
terpart. But how that change is to come 
about is not further developed in this 
document of ethical principles. Is it ac-
complished by caring for troubled youth, 
or by punishing them? Are these aspects 
even possible to separate from one an-
other in the complex context of compul-
sory care? 

Compulsory care is a paradoxical con-
cept in itself. How can you care for some-
one while doing something against his or 
her will? This simple, and maybe some-
what naïve, question was one of the 
points of departure in my ethnographical 
research project about compulsory care, 
and during fieldwork in a secure unit for 
“delinquent youth” – or problematic 
teenagers – I tried to focus on the “how” 
of this enterprise. In other words, I focus 
on the practices and ideas of the staff 
working in this institution, with special 
attention given to the ways in which they 
handle the paradox of working in an en-
vironment for both care and punishment. 

Aim and Scope
My research is focused on giving new per-
spectives on staff culture in secure units in 
Sweden. The aim of this article is to ana-
lyse how staff members understand 
change and progress in treatment work. 
How does staff imagine how change 
comes about in treatment work with prob-
lematic teenagers? How is change concep-
tualized and understood by the people 
working in institutions for compulsory 
care? I shall elaborate on what I refer to as 
logics in my material, and I shall also dis-
cuss the role of fantasy in institutional 
work. 

The focus on staff is based on my inter-
est in power relations, and on an identified 
research gap in this field. Most of the pre-
vious research on secure units focuses on 
the young people; on various aspects of 
their lives such as their life-stories (see 
Berglund 1998), and on the methods and 
techniques that work in helping them to 
change their way of life (see Andreassen 
2003). Little attention has been directed 
towards the staff, even though they are a 
large and important part of the care given 
in the institutions.

In what follows I will map out my the-
oretical framework, discuss the methods 
used and give a brief contextualizing 
background to my empirical field of insti-
tutional care in Sweden. Thereafter I will 
move on to the analysis of the empirical 
material, and finally to a concluding dis-
cussion.

A Post-structural Framework
The main theoretical influence for the 
analysis has been Jason Glynos and David 
Howarth’s discourse-theoretical logics 
approach (Glynos & Howarth 2007, 
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2008), as well as Michel Foucault’s the-
ories of power (see Foucault 1987, 2002). 
Logics is a unit of explanation that allows 
us to understand what makes the practices 
of the secure unit of residential care 
“‘work’ or ‘tick’” (Glynos & Howarth 
2007:15). Logics are discursive forma-
tions that I understand as a subcategory to 
discourse: A concept that operates on an-
other analytical level than discourse 
(Silow Kallenberg 2016:44). By studying 
interactions, practices, and expressions in 
a defined context, and at the same time 
keeping in mind how this context is re-
lated to overarching processes, our knowl-
edge of how discourse is produced and 
maintained can increase (ibid.). 

Logics – in Glynos and Howarth’s un-
derstanding of the concept – “refers to the 
purposes, rules and ontological presup-
positions that render a practice or regime 
possible and intelligible” (Glynos & 
Howarth 2007:15). To put it differently, 
logics can be understood as a system of 
rules that affect what is possible to do or 
think in a particular context (Lundgren 
2012:59‒60). Different types of logics 
speak to different dimensions of social 
reality, and the concept of logics is three-
fold and divided into social logics, politi-
cal logics and fantasmatic logics, that 
each speak to different aspects of social 
reality and explanation (Glynos & 
Howarth 2007:15). 

Social logics are about characterizing 
practices in a particular field of study; 
logics are therefore highly context-de-
pendent, and explanations using the con-
cept of logic must always proceed from 
contextualized self-interpretations of the 
people in the field of study (Glynos & 
Howarth 2007:30, 49; Howarth 2005:

318). Social logics could be described as 
the discursive patterns that exist in a cer-
tain context at a given time (Glynos & 
Howarth 2007:140). They consist of rules, 
practices, and ideas that are naturalized 
and taken for granted in that particular 
time and in that particular place. 

Political logics become visible when a 
certain practice, or regime of practices, is 
contested (Glynos & Howarth 2007:15). 
Political logics can help us understand 
how a social logic came to be and how it 
may be questioned and changed. One 
could say that social logics are more con-
cerned with synchronic aspects of social 
practices, while political logics are more 
about analysing practices along a dia-
chronic axis (Glynos & Howarth 2007:
141). 

Fantasmatic logics, or logics of fanta-
sy, “provide the means to understand why 
specific practices and regimes ‘grip’ sub-
jects” (Glynos & Howarth 2007:145, 
107). In my work, the dimension of fan-
tasy is what I am most focused on. Al-
though I need to map out and analyse so-
cial and political logics as well, to be able 
to distinguish the fantasmatic aspects of 
my empirical material. The role of fanta-
sy in social practice is to reinforce the 
natural character of that practice and to 
conceal the radical contingency of social 
reality (Glynos & Howarth 2007:145, 
147). Logics of fantasy have a role in 
completing “the void in the subject and 
the structure of social relations by bring-
ing about closure” (Glynos & Howarth 
2007:146). 

Following a view of reality as radically 
contingent (see Glynos & Howarth 2007:
15), articulatory practices are what consti-
tutes reality, and are also what can poten-
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tially constitute it in radically different 
ways (Glynos & Howarth 2007:179; 
Laclau & Mouffe 2008:166, 147). Ac-
cording to this perspective there is no es-
sential or given reality. It could, and can, 
always be constituted in a different way. 
Articulation is therefore a practice where 
meaning is partially fixed through the con-
struction of nodal points: elements that are 
especially important in a certain context 
(Glynos & Howarth 2007:179; Laclau & 
Mouffe 1985:113). Articulation is a con-
cept that can be used both in the explana-
tion of empirical phenomena of study, and 
in the discussion of research strategy and 
methodology. Just like informants, or re-
search participants, researchers are also 
putting together elements of meaning into 
a seemingly coherent whole when we 
analyse and write up our results.

Method and Research Ethics
The ethnographic methods used in collect-
ing material, are participatory observa-
tions in a special residential home for boys 
aged 14 to 21,1 and interviews with mem-
bers of the staff in that same institution. I 
participated in everyday activities about 
two to three days every week for approxi-
mately five months. During the observa-
tions, interviews were carried out with 
seventeen of the employees formally, and 
with even more people informally. The 
analysis in the article is based on excerpts 
from the field notes, as well as on six of 
the interviews. 

The qualitative research interview is the 
most relevant method to ascertain how 
people subjectively understand their con-
text and their own place in that context 
(Gray 2003:71). Interviews with staff 
members gave me knowledge about how 

they articulated thoughts and emotions, 
and on how they described their work and 
what they found meaningful about it 
(Silow Kallenberg 2016:54). Participatory 
observations helped me to reach the 
non-linguistic and practical aspects of in-
stitutional work. The observations were 
useful to the knowledge produced since 
they gave me access to material aspects of 
the institution, and also to practices and 
affective dimensions of institutional inter-
actions (Silow Kallenberg 2016:58).

Inspired by post-structural thoughts on 
methodology, I used the strategy of retro-
duction in gaining material and perform-
ing analysis. Retroduction is a research 
strategy and method that takes its point of 
departure in the view of reality as radical-
ly contingent. Jason Glynos and David 
Howarth use the concept of “retroductive 
circle” to explain this strategy of to-and- 
fro reasoning on multiple levels (Glynos 
& Howarth 2007:40). Retroduction im-
plies that meaning can only be temporarily 
and partially fixed, and that conclusions 
can always be reworked after being scruti-
nized. One should therefore move to and 
from the field of investigation, always 
prepared to ask new questions and pose 
different models of explanation. Accord-
ing to this line of thought, there is no such 
thing as a final result. There are only tem-
porary and partial results that the research-
er should be prepared to rework if neces-
sary. 

Some of the interviews with staff mem-
bers were carried out before the observa-
tions took place, and some after I finished 
my participation. This allowed me to use 
the strategy of retroduction in that I posed 
new questions along the way as new 
knowledge was gained. The retroductive 
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way of working also allowed me to pose 
new questions to already collected mater-
ial after gaining new theoretical insights; 
from academic conversations and litera-
ture studies, for example. 

When it comes to self-reflexivity and 
research ethics, the secure units of com-
pulsory care provide interesting, yet chal-
lenging fields of research for scholars. 
This calls for a thorough, careful and em-
pathetic research process, especially since 
the knowledge produced in environments 
that are closed off from the public eye can-
not be controlled by readers in the same 
way as knowledge from other fields of 
study.

Further, my research is a critical pro-
ject. This doesn’t mean that my aim is to 
criticize certain individuals, but rather that 
I intend to critically examine the practices 
and presuppositions in this field and how 
they are related to larger societal contexts 
and discourses. During fieldwork I have 
often found myself in situations that I ex-
perienced as utterly problematic and 
sometimes disturbing. They frequently 
contained aspects of violence or other 
forms of dominance. Fieldwork that in-
cludes violent acts has been described by 
the anthropologist Beatrice Jauregui 
(2013) as dirty anthropology, and Jau-
regui claims that these types of fieldwork 
do something, not just to the subjects in 
the field but to the researcher as well, that 
is deeply existential (see also Silow 
Kallenberg 2015). 

This calls for thorough self-reflexive 
work during the whole research process, 
and the area where I had to do most work 
regarding my position in the field was the 
area of gender. This is a familiar experi-
ence among female ethnographers who 

study men, and especially among female 
ethnographers who study criminal men or 
men in all-male institutions (Bucerius & 
Urbanik 2018; Jauregui 2013). For ex-
ample, I will discuss male aggression as a 
characteristic of Viby, and as something 
that often accentuated my position as a 
woman first and foremost. My position in 
the field was to a large extent a gendered 
position, which probably also had episte-
mological consequences and affected the 
knowledge that was possible for me to 
gain, although not automatically in a 
negative way. 

Throughout my fieldwork, and the an-
alysis, I have used the strategy of trying to 
understand the actions of my research sub-
jects, instead of condemning them (Silow 
Kallenberg 2016:61). Understanding is 
not the same thing as accepting, and un-
derstanding is facilitated by contextualiz-
ing the institutional work, for example by 
gaining knowledge of working conditions 
such as wage levels and educational levels 
among staff. 

Background: Institutional Care in 
Sweden
Sweden has a long tradition of institution-
al care of various forms, ranging back to at 
least the seventeenth century (see Söder-
lind 1999:15; Bolin 1992:13). Early ex-
amples are orphanages where unwed 
mothers could give birth and leave their 
young children to avoid social stigma 
(Sandin 1986:106, 125). From the 1900s 
onwards, institutions for children and 
teenagers became an integral part of build-
ing the Swedish welfare state (Andresen et 
al. 2011:14ff). During the previous centu-
ry the state gained more and more influ-
ence over children, while at the same time 
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the power of individual families was 
limited in various ways. Through legisla-
tion and other measures, the welfare state 
became the guarantor of a good childhood 
(Arvidsson 2011:35; Andresen et al. 2011:
138, 169). The state – as well as munici-
palities – being responsible for children’s 
well-being is today something that we 
take for granted in the Swedish context, 
even though it is not that long ago that this 
was far from self-evident. One could de-
scribe the position of state welfare institu-
tions in children’s lives as a social logic; 
an order of things that is perceived as 
natural, and that therefore is hardly ever 
questioned (see Björkman 2001:125). 

The special homes for residential care, 
or secure units, in Sweden are the institu-
tional form that is the most drastic inter-
vention that can be used in the care of 
teenagers. These residential homes are 
aimed at caring for troubled youth with 
various problems such as criminal or vio-
lent behaviour, substance abuse, and other 
behaviour that puts them or others at risk. 
Placing teenagers in a secure unit is a form 
of imprisonment, yet not formally a pun-
ishment. Compulsory care is rather con-
ceptualized as protection for so called “de-
linquent youth”. Teenagers at risk do not 
get sentenced to a stay in secure units, yet 
they do not choose to go there since the 
care is compulsory. Secure units are there-
fore hybrids of care and punishment, and 
in my analysis I describe this hybridiza-
tion as two logics articulated together: a 
logic of care and a logic of punishment
(see Glynos & Howarth 2007; Mol 2008).2
Both of these identified logics in the com-
pulsory care of teenagers can be articulat-
ed as social logics, as political logics, and 
as fantasmatic logics. My focus in the 

analysis of these institutions is on cultural 
aspects; how institutional ideas and prac-
tices are perceived and acted upon by the 
people working there, rather than on for-
mal juridical categorizations. 

Secure units are always governmental, 
and the staff working there have special 
compulsory measures at hand that staff in 
other forms of residential homes are not 
allowed to use. For example, the staff is 
allowed to keep teenagers in solitary for 
24 hours if they are perceived as violent, 
they are allowed to do bodily exams to 
search for prohibited items (such as mo-
bile phones, drugs, and weapons), and to 
go through teenagers’ possessions or mail 
at any time. This gives staff in secure units 
a special power position, and a far-reach-
ing control over young people’s lives. 

One could refer to secure units as total 
institutions, in Erving Goffman’s sense of 
the term (Goffman 1961). A total institu-
tion is a place of residence or work – in 
this case education and treatment work – 
where similarly situated people lead a for-
mally administered life, cut off from the 
wider community (Goffman 1961). All of 
these characteristics are true for secure 
units, even though teenagers only stay in 
these institutions for a limited period of 
their lives. The teenagers that are subju-
gated to compulsory care in secure units 
spend all of their time there: they eat, 
sleep, work or go to school, and spend 
their leisure time within the institution. 

In previous literature on this subject a 
division between delinquent and depend-
ent youth and children is made (see Söder-
lind 1999:13). Different types of institu-
tions have targeted either one or the other 
of these categories, and this is still the case 
today. But as other scholars have shown, 
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the division between delinquent and de-
pendent is often hard to make, and both 
aspects are present in most institutions 
(Söderlind 1999:13; Andresen et al. 2011:
22). This means that acts of care and nur-
ture often go hand in hand with actions of 
discipline and punishment. 

It is also hard to establish what the con-
cept of “delinquency” means, since it is 
very much context-dependent, and also 
dependent on such categories as class, 
gender, race and age. In other words, I un-
derstand delinquency as a construction 
that is made in the intersections of the cat-
egories mentioned above, partly through 
everyday practices in institutional set-
tings, and partly through discursive articu-
lations in society at large. But the focus 
here is on the former, that is, on how care 
and punishment is perceived and come to-
gether in everyday institutional work. 

Care versus Punishment: Paradoxes 
of Treatment and the Idea of Progress
Secure units are not prisons, nor are they 
hospitals aimed at treating illness, nor are 
they schools. Yet, secure units bear traces 
of all these areas. One could say that se-
cure units are places where logics of 
punishment, care and pedagogy meet and 
are articulated together. In this section I 
shall explore this – often paradoxical – 
status of the secure units that I have begun 
to sketch here. The focus of the discussion 
is on care and punishment, and although 
pedagogical aspects are also present I do 
not elaborate further on them here. 

In compulsory care punishment and 
care co-exist, but what aspect is more rele-
vant varies from situation to situation. It is 
related to practices and ideas situated in 
the institutional work, and one aspect or 

the other is made relevant through the pro-
cess of articulation.

I did fieldwork in the secure unit re-
ferred to here as Viby. In the field of se-
cure units the concept of treatment plays 
an important part. Many different prac-
tices and ideas are a part of the broad con-
cept of treatment, for example, medica-
tion, routines and structure in the every-
day life of the institutionalized youth, and 
various forms of techniques for modifying 
and changing behaviour. In most cases the 
staff are not formally educated, but 
through working experience they learn 
methods and techniques that have all 
sprung out of the cognitive-behavioural 
understanding of human beings.3 Most of 
the time the staff are concerned with 
changing things that you can measure – 
behaviours that are visible – such as how 
much a young person uses bad language, 
how often he makes his bed and keeps his 
room tidy, and if he is sleeping or not. So 
treatment, in the setting of secure units, 
often equals behavioural treatment. 

Treatment also equals progression
when the staff talk about it, and this in 
more than one way. For example, Anders 
who has about fifteen years’ experience of 
institutional work, talks about progress in 
the way the staff work now (present) com-
pared to then (past). He says that signifi-
cant changes have taken place since he 
first started working in Viby and talks 
about the past in the following way:
We had more confrontations. I mean in the late 
nineties. Not more penalization, but it was more 
like that in those days. If they did something 
wrong [the teenagers], bang! Solitary for 24 hours 
[...] Now, as soon as they calm down, we let them 
come out. Before, if we had said 24 hours, that 
was what happened. Much, much more confronta-
tion. A lot of people working that where really 
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large. Guys that is. Maybe that reflected back on 
the mentality of the staff. 

The present and the past are contrasted in 
the quotation from Anders. Time is there-
fore a central part of his narrative, where 
he is constructing institutional work from 
his experiences of it. He points out that 
the past of the secure unit was character-
ized by being keener on confrontation 
compared to how it is today. He does not 
want to call it penalization or punish-
ment, but admits that the compulsory 
measure of solitary or isolation was often 
used as a form of punishment in the past. 
It is not the methods that have changed, 
but how they are used has changed com-
pared to before. So the use of isolation of 
teenagers is not in itself to be understood 
as either care or punishment. It is through 
articulatory practices that the logic of 
care or the logic of punishment is high-
lighted. 

Anders also mentions that the staff 
working back then had large and muscular 
bodies. This is something that other staff 
members talked about as well. Anders be-
lieves that this may have reflected back on 
the mentality of the people working in the 
institution, and connects muscularity, ag-
gression and masculinity in his under-
standing of what the staff were like in the 
past. 

During my fieldwork muscularity, ag-
gression and masculinity were all factors 
that I found to be highly present. The fol-
lowing paragraph is an excerpt from my 
field notes where I describe a situation of 
conflict that was rather typical of the inter-
actions between staff and youth during my 
fieldwork.
When we get back to the ward we walk straight 
into a conflict. Eva [staff] is gesticulating and 

showing Emil [youth] to his room. He is very up-
set and is punching the walls as he goes. Eva and 
Azar follow him into his room. Ali [youth] tries to 
follow them as they go; he laughs and seems to 
think that the conflict is funny. We hear loud 
voices from the room for a good while. The other 
teenagers are asked to go to their rooms as well. It 
is only Oleg and Amal that obey this demand. The 
rest of them say that the staff can’t make them and 
things like that. Ali and Issa are very upset. They 
think that the quarrel was unnecessary and that the 
staff are to blame for the conflict. It started when 
Emil and Issa threw their cigarette ends on the out-
side of the fence in the yard, even though a staff 
member (John) explicitly told them not to. John 
then told them that they wouldn’t be allowed to 
smoke at the next cigarette break. When it was 
time for the next cigarette break, and they were 
told that they couldn’t smoke, the conflict started 
up anew. Eva comes back to the ward and walks 
up to Issa. She tells him that he will get a chance 
to pick up the cigarette ends that he threw out ear-
lier. If he does so he will get a chance to smoke as 
scheduled. Eva also says that she gave Emil the 
same choice but that “he chooses to be unpleas-
ant”. Issa goes outside with Eva to tidy up in the 
yard. Emil is still in his room and is still very up-
set. A few minutes later he comes out to the ward 
and sits down in the sofa. Azar asks if he wants to 
go out for some fresh air. Emil, Azar and Eva go 
out into the yard, and the rest of us can see them 
through the window. We can hear their loud 
voices from there, and they stay outside for a long 
while (field notes, April 2013).

This is an example of how conflict and ag-
gression were elements that were present 
in the secure unit. In contrast to the narra-
tive of Anders, my experience is therefore 
that aggression is an element that is not 
left in the past, even though I do not know 
anything about the degrees in this since I 
work with contemporary material. It is of 
course possible that male aggression and 
muscularity was even more accentuated in 
the past compared to the present. But they 
are certainly not phenomena that have dis-
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appeared or become irrelevant to institu-
tional practices. 

The male, muscular body was under-
stood as one of the most important tools 
for the staff and was something that they 
all related to in one way or another – for 
example when they put together teams 
that were to work together. A general 
opinion among staff was that teams of 
three people should ideally consist of two 
men and one woman. Two or more 
women working together were understood 
as a security risk. Male muscularity and 
physical strength were believed to uphold 
security in the secure unit by preventing 
violence on the part of the youngsters (see 
Nilsson 2013:20). When I spent time in 
the secure unit, I sometimes felt uncom-
fortable with the aggressive atmosphere 
that I found to be very apparent. It was no-
ticeable in the way (mostly) male staff 
used their physical strength in disciplining 
the residents by physically holding them 
down when they became upset or did 
something wrong (see Frangeur 2007). 
Sometimes staff members could also just 
manifest their physical advantage in rela-
tion to the teenagers by standing up in 
front of those that did not obey the rules or 
in some other way were out of line in rela-
tion to the expectations. Some of the staff 
members talked about the violent atmos-
phere in the interviews as something that 
was inevitable, as in this quotation from 
Charlie:
It takes a lot. I know that we have had female staff 
that have been really tough and that they never 
backed down. Sometimes it is enough to use a cer-
tain tone of voice. That you show them that you 
don’t back down, that you are hard.

According to Charlie it was much harder 
for female staff to prove their toughness 

and to be taken seriously by the teenagers. 
Ideas of fragile women with a certain 
competence for care work is something 
that the historian Maija Runcis (2007) has 
shown to be a part of the whole history of 
Swedish welfare work (2007:40). As in 
the empirical examples from my field-
work, women in social work have always 
been understood as complementary to 
men (Runcis 2007:41; see Ohrlander 
1995:39). 

Other staff members talked about the 
aggressive atmosphere, not as an inevit-
able thing, but more as a problem. Lennart 
talks about his experiences of working 
during a weekend when many violent in-
cidents occurred:
During the weekend we had three incidents where 
staff wanted to play-fight with the teenagers. And 
they exaggerate with the muscle power. You can 
feel that this is a borderline case where it starts to 
become a thing related to power. Even if it is in 
jest, you can feel the power built into it. Don’t 
come at me! Kind of.

The type of masculinity that Anders refers 
to as something in the past was something 
that Lennart, and I, found to be present in 
institutional work today and is also some-
thing that was a norm for the staff working 
there (see Wästerfors 2009). Female staff 
members were an exception to this norm 
and had to justify their position in another 
way than male staff members. For ex-
ample, the women in the institution talked 
about how they could do a good job even 
though they were not as strong as their 
male fellow workers. Instead they empha-
sized other qualities in themselves, such 
as being good listeners or being better at 
handling emotional problems that the 
teenagers had. Linda uses this strategy and 
emphasizes both her physical strength in 
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comparison with other women and the 
benefits of being a woman when it comes 
to making the boys in the institution feel 
safe.
On some occasions I felt like I was being sexually 
harassed in a way by the boys, and it was almost 
impossible for me to uphold my boundaries in that 
situation. But then I had good colleagues that 
helped me uphold that boundary. They had my 
back and it made it good, the situation. That was 
because I am a woman, that I got into that situa-
tion. And you have to know your limitations. I am 
very strong for a woman because I do weight 
training. But I mean, a seventeen-year-old boy can 
be very big and very strong, and then you have to 
know your limitations. Maybe I shouldn’t try to 
take him down if he attacks me (laughs). You have 
to be smart. Otherwise, I believe it to be an advan-
tage to be a woman. You might get the role of a 
mom or a sister, and the boys feel safer with you 
than they do with men working here.

Linda was not the only woman in my ma-
terial that used this strategy to legitimate 
her place among the staff at Viby. Others 
also talked about being strong compared 
to other women, at the same time as they 
emphasized feminine-coded characteris-
tics as well, such as being good at doing 
emotional labour and tasks such as clean-
ing or cooking. Violent situations were 
supposed to be left to their male col-
leagues to handle, was the general opin-
ion. One could interpret this as an under-
standing of care as female-coded and 
punishment as male-coded in institutional 
practices. 

Returning to the quotation from Anders 
above, progression in what he says is 
about progress of the institution as a 
whole. In Anders’s narrative the logic of 
punishment was more evident when he re-
ferred to the past, and the logic of care was 
more evident in his descriptions of work 
today. In his understanding this is a move 

from something worse to something better 
and could therefore be understood as a 
forward-facing process of development or 
progress (see Jönsson 2013:113). 

Progression is also brought up in other 
ways in my empirical material. The fol-
lowing passage is an excerpt from my 
field notes where I have been participating 
in a meeting with staff of the institution, 
police and lawyers. It happened occasion-
ally that officials with various positions 
visited the institution to interrogate teen-
agers residing there, or in other matters. 
After a while I go with Azar to unlock the door for 
the police and the lawyers. The two policemen are 
interested in what kind of place Viby is. They ask 
if it is usually a calm environment, and how many 
teenagers live there etc. One of the policemen 
says: “This is really a form of juvenile prison, isn’t 
it?” He continues his line of reasoning by saying 
that the doors are just as locked here as in any 
prison. Azar doesn’t argue against him, instead he 
confirms much of what the policeman is saying. 
Azar explains that the unit where he works is 
known as the “emergency ward” and continues by 
saying that “some call it custody, but we are not 
supposed to use that term”. One of the policemen 
then asks him: “But is it only custody while you 
wait for the next allocation?” “Absolutely not!” 
Azar exclaims, and gives an example from the 
programme activity where they have been dis-
cussing criminality and drug addiction in the 
morning. “You make them turn around,” he says. 
“They might look back and think about what I said 
today, that is what we can hope for.” When we 
have said our goodbyes to the policemen it is time 
for lunch (field notes, April 2013). 

In this passage, Azar refers to “the pro-
gramme activity” which is a method used 
locally in Viby, and a few other residential 
homes, to discuss issues deemed as impor-
tant for the delinquent youth. The topics 
that were a part of the programme activity 
during my participation were addiction, 
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criminality, family and sexuality. They 
worked with one topic for one week at a 
time, and then they started over again. 
Typically the staff and youth watched a 
movie together that had something to do 
with the theme of that week, and after that 
they discussed some related questions to-
gether in a group. Other times one of the 
staff members held a lecture on a particu-
lar topic, and then they had a discussion. 
Before the meeting with police and 
lawyers, Azar had held a lecture on crimi-
nality where he talked about his personal 
experiences of being on the wrong side of 
the law. Having experiences like that was 
also something that was quite common 
among the members of the staff at Viby, 
and something that was believed to be an 
advantage in the work with treatment of 
delinquent youth. 

Azar talks about looking back as the ex-
perience that makes his job meaningful, 
and I would say that this is a way to talk 
about progress. This progress is what he 
hopes for in the work he does with the 
teenagers. He explains this to the police-
men after one of them has been talking 
about the institution as a juvenile prison. 
Azar talks about progress as a way of con-
trasting the work in Viby to the penalty 
system, constructing the secure unit Viby 
as something different from a prison. Pro-
gress is what distinguishes Viby from a 
prison in Azar’s narrative. 

Progress is present in the conceptual-
ization of institutional work, both in the 
form of the institution as a whole moving 
forward and changing its methods and at-
titudes, and in the form of progress at the 
individual level. In western society the 
idea of development is present in many 
different contexts (see Hörnfeldt 2009; 

Rose 1995). People and societies are sup-
posed to develop in a continuous move-
ment forward along a linear path; from 
something worse to something better (see 
Salomonsson 1998:182; Arvidsson 2011:
25). This idea, or discourse, of develop-
ment is also evident in the institutional 
work in Swedish residential homes. De-
velopment, or progress, is visible in the 
logic of care. The logic of care, where 
treatment is a key concept, aims at chang-
ing the individual and improving him or 
her. Change is characteristic of institution-
al work in general. Through the right kind 
of treatment change will come. This idea 
presupposes rationality, and that we as a 
society continuously and collectively 
learn from our mistakes and change over 
time (Silow Kallenberg 2016:137; Ar-
vidsson 2011). 

The logic of punishment also implies 
change for the individual, although the 
means to reach that change are different, 
and also the purpose of change differs. 
While the logic of care proceeds from a 
wish to help individuals that are at fault in 
some way, the logic of punishment 
focuses on retaliation, which also aims at 
changing a dysfunctional behaviour but 
does not do that through the empathetic 
care for others, but more through a moral 
stance concerning what is right and what 
is wrong. 

As I have suggested before, these two 
logics, of care and of punishment, are sel-
dom viewable in pure form but rather ar-
ticulated together – in relation to one an-
other. Elements of punishment or retalia-
tion are therefore to be found in practices 
of care and of treatment in the secure unit. 
Compulsory care consists of two inter-
related practices: punishment and care 
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(see table 1 below), as mentioned above. It 
is not either/or, but both at the same time, 
although sometimes care is foregrounded 
and sometimes punishment is, in the insti-
tutional practice. Here, it is important to 
point out that punishment is not an official 
purpose of the special residential homes 
(see Hallerstedt 2006:17), but it is some-
thing that is sometimes foregrounded in 
the institutional practices and in narratives 
of the staff. In other words, the intention 
may be caring practices, but the outcome 
is sometimes punitive practices. 

The two logics of compulsory care.

Fantasmatic Logics of Possible  
Futures – “To Plant a Seed”
As we have seen, the secure units are para-
doxical and/or hybrid contexts where it is 
possible to articulate various opinions or 
purposes. The secure unit is neither an in-
stitution for care nor for punishment: a 
logic of care and a logic of punishment are 
rather articulated together in different 
ways in the institutional setting. I have 
discussed the articulation of these two 
logics in relation to the concept of pro-
gress in the section above. Here I will 
elaborate on the strategies used by the 
staff in handling the intersections of care 

and punishment, and further discuss the 
concept of fantasy or fantasmatic logics in 
practices of care and punishment. As we 
shall see, fantasmatic logics can be a way 
to talk about progress that is not always 
visible. To articulate narratives in the 
form of fantasies can be a way to imagine 
progress even though you cannot see it. 

When the institutional workers talk 
about their motive force when it comes to 
work, almost everyone mentions a desire 
to help others. This can be understood as 
an articulation of the logic of care, where 
protection; and other caring practices, are 
more foregrounded than punishment. At 
the same time most of them say that the 
concrete confirmation of having done a 
good job is small. In the interviews, the 
staff often talked about not being able to 
see the results of one’s work. They only 
worked with the young people a short pe-
riod of time,4 and often not very much 
changed during that time in the teenagers’ 
lives and behaviours. Anders expresses 
this line of thought in the following way:
As I usually say: I plant a seed. That is probably 
what I … I am not the one who reaps, harvests, 
like that. It is more like I plant a seed. And that is 
payment enough for me, to motivate me to keep 
on working. 

The metaphor of being the one that plants 
a seed is a narrative figure that recurs in 
several of the interviews, as in the ex-
ample of Anders above. This narrative 
figure can also be understood as a fantasy 
that gives meaning to the institutional 
work. 

The concept of fantasy should not be 
misunderstood as being an illusion or 
something made up but should rather be 
understood as a narrative with ideological 
significance aimed at the future (see Gly-
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nos & Howarth 2007:145). Anders is say-
ing that the idea of having planted a seed 
is enough motivation for him; that it is 
“payment enough”, as he expresses it. The 
payment is not concrete since he will not 
get to see the effects of the work he is do-
ing. 

Some of the other treatment workers 
reason in the same manner as Anders and 
point out that the effects of their work are 
something that will be visible later on. But 
not all of them use the metaphor of plant-
ing a seed. We could, for example, relate 
this to what Azar said, in the previous sec-
tion, about teenagers looking back, some-
time in the future, on what they learned 
during their time in the institution. This is 
also a way of imagining how institutional 
work will affect and change youth and 
their futures for the better, even though 
you might not see it now, in the present 
time.

Michelle talks about one of the treat-
ment programmes at Viby, referred to as 
“the programme activity”, described 
above. She talks about the work being 
done in this programme as a beginning, 
and this is yet another way where fantas-
matic logics are expressed in relation to 
change in teenagers’ futures. 
If it is not rewarding right now, at least you have 
started to talk about it. They have put words on 
their feelings, they have put words on their think-
ing and they have opened up to someone other 
than themselves. That can be rewarding further 
on.  
 I think that the first step is really important. I 
believe in the programme activity and I believe
that it will be really good when it is working the 
way it should. Precisely because it is meaningful, 
because it can provide something for the boys, like 
I said: if not now, then further on. That it is a be-
ginning of something.

When Michelle talks about the pro-
gramme activity as being the start of 
something that can be rewarding in the fu-
ture, it resembles the fantasy of the seed 
that will grow in the future. Michelle ex-
presses this by saying that she believes in
the programme activity, and she puts em-
phasis on the word “believe”. The treat-
ment work can be viewed as a belief sys-
tem that motivates the institutional work-
ers by providing an image of the future 
where the results of treatment can be har-
vested (see Björkman 2001:77; Jönson 
1997:113). The belief in a positive future 
for the youth under treatment is expressed 
through the fantasy of planting a seed or 
the beginning of something meaningful. 
The ideological significance of narratives 
or fantasies like this is the concealment of 
other possible futures where things might 
not end so well for the youth in Viby (see 
Stavrakakis 1999:51). 

Other interviewees reflect upon the ef-
fects and results of compulsory care in 
similar ways as Michelle. In the following 
quotation by Filip one can see how he is 
aware that the care provided doesn’t al-
ways have the intended effects, but that he 
chooses to believe in the work he is doing 
anyway. During the interview, we talk 
about whether he ever gets information 
about how life turns out for the young 
people he meets in his work. He says that 
it happens sometimes that someone calls 
or writes a letter, but Filip is reluctant to 
try to get in touch with the teenagers after 
they leave the institution.
I don’t know if I want to. Then you might get in-
formation you don’t want. They might have com-
mitted suicide or they might be locked up some-
where. They might be junkies or even overdosed. 
Or killed someone, you know. You don’t want to 
know that. Then it would feel hopeless (laughs). 
Kim Silow Kallenberg, Between Care and Punishment 125



Then there is no meaning with the work you do, 
whatsoever. Except some kind of temporary ac-
commodation. 

To provide temporary accommodation for 
problematic teenagers is not enough for 
Filip to feel satisfied with the work he is 
doing. He wants to experience that he ac-
tually helps the institutionalized teenagers 
as well. To contribute to a change in a de-
structive life pattern is what provides 
meaning to his work. That is why it is 
better for him to hold on to a belief in do-
ing good, something that might be accom-
plished through him being reluctant to 
scrutinize the results too much. The nega-
tive images of what might happen to the 
young people after leaving the institution 
could be understood as dystopian fanta-
sies of their futures – or a form of “worst 
case scenarios” that Filip imagines. 

Another empirical example is Charlie, 
who is ambivalent when asked if he thinks 
that institutional treatment helps the boys 
and young men who are subjugated to it. 
The fantasy of planting a seed is present 
here as well, but the conviction that this is 
an unambiguously good thing is absent. 
It is hard to say if it will help them. I don’t know 
that. I don’t know how it is going to be when they 
are out and free. Hard to say. But that you have 
planted a seed, that is definite. They will remem-
ber their time here at Viby. Then, if they remem-
ber it while being intoxicated by drugs or if they 
will remember it dressed in a suit and sitting at 
their desk. They will definitely remember it. I can 
only hope that they will do OK in life. 

In the quotation, both a dystopian and a 
more positive – if not utopian – narrative 
of the teenagers’ futures is present. Here 
one can see hope rather than belief in com-
pulsory care providing good results for in-
stitutionalized youth. The fantasy of plant-

ing a seed is meaningful for Charlie, but it 
is at the same time characterized by am-
bivalence. 

When we look at the results of the treat-
ment work in the secure units we see that 
they are rather poor. Claes Levin, a Swe-
dish scholar of social work who has 
studied secure units, concludes that about 
80% of the boys and 50% of the girls re-
lapsed into criminal behaviour or sub-
stance abuse after staying at a secure unit 
(Levin 1998:263). When the staff in my 
study talk about doing good, they are 
therefore relying on hope rather than on 
empirical facts. It is rather the fantasy of 
doing well, of helping, which is at play 
here. This fantasy, often expressed 
through narratives of planting a seed or 
beginning something new, helps in legit-
imizing the social practices of institutional 
work and in preventing the political di-
mension from reaching the surface (see 
Glynos & Howarth 2007:147; Stavrakakis 
1999:51). The fantasy of planting a seed, 
which will grow and give results in the fu-
ture, is one that will not resist public offi-
cial disclosure (see Glynos & Howarth 
2007:148), as for example the results of 
Levin show us (1998:263). 

Conclusion
In this article I have investigated some of 
the important issues of compulsory care of 
delinquent or problematic youth. I have 
proposed a model where compulsory care 
is understood as a twofold concept, equal-
ly consisting of both punishment and care. 
I understand the two branches of compul-
sion as a logic of care and a logic of 
punishment. These two logics are articu-
lated together through institutional prac-
tices, and both of them can be either fore-
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grounded or stay in the background de-
pending on context. In the narratives of 
staff members the logic of care is fore-
grounded, for example through their am-
bition to help delinquent youth. The logic 
of punishment, on the other hand, is often 
downplayed or marked as something be-
longing in the past. It is clear that care has 
positive connotations while punishment 
does not. 

The role of fantasy in the context of in-
stitutional work is to conceal the ambiva-
lent and problematic aspects of compulso-
ry care: for example, the not so positive 
statistics showing the numbers of teen-
agers that return to a destructive lifestyle 
after having been subjugated to compulso-
ry care. To believe in the work they are 
doing is something that provides meaning 
for the staff in the secure units, even if 
they never see concrete evidence that their 
work has intended effect. The fantasy of 
planting a seed gives meaning to institu-
tional work, and hope for staff who intend 
to make a positive difference in young 
people’s lives. The seed is hidden from 
view, yet the staff believe that it is there 
and that it will be visible in the future. 

Progression, or development, is present 
as an aspect of this fantasy as well. The 
growth of a seed into a flower is a meta-
phorical narrative of change. Institutional 
work in secure units is about changing 
people from “bad” to “good”, and to treat 
delinquency. This fantasy of planting a 
seed also helps in concealing the aspects 
of punishment that are present in institu-
tional work, and to highlight aspects of 
care instead. I also interpret the focus of 
the staff narratives on imagined futures as 
a way to avoid an often chaotic and stress-
ful present. I understand this focus on 

fantasmatic aspects as a reaction to the 
limited tools staff have to actually help 
teenagers in the everyday practices of 
compulsory care, when it comes to re-
sources, preparation and institutional sup-
port. 

Kim Silow Kallenberg 
PhD
Swedish Red Cross University College
Box 1059
SE-141 21 Huddinge
email: kim.silow.kallenberg@rkh.se

Notes
1 This particular institution accepted boys, or 

young men, in ages ranging from 14 to 21. 
During my fieldwork most of the teenagers 
living in the institution were aged 16 to 18.

2 The tension between care and punishment on 
which I focus in this article is something that 
other researchers have investigated in other 
types of institutions, for example in institu-
tions of forensic psychiatry (Skipworth 2005). 
What I find interesting when it comes to insti-
tutions of compulsory care in Sweden is that 
these institutions are not formally punitive, 
but that they still hold aspects of punishment 
in ideas and practices. Such cultural aspects of 
punishment are what I intend to analyse here.

3 ART ‒ Aggression replacement training, and 
MI – Motivational interviewing were two of 
the techniques used in Viby. ART and MI are 
both methods based on development psychol-
ogy and ideas of human cognition and behav-
iour.

4 The average time a young person stayed in a 
secure unit was approximately five months 
(according to the Swedish National Board of 
Institutional Care: http://www.stat-inst.se).
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	2 The tension between care and punishment on which I focus in this article is something that other researchers have investigated in other types of institutions, for example in institutions of forensic psychiatry (Skipworth 2005). What I find interest...
	3 ART ‒ Aggression replacement training, and MI – Motivational interviewing were two of the techniques used in Viby. ART and MI are both methods based on development psychology and ideas of human cognition and behaviour.
	4 The average time a young person stayed in a secure unit was approximately five months (according to the Swedish National Board of Institutional Care: http://www.stat-inst.se).

	Between Care and Punishment
	“Young Women Dominate the Blogosphere”
	1 Philips Petroleum named promising structures and discoveries they operated after Norwegian fish names, alphabetically ordered after the letter on the block. It proved difficult to find suitable names in Norwegian, however, and English names were us...
	2 Around twenty fields have names from other categories than the ones related to national pasts. Some are constructed names such as Statfjord, Eldfisk and Ekofisk. Some are named after sea-birds (Skarv and Ærfugl) and other after fishes (such as Cod...
	3 STS scholars have discussed how to draw the boundaries of gatherings, enactments and networks; where do they start and where do they end (Latour 2005:131; Strathern 1996). Connections and relations within gatherings are not actual lines you can see...
	4 https://play.google.com/store/apps/details? id=no.oljedirektoratet.oilfacts.
	5 Information retrieved from the application “Oil Facts” provided by the Norwegian Petroleum Directorate.
	6 Connections between industry and folktales have been analysed by the cultural historian Tale L. Grønmo in a study of how the early nineteenth-century multinational company Norsk Hydro was “folklorized” into a specifically Norwegian industry an...
	7 Information retrieved from the application “OilFacts” provided by the Norwegian Oil Directorate.
	8 Meld.St. 28 (2010–2011) En næring for framtida – om petroleumsvirksomheten. Report to the Storting (white paper).
	9 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/aktuelt/tale- under-olfs-arskonferanse/id661255/, read 19 October 2017.
	10 https://www.nrk.no/rogaland/vil-ha-mindre- harry-potter-i-oljen-1.7581414, read 27.03.2019.
	11 https://www.stortinget.no/no/Grunnlovsjubileet/Om-grunnlovsjubileet/Visjon-og- mal/, read 1 August 2018.
	12 The name group consisted of the conservative politician Kristin Clemet, the historian and head of the Tromsø University Museum Marit Hauan, the language expert and retired editor of the country’s most-read newspaper Aftenposten Per Egil Hegge, ...
	13 https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/ upload/oed/2011-2811_mandat_navne- gruppen.pdf, read 24 August 2018.
	14 https://www.aftenposten.no/meninger/kronikk/ i/aw9w4/Hva-skal-oljefeltene-hete, read 9 August 2018.
	15 Ibid.
	16 Ibid.
	17 https://www.framtiden.no/201201175469/ blogg/arilds-blogg/sverdrup-tilgrises.html.
	18 https://www.wwf.no/?35048 read 24 August 2018.
	19 Ibid.
	20 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/ meld-st-35-20112012/id700314/sec4?q= oljefelt#match_0.
	21 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/ nou-2016-18/id2515222/sec2?q=sverdrup# match_0, read 9 August 18. NOU 2016:18, p.154: “den eneste redning for lapperne er at de absorberes i den norske nasjon”.
	22 Letter from Norwegian Language Council to the Petroleum Directorate, Ref.10/599, date 17 June 2011.
	23 Ibid.
	24 http://www.npd.no/no/Publikasjoner/Norsk- sokkel/Nr2-2015/Intervjuet/, read 9 August 2018.
	25 Meld.St.28 (2010-2011):5.

	Oil as Heritage
	1 This portmanteau word (fat and iceberg) seems to have been coined by sewer workers in London in 2013. It made it into online dictionaries in 2015 together with manspreading and Brexit (Adams 2018). The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “ver...
	2 The events in the fatberg story (apart from the newer documentary) have been the focus of an earlier article (Henriksson & Sund 2018) concentrating on the affective encounter with the fatberg.
	3 For a more extended discussion of the depiction of the fatberg via its content see Henriksson & Sund 2018.
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