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Abstract: Although they commonly are associated with recreation, summer camps for children can
be seen as educational arenas that both supplement and challenge school education. Summer camps
provide education in a broad sense of bildung. The article aims at describing what is experienced in
summer camps and proposes various theoretical frames for these bildung processes. The main focus
is on summer camps in Russia, and we interviewed Russian informants who participated in summer
camps. The findings were that learning in the camps tends to be non-instrumental, allowing room
for play and experimentation for both pupils and teachers. Social learning is marked by collective
elements such as camp rituals and spontaneous solidarity, both forming an individual personality.
Outdoor activities are important because they connect children to nature and develop a sense of
place marked by biophilia. Furthermore, nature’s materiality creates a sense of being in the world,
which means developing a sense of multiple relational settings, spanning from the materialities of
geography, place, and objects to experiencing new social settings in the form of solidarity, ritual, and
friendship.

Keywords: summer camps; bildung; relational learning; nature; materiality

1. Introduction

Pedagogy responds to the challenges of modern reality, characterized by social frag-
mentation and increasingly virtual communication. To meet these challenges, it is not
always necessary to look for new solutions; instead, solutions can be found in historical
models, traditions, and pedagogical practices, such as summer camps for children. Summer
camps have several common characteristics: they are an opportunity to meet new friends,
they are focused on social learning rather than on academic achievement, they are often
run by teacher education students on a daily basis, and they are mostly set in rural or
natural spaces.

The idea of taking a closer look at children’s summer camps with regard to their
pedagogical potential in the spirit of bildung developed during a discussion in our research
group about where the ideal of bildung can still be found today. A colleague, who in
recent years had volunteered in summer camps in Siberia, brought impressions from the
Soviet film “Dobro Pozhalovat, ili Postoronnim vhod vospreshchyon” (Welcome, or no
Trespassing) into the conversation. Even though not everyone in the discussion group
was familiar with this film, all had associations of their own or had heard about summer
camps. Surprisingly, many commonalities came to light, even though the discussion group
was made up of participants from different countries. In addition, due to the different
educational backgrounds, different approaches of viewing and assessing emerged. It can
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be said that our discussion reflected the diversity and, to a certain extent, the elusiveness
of the concept of bildung. In the multi-layered analysis of Russian summer camps, a wide
variety of dimensions of bildung can be discerned. We decided to follow up on this topic.

Regarding the fact that we are dealing with an institution that almost every child in
the Soviet Union experienced and that remains a mass phenomenon in Russia today, also
regarding the fact that teacher education students are required to do teaching practice in
summer camps, the academic interest in camps appears to be reserved. A quick survey of
academic literature showed that there were relatively few sources, most of which dealt with
practical and organizational issues of the camps, however, with some notable exceptions
using wider conceptual frames. For example, Dinke D.V. presents the idea that camps
were a refuge for progressive pedagogy [1]. His finding invites further analysis of the
temporal and spatial structuration of Soviet society; camps function as temporal pedagogi-
cal supplements that inspire or renew the system without fundamentally challenging it.
While the camps in the Soviet Union and arguably also in contemporary Russia form a
symbiosis with traditional education, seen from a Western perspective, the camps are a
reminder of the fact that the bildung ideal has been undermined by the neoliberal trends
of economic over-determination of education and by a cultivation of an unmoderated
subjectivity demanding affirmation.

The aim of this article is to dive into the phenomenon of summer camps, followed
by an investigation on bildung in this context. Our ambition is to explore pedagogical
and educational values when it comes to establishing an understanding of bildung in a
broad sense. By expanding on a qualitative study, consisting of ten interviews with former
participants in Russian summer camps, we apply conceptual tools from pedagogy and
other fields. We approach education in a broad sense as bildung, and, in such a perspective,
seemingly marginal aspects such as sociability, place and setting, and the materiality of
nature as well the interaction of these elements become crucial for learning.

Terms analyzing the relation to nature or the qualities of face-to-face interaction are
often descriptive and tend to appeal to common experience. Materiality is such a term,
but it is not reflective of universal experience. Biophilia is another descriptive term. Both
terms can be partly associated with an essentially romantic understanding of nature, that
nature is inherently good and human beings are a part of nature. However, we must not
only understand the cultural prefiguration in the experience of nature but also the natural
one. How does nature in general and geography in particular structure life and education?

The Arctic and subarctic land masses of our planet form a ring around the open
sea, which has made these areas prone to cultural encounters, trade, and mobility. An
example here is the Pomor trade, once stretching from Norway to California. Nature is
experienced as a limit, as material obstacle and spiritual challenge, and this limitation is
its greatest attraction and has repercussions on culture. Summers with their agreeable
temperatures and white nights create a feeling of impermanence. The argument here is that
the experience of transitoriness of temporal limits, short magical summers, synchronizes
culture and leads to ritual, marked by a collective sociability. Not only is there a temporal
structure creating a sense of nature, since Soviet times there has also been a spatial one,
a collective change of place. In summer, workers went on vacation or moved from their
housing blocks to their dacha, students worked in student brigades constructing railway
lines and cities far away from home, and children were sent to summer camps.

Cultures are not mechanisms to streamline individual expression, but they facilitate
expression by providing patterns for human interaction. These patterns are diverse and
dynamic and may even be contradictory. The Austrian philosopher Robert Pfaller argues
that rituals suspend cultural rules temporarily, that, in other words, cultures provide both
rules and collective ways of breaking them [2]. In addition to this temporal structure, in this
case summer culture prefigured by the northern climate, there is a spatial dimension as well.
Soviet pioneer camps and many of the modern camps, often using the old installations, are
located in natural environments, creating a sense of being away from one’s usual life world.
Michel Foucault contrasts such places to utopias, coining the term heterotopia for “places
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that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society, which are something
like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other
sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and
inverted” [3] (p. 24). In practice, for children, the “enacted utopia” means a place without
parents and teachers (who may have a role in organizing activities), being in nature, and
meeting new friends. Even though post-Soviet camps may have an academic theme such
as English camp, activities are playful, and there is no teaching plan, no homework, no
textbook, and no grade. Children are supervised by a collective of teacher training students,
forming a camp inside the camp. They take care of order and routines and organize
choreographies and games for the children.

The seclusion of the place and the synchronization and interaction through activities
and rituals creates what Christoph Türcke calls “common now-time” [4] (p. 117). On the
one hand, summer camps represent a return to the past, where children played outside.
However, the methodical freedom that teachers in a camp setting have encourages ex-
perimentation in terms of experiential learning. Camps integrate apparently divergent
aspects of bildung, away from the fragmentation and economic instrumentalization of
skills and competence pedagogy. Camps encourage an exploration of one’s subjectivity,
but they are also arenas of exploring collective relations to nature and of social learning.
While on the one hand they are spatially secluded, on the other, they have the potential for
facilitating communication with others, in the form of virtual exchange between camps in
different countries or regions or of physical exchange of children, students, and teachers.
The experience of being limited by physical nature is the camps’ greatest attraction because
it invites collective playful struggle with this limitation.

Learning in summer camps is primarily social, as it is presented and illustrated in the
1964 Soviet film “Dobro Pozhalovat, ili Postoronnim vhod vospreshchyon” (Welcome, or No
Trespassing). The story is about a boy who is expelled from a camp but returns and hides,
receiving help in the form of food and company first from the other children and later
also from student assistants and workers in the camp. Aspects of social learning here are
developing spontaneous solidarity, acting collectively, and dealing with authority. These
learning processes are education in a wide sense, a form of bildung.

The Russian authors of this article remember episodes of their own life in a children’s
camp, the romance of meeting the dawns or saying goodbye to the sun at sunset, hiking
in the mountains or sporting events, when it was necessary to overcome the inevitable
difficulties and show will—there was just so much that the memory kept since childhood.

One may remark: Why do you return to the subject children’s camps? Isn’t it the same
as reinventing the wheel? Here, it seems appropriate to recall the words of the Russian
scientist Vladimir Vernadskii:

“The history of science should be critically compiled by everyone in the scientific
generation, and not just because our stocks are changing knowledge about the past, new
forms of restoration of the past are opened. No! It is necessary to recycle the history of
science scientifically, it goes back to the past again, because thanks to the development of
modern knowledge about the past, one gets meaning and loses another. Each generation of
scientific researchers finds in the history of science a reflection of the scientific trends of their
time. Moving forward, science not only creates the new, but also inevitably reevaluates the
old, experienced” [5] (p. 112). Applied to the investigation of summer camps, this means
that the camps are not a fossilized remnant of the past but the product of a renegotiation
between past, present, and future creating spaces of opportunities.

2. On the History of Summer Camps

The history of children’s summer camps goes back to 1876, when Hermann Walter
Bion, a pastor in Zurich, Switzerland, organized a summer holiday camp in the Alps for
the children of the parishioners of his church [6]. The camp gave children the experience
of another, unusual life with adventures and hikes. Recreation did not mean relaxation,
as camps often included elements of rural labor. Already earlier, in the same vein, Johann
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Heinrich Pestalozzi (1801) had written about the transformative role of labor. It is not
surprising that Nadezhda Krupskaya, Deputy Minister of Enlightenment and Vladimir
Lenin’s wife, took up the notion of an active lifestyle as an ideal for Soviet camps: “There
is a rest that can give a lot both in the sense of strengthening physical strength and in
the sense of growing consciousness, and there can be a rest that can only make you tired
and stupid” [7] (p. 139). This means that camps were seen as places of cooperation with
others and as encounters with nature in the form of recreation and labor, and that these
encounters had a transformative character, not only transforming nature through labor but
also facilitating the formation of individual personality and collective social identity, as we
see in the development of spontaneous solidarity in the film Dobro Pozhalovat.

The underlying cultural motivation for the popularity of summer camps, however,
was neither pedagogical nor political, although modified by those factors. Like the German
life reform movement, it was a reaction against the living conditions created by early
industrialization and urbanization. At the end of the nineteenth century, the number of
street children increased in many countries in Europe and North America. Most often,
they were the children of working-class, poor, and ruined people. They united in gangs,
terrifying the inhabitants with their reckless and dangerous antics, which became a kind
of revenge on the haves for their arbitrary treatment of the poor. There were people who
understood the injustice of social segregation, sought to help the poor, and took care of
street children. There were clubs for children organized by the Settlement Society. This
movement was founded in 1887 in New York. Similar movements, albeit with initially
different intentions, were founded in Great Britain at the beginning of the 20th century
by Robert Baden-Powell (Boy Scouts) [8], and in Germany and England by Kurt Hahn [9]
and operated corresponding camps. Core elements were self-government and work, and
teenagers gained experience of useful leisure and positive socialization. These movements
appeared in France, Belgium, Germany, Sweden, Norway, Austria, Japan, India, and
Australia.

In 1906, the Settlement Society appeared in Russia. The Russian teacher Stanislav
Shatsky, whose views were greatly influenced by Leo Tolstoy and John Dewey, created a
summer work and recreation camp for children in one of the most socially disadvantaged
areas of Moscow. The main point was the desire to help children get at least a minimum of
knowledge about nature and society, to introduce them to feasible physical labor, and to
develop the ability to live in a civilized society and to cooperate. Many games were orga-
nized in that camp since Shatsky considered games as the vital laboratory of childhood [10].
Working in a children’s summer camp allowed him to draw the following conclusions:
First, children influence each other more than the adults do. Second, all caregivers should
be reduced to creating a friendly children’s society. Third, the authority of the adults is
only valid, useful, and high when there is no compulsory element in it. Fourth, children
should feel confidence in themselves from their adults, i.e., that adults need authority not
strength, but knowledge, experience, and love for children [10].

Shatsky and his associates failed to realize many of their plans in tsarist Russia. In the
conditions of the reactionary policy of the tsarist authorities and the Jewish pogroms, he
and his wife were forced to leave the country for a short time. He was able to implement
his ideas for organizing summer camps after the Bolsheviks came to power in Russia.

Historically, summer camps can be classified as:

- joint work and recreation camps for children;
- military sports camps with a Spartan lifestyle;
- health-improving camps with the characteristics of a sanatorium.

The history of children’s summer camps illuminates their main intentions, which was
to compensate for the shortcomings of a child’s life during the summer in a large city; life
was marked by a lack of green spaces in courtyards, entrance fees for parks, unemployment,
and a lack of vacation time. The target group of summer camps were weak children from
poor families (sending was carried out only on the appointment of school doctors), and
the most important task was the organization of food. Children were provided with milk
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as a source of additional energy, and growth, weight, and physical activity parameters
were taken into account in the camps. Children were trained in household skills and
personal hygiene and body care, for example making beds, cleaning rooms, mending
clothes, combing hair, and brushing teeth. Children gained an understanding of the
world through natural science education, travel, excursions, and agricultural work such
as tending the garden and helping local farmers harvesting, as well as food gathering in
the form of mushroom picking, and collecting berries and medicinal herbs. All activities
created the condition for personal growth and education in the sense of bildung.

3. Summer Camps—Another Way of Bildung?

In addition to the discussed activities in summer camps, their setting in nature is
also important. Summer camps are held outdoors, and it is no coincidence that nature is
included, since nature itself is attributed with special qualities. Experiences of nature are
seen as particularly conducive to learning and development, as they are based on direct,
unmediated experience. Our relationship to and understanding of nature is influenced
by nature-related concepts that we ourselves have experienced, learned, or adopted. The
relationship of humans—as biological and cultural living beings—to nature does not only
exist as a given because humans belong to nature, but it is also the result of a culturally
mediated relationship. This relationship encompasses qualitatively different dimensions
of mental, affective, and action-related engagement with nature [11]. The importance of
nature for human development can also be seen in the “biophilia hypothesis” [12] and
the psycho-pedagogical approach of Erich Fromm [13], in which personality development
and personal fulfilment are to be understood in relation to our relationship with nature.
Summer camps open up a variety of experiences of nature as well as social experiences
related to nature, which can be reflected and discussed especially within Fromm’s concept
of “productive character orientation” [14].

“Biophilia is the passionate love of life and all living things; it is the desire to promote
growth—be it in a person, a plant, an idea, or a social group. The biophile prefers to build
something new rather than preserve the old. He wants to be more rather than to have more.
He has the ability to wonder, and he prefers to experience something new rather than to
find the old confirmed. He prefers to live the adventure rather than security. He is more
concerned with the whole than with the parts, more with structures than summations” [15]
(p. 331; own translation). The surroundings and the pedagogical implications of summer
camps have the potential to realize these aspects.

Even if bildung today is often understood in neo-liberal economic terms, we follow
in this article the traditional humanistic concept of bildung according to Wilhelm von
Humboldt [15,16] and see bildung as personality development in the sense of a human
development through the connection between self and world. In contrast to apprenticeship
as a process of ability, bildung is understood as a process of becoming, and the philosopher
Peter Bieri points out that education in the sense of instruction [Ausbildung] has the aim of
being able to do something, to master skills and to perform tasks, while education in the
sense of bildung means to become somebody [17].

This process of becoming, of growing up, and of growing in the world is primarily
an individual process, but it strongly depends on the circumstances in which somebody
lives and grows up. While the people and the world around us provide crucial impulses
and help, each person is responsible for how they interact and what they make out of their
situation. Summer camps allow participation in nature activities, and although these have
a predetermined framework, their approach and outcome remain open.

Reflecting on how bildung is realized, Gerd E. Schäfer defines five characteristics of
bildung: (1) Bildung is connected with self-activity. It is not possible to be educated, you
have to educate yourself. (2) Bildung is based on individual finding or losing of meaning;
this meaning can only be found by oneself, not be conveyed to others. (3) Meaning only
results from what someone experiences or does, and from what someone has experienced
and done so far. (4) This understanding includes that education is not limited to a rational-
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logical process alone but naturally includes the entire human range of sensory-emotional
experience and processing possibilities. Finally, it means (5), that someone always is
educated by something, in other words that the objects of bildung bear the stamp of
history [18].

The main point expressed in this understanding is that bildung always means self-
bildung. Bildung is something subjective, based on self-activity, but, of course, in depen-
dence on and in interaction with others or with the environment. Both rational considera-
tions and sensory experiences can lead to a search for meaning. However, this search for
meaning is difficult to convey directly and can only be initiated. Everyone has to find it
for themselves. A successful didactic implementation of this understanding of bildung
can be found in a humanistic education, which has recently experienced an international
renaissance in a (neo-) existentialist variant described by Gert Biesta [19,20]. His criticism
of the “learnification” of upbringing and bildung, his demand to disconnect teaching and
learning, as well as his emphasis on the unpredictability of upbringing and bildung open
up a wealth of perspectives for looking at summer camp experiences in terms of their
potential for development and bildung. Can such stimuli and impulses for bildung be
identified in summer camps? And how are they perceived, described, and experienced by
the participants?

4. A Closer Look into the Empirical Material

Our empirical material consists of ten interviews with participants of summer camps
for children between ten and fourteen years old, attending camps from Soviet times until
today’s Russia. The study was conducted in 2020, and the informants, who live in the
Murmansk region, were randomly selected from a group of people in higher education,
mainly women from the age of twenty-two till fifty-nine. They answered the same five
questions, some in short and with few sentences, others in longer passages. As an overall
impression, most of the participants had vivid and pleasant memories from the camps; only
one was skeptical and did not want to recommend it to children today. The questionnaire
starts with an invitation to tell about places, events, activities, and attributes while the next
one calls upon reflections on the teaching aspect in the life of the camps. They are followed
by a question about lessons for life learned, and the last question focuses on what they will
tell about camps to a child going there for the first time. The final question was how to
guide students who will be future counselors and what to say to parents. From what kind
of perspective they articulate their reflections, whether as a child, or as a (skilled) adult, we
cannot know, except for the fact that our data are retrospective, and layer upon layer put
on, under, and between experiences from a summer long gone.

In the book Metodefestival og øyeblikksrealisme-eksperimenterende kvalitative forskningspas-
sasjer [21], Norman Denzin advocates an attitude of performance, declaring that “the goal is
always to create conditions for a critical consciousness, one that imagines a radical politics
of possibility” [22] (p. 14). This goes along with an article by Biesta in the same book
elaborating on the need of being pragmatic, and not getting lost in theories. He reminds
us of having in mind the settings theories occur in and what kind of particular question
they were designed to answer. To set his argument, he examines the types of purposes
research may have: explanation, understanding or emancipation, and claims this to be
more important than being qualitative or quantitative data. This is vital for understanding
our material. Those who answered did not have much time to neither prepare nor to give
detailed answers. The questions are like an enquete, or ’ten on the street’. However, the
informants responded because of their specific experience from participating in summer
camps, and they are colleagues in academia, which means that they have access to an
educational vocabulary. For the purpose of explaining, this material would be of lim-
ited strength, but for an understanding of how these data can be interpreted, we need
a theory providing relevance. The emancipatory aspect links to Marx’ reflection on the
actor’s false or inaccurate understanding of their situation, being part of a critical research
tradition. Biesta suggests an integration of the different purposes in order to see how
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the stories interact by power in action [23]. As Foucault defines it, power is everywhere,
operates in many different kinds of relationships, is always there, and we are never able
to put ourselves outside [24]. So, what can we hope for? What are the purposes of the
common research? What can theory do to this material? The goal lies in the possibilities
of opening up imaginations of broader understandings, expanding on being in infinite
and incomplete patterns of knowledge creation. We will seek openings in the material
along with a discussion of the concepts of qualification, socialization, and subjection. Our
approach is that qualification will be least important, whereas summer camps do not aim at
bringing forth a set and formalized system of knowledge. This perspective on educational
questions defines qualification as equipping individuals with the knowledge required for
citizenship, cultural life, and working life. Socialization, through transformation of norms
and values, incorporates an individual into a social order. Subjectification is the process of
being oriented toward the individual’s freedom, own voice, and uniqueness [19].

The complete list of questions is:

(1) What places, events, and activities in the children’s (health, pioneer) camp do you
particularly remember and why?

(2) Did you keep any attributes (artifacts) of life in the camp? Tell us about them.
(3) What did life in the camp teach you/what lessons did you learn from life in the camp?
(4) What would you wish for someone who is going to spend time in the camp for the

first time?
(5) What kind of guidance would you give to students as future counselors who them-

selves may not have been in the camp and do not represent its life?
(6) What would you say to parents who are not sure whether it is worth sending their

child to a camp?

Despite the informal language in the answers, they nevertheless contain meaning in a
pedagogical sense. The respondents, chosen because of their experience from participating
in summer camps, are also trained educators, which means that they have access to an
educational set of perspectives we have in common. Being skilled in this way means
to have a set of theories for approaches to knowledge, children, and society. We do not
know their intentions, but we do know they are able to create and assess both teaching
and learning situations. As Bruno Latour puts it, when discussing religious faith from
the point of no longer sharing the faith, but still understanding the language: “Well, this
belief in belief is something that those inside share with those outside—it’s actually how
they manage to distinguish the inside from the outside” [25] (p. 3). As sharers of the
same pedagogical language, even though a closer investigation probably would reveal
differences, still we are able to hear what is inside and what is outside and we will now
take a closer look on some of the answers to question five, in order to find elements of a
pedagogical understanding of learning:

“What kind of guidance would you give to students as future counselors who themselves may
not have been in the camp and do not represent its life?”

This question appears as a matter of how a trained person, a colleague, will guide
beginners into the educational field in summer camps. This is the answer where we can
be on familiar ground because the question is made of words such as ‘guidance’ and
‘students as future counselors’, phrases that are part of common educational language.
Two respondents were picked out because they were the only ones that in their articulation
made use of the words offered in the question or other words from the educational field, for
example quality. The way we have understood their statements is the following (Table 1):
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Table 1. Statements by the informants about pedagogical questions.

Qualification Socialization Subjectification

Take responsibility for your work,
be an example for your students,

be interested in quality
recreation for your
students as well as for
yourself

and talk to them more often
about moral issues especially
before going to bed, in the
dark (female 42)

First of all, do not get into the role
of a dictator, and do not show
familiarity with the children,

but be an old friend
one can ask for help and
advice, and

be attentive to the children for
whom you are responsible
(female 22)

Qualification suggests that there is something to do, whereas socialization and subjec-
tification are modes of being with others. Biesta, working on the education’s “why” argues
in the book The Beautiful Risk of Education that the crucial question of learning is, “whether
we lend anonymous metaphysical power to the idea of learning or whether we seize this
power in order to make learning as strong or as weak as we want it to be” [19] (p. 76). By
being weak, he means unpredictable, quite different from what those outside a pedagogical
language, such as policy makers, aim at. The risk is so to say the pedagogy of events rather
than essence; “how wonderful it is to live in a team,” as a respondent said.

For being a risky task, “sometimes these ways of expressing themselves require a lot
of patience to deal with,” Francis Fukuyama has warned against an expression leading
to identities without link to global understandings of dignity, based upon analyses and
critique of economic structures [26]. In other words, the being rather than the doing is an
ongoing process without set answers, involving both the self and the world, interacting
in ways that are impossible to clearly set apart. The big questions are always present,
performative, and powerful in every relation, as an encounter of events. In the following,
we will have a specific investigation on events, while digging in relations as encounters
with materialities.

5. Learning from Direct Encounters with Material “Objects”—A Thing-Oriented
Approach

The informants describe summer camps as events in special places. The empirical
data show multiplicity in time and space, two fundamental categories that have undergone
important shifts over the past decades. In classical social science theory, space and place
have been associated with the traditional and stagnant—a form of passive background
frame for social processes [27]. With the concept of “sense of place”, for example, the
experiential aspect of the concept of place was emphasized, where space becomes place
when the individual connects something and assigns meaning to it. Eventually, place was
not seen as a static framework for social interaction, but as something that is continuously
created and recreated as part of social activity. In the wake of the so-called “spatial turn”
in the 1990s, the concept of place has gained a central place in the social sciences and the
humanities [28].

Place is still a multifaceted concept, and there can be wide variations in the ways in
which one perceives and experiences place. Doreen Massey furthered the understanding
of the concept of place. She sees places as network-based meeting places of material, social,
and cultural relationships that extend far beyond the local. She argues for understanding
places as relational events [29]. “A place can be seen as a specific articulation of social
practices, social relations, and materiality as well as experiences, narratives, and symbolic
meanings of the place held by its different users” [30] (p. 16). Places as meeting places focus
on the relational, where the social and the material meet. The focus here is the material
side of social life and learning, the relation between human and non-human. The current
development of a material turn in social sciences and humanities has influenced the focus
towards “the way we move knowledge forward in order to access things . . . ” [31] (p. 139).
We will find out how different users of summer camps were thinking and how they were
interacting with materiality in their learning process. The focus here is on entanglements
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between humans and the many things. The term thing replaces the term object to transcend
its passive role in the relationship. Things are traces of the past—recent or remote. Things
can also be agents [31–34]. A thing-oriented perspective has had little support in learning
theories, a question may be how do we learn from direct encounters with things and their
materiality?

Some utterances in our data are about the relationship with things. The informants’
range in age from 22 to 59 years. Several of them think back to summer camps during the
Soviet era. The past plays into contemporary place constructions where experiences of
place can vary according to which past elements people emphasize. Events and memories
associated with place are an important part of contemporary place construction. Studying
relationships between place and past can involve looking more closely at what from the past
that is drawn out, especially in relation to some local material things triggering memories.
When asked in the survey about what places, events, and activities they particularly
remember and why (see questions 1 and 2), several informants highlighted the relation
to material things as foundation in their present constructions. One informant stated: “I
remember meetings, morning and evening, held on the ship that served as a deck of our
common home”. Informants mentioned material places where social events took place,
and these various mobilities were intertwined in different ways. Things undoubtedly
gain importance through the connections in which they are entangled. In relation to this
example, the boat also became an important actor in the relational network that took place;
it had the capacity to mediate relations and differences between people [34]. It was not
further reflected in the interviews why specific material things were mentioned.

The students in summer camps had different camp duties. Among other things, they
had kitchen duties, another place where learning took place. The material design and
equipment of the kitchen had influence on how interaction could take place. A kitchen
will be lost in relation to social events without a system of countertops, sink, oven, knives,
cups, etc. We can ask how many different types of actors were gathered and mobilized
in creating dinner in the kitchen. Things act as mediators and actors that form many
and complex relations. From a thing-oriented perspective, they act together as entangled
assemblages [32,34]. In any event, dinner would have been impossible to implement
without the collaboration with things.

Things are not enslaved by the social; they also exist independently of human subjects,
but things can also instruct and resist in the social relationship [35]. A chair asks you to sit
and a door handle tells you to grab hold. We drink a glass of water but rarely reflect on the
role of the glass. Things are incorporated into daily life and are easily overlooked if we do
not open our field of vision and reflect. The informants remembered different tasks that
they learned in relation to things, for example cleaning shoes, combing hair, and making
beds. Shoes, comb, and bed will be included in the activity, and in many ways instruct
the action. One informant remembers rafting on the river. What was learned in relation
to the boat—or what did the boat teach the informant? In a thing-oriented philosophy,
we could ask how the informant moved among things and become moved by them. He
learned through encounters with things [33,34]. We can say that Martin Heidegger in his
object-oriented philosophy broke with the dichotomy of das Ding für uns/das Ding an sich
that emerged in Immanuel Kants ‘Kritik der reinen Vernunft’. Heidegger spoke of things
in terms that they almost absorb the whole world. We can say that the sound, smell, and
touch of things create a closeness to the world, by resorting to a range of senses, when
symmetry emerges in our common being in the world [33,36]. Little of this appears in
the survey, but one informant mentions the first encounter with Pepsi-Cola produced by
Novorossiysk plant of soft drinks, where the taste linked to the thing became an everlasting
memory.

In relation to question (2):
Did you keep any attributes (artefacts) of life in the camp? Tell us about them.
Some of the participants at summer camps had also brought home memory artefacts

such as a t-shirt, certificates of honor, instructor’s ties that they have taken care of over time.
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Things intrude into the present, where the past and present intermingle in the production of
cultural memory. Archaeologists analytically engage with the role of things in memory and
the interplay between materials and time. Things that have been around and endured can
invite one to the making of stories. The study of memory is about how humans perceive
and grapple with time [37]. One informant had lost a pioneer tie with autographs from
other participants at the camp, but the thing and event continue to be a part of social
consciousness and have had a role in memory across time and space. The informants’ social
memory is spatially situated, evoked by and associated with particular places. Things can
evoke stories, and memories are triggered in the face of things. The materiality of things
invites stories, familiarity, belonging, and change. Things are something more permanent
than one had assumed: “Things are more persistent than thought; they evidently last longer
than speech and gestures. Things are concrete and offer stability [ . . . ] things are normally
in place, at least enough of them to make our existence predictable and secure” [38] (p.
136). Things speak by being a more stable factor in existence. The speech of things must be
understood metaphorically, an implied communication between subject and thing.

The informants remember different historical memory places, such as visiting the
Royal mounds and the Adzhimushkay quarries, excursion to Krasnaya Polyana, “The
Pearl of Russia camp” in Anapa. Imagine what historical places have been without things
from the past, and the complex interactions between humans and things. Traces recent or
remote, our world is a multitemporal palimpsest of durable material things that pile up,
overlap, and intrude into the present [39]. There is a focus on the complex human-thing
interrelations in the summer camps. Much work remains in addressing the problem of
seeing tangible things not as rich traces, but as mere illustrations subordinate to arguments
they derive from other sources. How we understand things and how we conceive of
their being will also affect their epistemological potential as sources. Things have been
marginalized in the social sciences [38]. Agency in western philosophy is linked to human
action. The aim for pupils is to acquire a knowledge of things. How we understand
things, how we conceive of their being (i.e., ontology) will also affect their epistemological
potential. The encounters with things have to become constructive also for learning
theories and bildung. Humans are always a part of and interact with other bodies, nature,
structure, materiality, etc. It can be argued that it is easier to learn, remember, and let go
of something we ourselves have seen, touched, smelled, or tasted [40]. Summer camps
provide opportunities for learning together and can create awareness of various and
multiple relational settings, also related to everyday life in our being in the world.

6. Preliminary Reflections: Some Remarks at the End

Undoubtedly, a camp is a special environment, arranged according to laws different
from school. However, it would be wrong to contrast one with the other. Having described
the pedagogical intentions of the summer camp, it is to understand how the camp and the
school complement each other and help to achieve a balance in the bildung of children,
making up for deficiencies. A camp means a social community that develops in a relatively
short period from a weakly internally organized and rather formal association based on a
common space and time to a collective that has common goals and moral norms, rules of
relationships, and long-term attachments.

For the organization of camp activities, it is important to create the optimal ratio of
collective and individual. In creating the conditions for socialization, the creation of a
collective identity, one must not forget the inherent individuality in every person and that
an individual personality is formed through dialogue, interaction, and conflict with others.
This means that individuality and collectivity, although they represent opposite poles of
a cultural dimension, are both necessary for the formation of personality. Keeping this
balance is not an easy task, as Shatsky noted: “Our most important work should be aimed
at preserving what is in children. And this is obviously incredibly difficult by its very
nature” [41] (p. 44). The relationship between the collective and the individual is further
emphasized by Artur Petrovskii [42], who argues that acceptance in the collective and high
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social status forms the individual who has something that others do not have, but it is
something important because it means to achieve a common goal.

Here, it is also useful to include the approach of Anatolii Lutoshkin [43], considering
the problems of the emotional life of the children’s team. He argues that shared experiences
are a trigger mechanism that ensures the unity of goals and ways to achieve them, which,
in turn, facilitates the formation of collective relationships based on cooperation. For the
development of cooperation, it is also important for everyone to fulfill significant social
roles, when everyone has their own field of responsibility and regulates the actions of
others, while in other actions they themselves are subordinate to someone else. Thus, each
individual is both a leader and a performer.

However, the role of the summer camp is not limited to the development of children’s
relationships. No less important is the development of children’s horizons, the acquisition
of practical skills during travel, excursions, working in the garden, picking mushrooms,
collecting berries, etc. An open space is created that allows children to interact with
the environment, in a non-directed form, when they themselves select the content and
methods of their cognitive and practical activities and do not act within a strict framework
of academic subjects. Thus, there is an opportunity for experimentation, conducting
experiments on the basis of which they learn their capabilities, realize their aspirations,
interests, and not just about the environment. Last but not least, several of the interviewed
subjects describe the emotional impact of the camp, the feeling that there is life before the
camp and another one after the camp.

The aim of this article is to provide elements of an emerging theoretical framework
to analyze the camps’ pedagogical and cultural significance and attraction. In our time of
growing economic instrumentalization of education, education in a broad sense, bildung,
is sometimes forgotten. There is a risk that an abstract notion of education, realized
technologically as online teaching, obfuscates the importance of place and nature, the
material setting for education. The fragmentation of learning in the fashionably quantifiable
skills and competences approach glosses over the fact that learning is a continuous yet
not fully predictable dialogue with the material and social worlds. Identity politics short-
circuits the formation of personality with its focus on being rather than becoming. The
expressive and attention-seeking individualism of identity politics merges with a utilitarian
“what’s in it for me” individualism, and the end-product of this socialization is the atomized
consumer, ignoring the mutual creation of individual personality and collective identity.
The attraction of summer camps is based on their temporal and spatial limits, creating
spaces of play and experimentation for children, teachers, and students. Summer camps
are not relics of the past but can be seen both as supplements or as ideal types used to
criticize educational orthodoxies both in the past and today.
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