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Introduction
Michael Pryke, Gillian Rose and Sarah Whatmore

Many of you may have read or be about to read an impressive-sounding
list of books and journal articles that fall within a category often referred
to as ‘social theory’ or ‘philosophy’. You may well be familiar with names
such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Elisabeth Grosz, Bruno Latour,
Richard Rorty . . . and this is just the beginning of what could easily
become a lengthy list, one happily recited with the encouragement of those
who say they ‘do theory’. To work with the materials that such social
theorists and philosophers offer is to engage in abstract knowledge and
ideas. If we follow any one of these theorists, we are theorizing or philo-
sophizing — speculating, playing with ideas, contentions, opinions and
beliefs — about the world, but according to the particular sets of proce-
dures and assumptions that each standpoint contains. Hence those who are
quite often unfairly referred to as ‘theory junkies’ may be heard describing
themselves say as ‘Foucauldians’, as adopting a ‘Foucauldian approach’ to
a particular issue; those following Latour may well say that they are
adopting an ‘Actor Network Theory’ approach, and so on. Yet what is less
clear is how the move is made between talking the theory talk and walking
the theory walk: that is, between reading the social theory and philosophy,
and actually putting it to use in research. What does it mean, in other
words, to engage in research and to follow a particular social theorist or
philosopher? The question is asked because some may argue that, while
philosophizing or theorizing may seem intellectually attractive, it is quite
another matter figuring out how abstract ideas are to be deployed when
doing research. Put more bluntly, some may ask what difference is social
theory or philosophy supposed to make to the conduct and outcome of
research?

Thinking through research

In many ways we gave the book its subtitle ‘thinking through research’ in
the anticipation of such issues. Admittedly, as a subtitle it may seem a little
odd, for it implies that there is such a process as unthinking research. And
in a way there is. To some people, it’s tempting to say, research and
thinking — or, more accurately, thinking with the aid of theoretical
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materials — are almost two separate activities. Maybe this provocation
needs some qualification. If thinking is associated with social theory and
philosophy, then thinking in this sense is not felt to be the stuff of sound
and rigorous research. In the mind’s eye of this approach, research is
something that is simply done: it’s a practical thing — you just get out there
and do it. It is not something to be contemplated or subjected to specu-
lation or indeed scrutinized for its often implicit assumptions. What is
more, as each stage of the research process is already clearly labelled — you
get the question, you do the empirical work, you analyse and write up -
such is the clarity of the signposting that the whole matter of research
should be quite straightforward, or so it would seem.

In this book, in contrast, we argue that research and thinking should
run alongside one another. As the chapters develop, it becomes clearer that
research is not a straightforward process. In the messiness of research, the
concerns of theory and research already run together, even for those who
see themselves as free from such supposedly dispassionate pursuits. After
all, the idea of rigour and rigorous research, the easy division between
inside and outside (‘going out and doing research’), all betray a certain
philosophical position about the world, about the researcher and the
objects (humans and non-humans) to be encountered in the research
process. Even something seemingly as innocuous as ‘writing up’ is not a
theory-free zone, in so far as the process of writing is itself not free from
conjecture and issues such as representation and reflexivity, forms of
analysis, and writer—audience relationships. Equally, philosophical stand-
points, as ways of understanding the world, contribute significantly to the
formulation of a research question, in that they draw attention to issues of
creativity, originality and, indeed, the limits of what it is possible to ask.

As a guide to these kinds of issues, this book offers suggestions as to
what they mean for doing research and the consequences, intellectual or
otherwise, they entail. This is not so much a ‘how to do’ book in the
conventional methods sense, as one that sets out to give you the tools, skills
and dexterity to think your way through the research process. As such, you
will find little in the way of rules, techniques or prescriptions in the text,
but you will find a series of prompts designed to hone your thinking skills
and crafts.

Thinking skills and crafts

In this book, we consider philosophy and social theory as something of a
resource in the research process. The philosophical materials that it has to
offer are not ‘add-on’, but rather are introduced as sets of ideas, values, and
assumptions appropriate to the different stages of the research process. The
result, we hope, is a series of philosophically informed crafts and a range of
craft-informed philosophies. Thinking through research, we would argue,
can make a difference to how you set about the task of doing research: how
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you recognize the implicit assumptions in your research, the consequences
of following one line of inquiry and the implications of choosing between
different approaches and theoretical positions. Indeed, the crafts that are the
active outcomes of such an engagement frequently include the often taken-
for-granted skills such as reading and writing, as well as more abstract-
sounding practices like conceptualizing and analysing.

In this sense, philosophy acts as an aid to reflect upon but not resolve
debates between contrasting views, alternative positions and diverse
accounts of the world that forms the focus of our research.

Understood as a resource, with a variety of views, beliefs and specula-
tions, this book guides you in the thinking appropriate to different stages
of the research process. To take an example from Part I of the book,
‘Asking Questions’, if we follow the pragmatism of Richard Rorty in
generating a research question, we flag the importance of language, of the
development of new vocabularies and the seductive power of metaphorical
redescription. The skill or craft is to select a research question that works
better for certain descriptive purposes than does any previous tool. Should
this line be followed, the research question generated becomes a tool for
doing something that could not have been done under a previous set of
descriptions. To follow another route, say that of realism, means that the
research question is the outcome of different concerns and emphases, such
as the rigour of conceptualization which determines the quality of access to
a world ‘out there’. The prompts that emerge from following this line of
thinking mean that research questions may be judged by their deemed
usefulness in terms of how well they approximate to the way the world is.
In this way philosophies and theoretical standpoints are thought of as sets
of resources to be worked with and alongside the research process.
Philosophy and social theory as resources become sets of tools for engaging
in research.

Thinking through approaches

There are, of course, many ways to approach philosophy. In your research
career thus far, you may have opted to pursue a theoretical line different
from the ones explored in this book. Alternatively, you may have little or no
experience of abstract ideas as such. Another likely possibility is that you
have already broached some of the issues addressed in this book through the
prism of social theory — through various “-isms’ and ‘-ologies’. Because our
route has been different we have not spent time with the “-isms’ you may
read about should you have come to philosophy via this path. So, in the
chapters that follow, you will not come across references to the linguistic
turn, or lengthy introductions to the crisis of representation, or to realism,
and so on. The main reason for the absence of in-depth discussions of each
of these — admittedly significant — moments in the recent history of the
social sciences is that this book is not about philosophy as such but about
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the differences that it makes to the skills, processes and outcomes of
engaging in research. This is a book that deals with the contemplative part
of a methods course and so, for us, the way we have thought about
philosophizing or theorizing and its influences is with an engagement in
research in mind. And given the similarities between the research process
and philosophizing and theorizing, as we have noted, each stage of the
research — reflected in the book’s three main parts — in many ways chose
their philosophical and theoretical figures.

The selection thus includes only those figures whose ideas and
assumptions have some purchase on the research process. To take an
example from Part II of the book, ‘Investigating the Field’, the figures
chosen — Bruno Latour and Isabelle Stengers — are considered together
because their concerns speak to and inform an exploration of the task of
generating research materials in the field. Stengers’ notion of ‘mapping into
knowledge’ is used to elaborate the ways in which the task of knowledge
production (because, some may say, that’s exactly what is going on
through empirical work) might be approached as a co-fabrication between
the researcher and the diverse others engaged in the research process. This
notion emphasizes how an approach (made through a certain philosophical
position), which considers the researcher ‘going out and doing empirical
work’, masks how this stage of the research process jointly produces ‘data’.
It is a reminder of the limitations of thinking that the researcher alone
produces knowledge or “facts’.

Moreover, the choice of philosophers and theorists, and philosophies
and theories, has also been made in relation to what certain approaches
have to say about each stage of the research process, such as the pro-
duction of a research question, the generation of data, and so on. For
example, in Part III, the ‘just do it’ approach to writing up is quizzed with
the aid of Jacques Derrida and Bruno Latour. Both — in their own distinct
ways — are critical of the ‘fantasy of an unproblematic mode’ of writing up
social science. Their concerns speak to our reflections on what might be
involved and what it might mean to write in other ways. Yet this is not to
suggest that any one figure referred to at a certain stage of the research
process is the figure to be used in, say, writing or embarking on fieldwork.
Rather, the dialogue struck emerges from issues relevant to that particular
stage of the research process. The choice of Latour and Stengers in Part II
or of Rorty and Luce Irigaray in Part I reflects current thoughtful possi-
bilities relating to fieldwork and the asking of questions respectively, but
they do not exhaust what can be said about such matters, nor are they
restricted merely to these practices. What all of the chapters help to do is to
develop skills that you may use to approach your research materials and
hence to equip you to work with any particular intellectual influence that
you may wish to employ in your research. In this way, a productive, almost
circular process is encouraged: to research through reflecting, mulling over,
speculating, is to practise the continual honing of thinking crafts to be
employed and shaped further through research. What this also means is
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that you may use the conversational styles presented in the various
chapters to help you to address the range of materials and so help to direct
their concerns to the concerns of your research. Such a skill — and it is a
skill to have learnt the confidence to converse theoretically, to ask ques-
tions of philosophers and social theorists — should allow you to take any
one approach, whether it’s from this book or elsewhere does not matter,
and to follow it throughout the research process.

Thinking through histories

A word of caution: the chapters and the book are not about any one figure
or philosophy or theory. This means that you will not come away from the
book with an exhaustive knowledge of, say, Latour or Derrida, Gilles
Deleuze or Michel Foucault. We hope, however, that you will learn to be
comfortable among the writings of such figures, will feel able to ask
questions of their work, and will appreciate why embarking on such a task
brings research and the skills of thinking together to produce ‘better
research’.

As you will soon realize, if you have not guessed it already, very few,
if any, of the issues introduced in this book are entirely ‘new’. The figures
you will come across, the questions and issues they address, form part of
long, entwined histories. For example, Rorty’s position can be traced back
to a critique of the seventeenth-century figure, René Descartes. Rorty’s
sense of what makes a question, for instance, comes out of that particular
critique and the way his thinking has been shaped by the likes of Dewey,
Peirce, Heidegger and Wittgenstein. Writers and intellectual figures such as
Stengers, Deleuze, Derrida, and others in the book, form part of what is
often referred to as ‘continental philosophy’, a set of conversations that has
been ongoing since the publication of Kant’s critical philosophy in the late
eighteenth century. And while the traces of many of the convictions, values
and intellectual concerns have been around for a long time, the materials
we have chosen broadly reflect current ways of posing research issues.

By current, we mean, for example, that in certain chapters you will
come across figures, such as Rorty, Deleuze and Derrida, whose approach
highlights language, because for them language is all-important. When they
were writing their key texts it was the time of crisis of representation, the
linguistic and the cultural turn, and so these events naturally embody some
form of engagement for them. In turn, such events served to shape how we
may understand and perceive the research process and its different com-
ponents. At the time we came to write this book, the intellectual moment
was slightly different. This does not mean that the importance of language
as an approach has diminished, far from it, but it does mean that other
approaches, such as materiality — most strongly represented in this book by
the writings of Bruno Latour and Isabelle Stengers — are introduced into
the conversation.
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There is a contextuality to events and ideas, and although current
ways of asking questions, investigating and writing owe much to past
practices, they also bear the hallmark of present debates and flights of
thought. What this contextuality also makes clear is that there is a need to
display a degree of humility simply because what we think we ‘know’ now,
may well be undermined in the not too distant future. ‘Newness’ does not
necessarily equate with best. Nevertheless, whether ‘old’ or ‘new’, the point
is that philosophical materials can enhance our grasp of just what it is that
we do when we practise research; that we need to stand back and reflect
rather than getting ‘out there’ and ‘just doing it’.

Thinking through the consequences

What is the value of working with philosophical and theoretical approaches
and themes? Pause and reflect for a moment on how we can be sure about
the way the world is. How might we think about our relationship to the
people or objects we are about to investigate? To reflect in this way is itself a
philosophical act and it is more than halfway to recognizing that there are
philosophical assumptions we act and think with everyday. It’s just that
they make up our common sense and so are not recognizable as ‘philo-
sophies’ because philosophies, particularly those with a big ‘P’, are seen as
external to us, as it were. Perhaps the chief value of contemplating and
reflecting alongside abstract influences is to recognize that this is not so.
Even claims we make about the daily run of the world bear the traces of
(quite often long-dead) beliefs.

The variety of such influences means that in this book the chapters do
not collectively present a single ‘take’ on philosophy or social theory. We
do not present one set of implications for the research process as a whole,
but rather a plurality of views and thoughts. And because of this variety, a
whole series of tensions, albeit productive tensions, understandably emerge
between the philosophies discussed. Derrida and Latour, to take two key
figures from ‘continental philosophy’ discussed in a number of chapters,
have their differences (expressed occasionally in quite scathing terms);
Deleuze, Rorty and Irigaray at times sit uncomfortably together. The point,
however, is that the discussions of their influences and what each can tell
us about moments in the research process, are not meant to produce
harmony. This is an occasion where discord is productive and it is achieved
through a continual engagement with philosophies. The whole text thus
does not add up to a single method for thinking philosophy — and here we
could add ideas or theoretical approaches — through research. What it does
add up to, however, is the accumulation of skills acquired by using
philosophy to think through research.

Although the book follows the usual research sequence from begin-
ning to ask questions to the task of writing up the findings, it is hoped that
the book will be used in a number of ways as the reader revisits chapters
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for what they can offer at different moments in the research process. There
is a point to be made here about the non-linearity of doing research and
this reflects our wish to convey the importance of returning to the text,
dipping in where appropriate, as an issue grabs you — but not for the first
(or indeed possibly the last) time.

In the tentative guidance that follows, we hope that the tone of the
various conversations set, where authors frequently draw on their own
experiences and their tussles with often quite abstract ideas, invites optim-
ism about doing research. Overall, the chapters present an invitation to act
upon the materials of this book by employing them iteratively, where the
continuous shaping and reshaping of research as a process mirrors your
own doubts, as well as passions. In this way we hope that they allow you
to work your own experiences and interests — and, yes, enthusiasms —
through the text. After all, what’s the point of research if you cannot do it
passionately, as well as, of course, philosophically?






PART |
Asking questions

INTRODUCTION

Gillian Rose

Much of the excitement and the trepidation of starting a new research
project depends on the development of a question that can generate an
answer and the excitement often lies in asking new questions which invite
equally clear and specific answers. However, not all kinds of questioning
need be of this type, and demonstrating this diversity is in a way the main
purpose of Part |. Different kinds of question exist. There are different
modes of questioning, and these different modes also often have rather
different senses of what might constitute ‘an answer’. Chapter 1 offers
one version of questioning where the posing of a question is to anticipate
the kind of answer that we might offer, whereas Chapter 2 adopts a more
experimental version that highlights the ‘not yet fully worked through’
question as a formative moment of the research process. Chapter 3
offers another: it looks at the work of a writer who sprinkled questions
liberally throughout her work, especially her early work, but who very
rarely offered a direct answer to any of them. It is with the possibility of
asking questions differently, of adopting a questioning stance to
questions, that the relevance of philosophy to the process of generating a
research question lies. If, as the book Introduction has just suggested, the
task of philosophy is to think about the basic assumptions that underlie
our understandings and practices, then it is important to give some
thought to the assumptions you are making when you think about ‘a
question’. The three chapters in Part | try to show how philosophy does
indeed matter to thinking about, and creating, research questions.

Questions, after all, raise some profound issues about what kind of
knowledge is possible and desirable, and how it is to be achieved. For
example, do all questions have to be made in words? What constitutes an
answer? Who or what is able to answer back? What is a solution? What
is truth, or credibility? How important is doubt to all this? What is a subject
and how is it made? Each of the three chapters here take some
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philosophical work that does, in its own way, broach some of these
themes, and each chapter pulls out the implications of those philosophies
for the kinds of question a research project might ask.

Each chapter starts off, at least, with that notion of a question being a
form of words. The first chapter, which brings parts of Rorty’s and
Foucault’s work into conversation, suggests that questions, and answers,
do indeed have to be framed in words, in language, in human systems of
understanding. Questions are produced through language; they have to
be formulated through words and can only be answered by words. The
second chapter, however, explores the work of two philosophers who
challenge the assumption that, as Rorty claims, ‘language goes all the
way down’. Deleuze and Derrida suggest, in contrast, that the most
productive questioning might happen as a consequence of events that
have little to do with language. Inspiration and creativity, they suggest,
depend more on the contingency and play of everyday life, a life which far
exceeds the limits of language. As a consequence, their take on
questions suggests that they are less forms of words and more a mode of
living, a mode which is open and receptive to the richness and
unpredictability of living in the world. Chapter 3 looks at how just one
aspect of this richness might also affect the practice of questioning.
Working with Irigaray and Grosz, it explores how human bodies may
force certain kinds of questioning on us. Again, this questioning is not
confined entirely to the linguistic; and it also problematizes the kinds of
answer it invites.

All of this philosophical work, different as it is in so many ways,
displaces the idea that the research question is a simple starting point. In
its demand that we need to think about our questions — their structure,
their medium, their origin — these philosophies suggest that research
questions are made and not found; they are generated and not
discovered. The formulation of a research question is itself a process in
which philosophical considerations must play a part. Part | demonstrates
how philosophies entail a range of consequences for the process of doing
research and how we ask research questions.



|

A question of language
John Allen

Introduction

At an early stage of your research project, at a welcome moment or not,
someone is likely to ask you what your research is all about. What exactly,
you hear them say, is the question (or questions) that you hope to answer
through your work? Now, even if your plans are still rather vague, you will
be expected to give an answer of sorts. You will have had some thoughts
on this anyway, so at least you will be able to offer a tentative answer or
provide a first stab at a research question. But that does not always
suppress the doubt — well not for me at least — that last week’s question,
which seemed so apt at the time, is now beginning to look a little
unfocused, woolly even, as new angles emerge and fresh questions take
shape in your mind. Perhaps that is just the way things are: getting to grips
with a research question, questioning the question, playing with words are
simply part of the process of doing research. Or rather, that is what it feels
like at the beginning.

Much of this chapter is given over to this moment in the research
process: what does it mean, or what does it take, to formulate a research
question? For my part, the formulation of a research question is perhaps
best thought about as a task to be achieved, something that you have to
work at which, like anything that you have to craft or fashion, takes more
than one attempt. Looked at in this way, the effort that you put in is one of
reflection, revision and iteration, as you attempt to refine a research
question which conveys all that you hope to achieve or rather all that you
hope to say. I stress this process of crafting a question because, like it or
not, others will judge your research efforts both by the questions that you
pose and by the answers that you give.

In the next section, I shall explore what it means to come up with a
research question, not in the ‘how to do it’ mould, but rather to reflect
upon the process of generating a question and what we take the beginning
point to be. For, at the very start, it sometimes seems that there is little ‘out
there’ in the world that helps us to choose between different formulations
and so we are thrown back upon our own linguistic devices, almost as if
the whole process were some kind of elaborate word game. Well, in fact,
some philosophers would tell us that this is hardly surprising, given that
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language is all that we have to work with, in so far as we cannot step
outside it to ‘know’ the world ‘as it really is’. We are, it would seem,
caught up in language and the very process of arriving at a research
question obviously takes place within language. In a later section (‘Ques-
tions are produced, not found’), I outline two philosophical standpoints
which, in rather different ways, force you to address this possibility: that
you cannot get in between language and the world to come up with a
better research question.

The first position draws upon the work of Richard Rorty, a con-
temporary North American philosophical pragmatist, and the second
draws upon the early writings of Michel Foucault, a French philosopher
and historian writing in the late twentieth century. Where Rorty remains
ever hopeful about the prospect of generating new questions, new
vocabularies that allow us to describe things in ways which enable us to do
things we could not do before, Foucault wants to remind us that our
discourses, what has been already said, limit what it is possible to ask and
blind us from asking new kinds of question. Both accounts, in their own
way, oblige us to think through what is involved in the formulation of a
research question where there is no means apparent other than language to
access the world.

Finally, I draw out the consequences of this philosophical position for
the process of research, before linking forward to ways other than lan-
guage through which you as researchers encounter the world. First,
though, I want to start from what is hopefully a familiar position: a state of
curiosity.

A research question: what is it? where to begin?

Curiosity can take you in any number of directions, often inspired by the
wide reading that you have done in a particular area or perhaps by a deep-
seated belief in the importance of a particular topic. How you hit upon a
question or an intriguing hypothesis sometimes feels more like guesswork,
however, than any philosophical process of deduction or induction. The
sorts of influence that lead you to come up with a plausible question often
involve having to anticipate likely answers, rather than apply a deductive ‘it
follows that’ kind of logic or arrive at a more general insight through
inductive reasoning. Trial and error, conjecture, informed guesswork, may
not sound that philosophical, but they do convey the speculative element
that lies at the heart of what it means to generate new ideas and questions.
As curiosity opens up the scope of your inquiry, so one question begs
another and, at the very moment that you try to tie a lead down, others
proliferate.
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If, as I have suggested, we have to anticipate the kinds of answer that our
research might offer, in one sense we have already started to fashion a
possible series of questions. By this, I do not mean that through a blinding
flash of insight or inspiration we suddenly arrive at a well-formed question.
Rather I mean something far less dramatic and, in fact, something far more
haphazard. Let me try to elaborate.

Say, for instance, that your chosen area of interest involves the
investigation of a series of new economic changes at the workplace or,
alternatively, a recent shift in the broad spectrum of political activism and
dissent. In relation to the former, something, for example, about the new
insecurities of employment at the workplace caught your imagination as a
topic or, in respect of the latter, your keen interest in the Internet led you
to be curious about the development of online activism and e-protest.
Whatever the case, you want to know more about the extent of these
interesting new developments. Where are they taking place? How far have
they progressed? Why are they happening? And what implications do they
hold for the future of work or for the future of political protest?

The questions themselves are quite unremarkable until, that is, you
actively wish to research them, and then they open up in all kinds of ways. A
simple question like where the new economic insecurities have taken hold,
for instance, invites a further set of questions beyond that of straightforward
location: such as which groups of workers and industries have borne the
brunt of employment change? Our curiosity may lead us to plunge straight
into the data on the growing part-time workforce in services, but a hunch
may suggest otherwise and turn us towards the full-time workforce in the
old manufacturing industries. Either lead may prove fruitful. Thus from a
straightforward location question, a host of further issues presents itself for
consideration and exerts pressure on us to think about the detail of the
investigation, the extent of its empirical coverage, and the kinds of evidence
sought. Already there are a lot of things going on and any one of the above
issues will have some bearing on the kinds of answer anticipated.

In much the same way, to ask why new forms of precarious employ-
ment have come about is to raise questions about what we understand by
causality and connection. What kinds of association do we assume hold
between actors, firms, events or political ideas that could bring about such
a risky state of affairs at the workplace? When we assume that one thing
follows another, do we have in mind a contingent set of factors or some-
thing more rigid? Or are we talking about a much looser and hetero-
geneous set of ties and associations altogether? And just to add a further
twist to this, to ask where something like the shift towards precarious
employment has taken place may require that we already know, or have a
good idea at least, why it has happened. Questions spin out into other
questions and certain questions require a particular response.

But this, I should stress, is all part of the process of beginning.
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beginnings

Beginning and beginning-again

Edward Said, a philosopher, literacy critic and political writer all rolled
into one, in his book, Beginnings (1978), set himself the task of reflecting
philosophically about what it means to begin a project, be it a novel,
philosophical tract, historical exercise or research endeavour. What par-
ticularly interested him was what sort of project tends to insist upon the
importance of beginnings and what sort of work is involved in beginning
something or in even contemplating the start of a project. Rather than take
the beginning of something for granted, as the first stage of a linear process
that moves on relentlessly from one stage to the next, Said looked more
closely at many of the taken-for-granted assumptions about what it means
to begin something. Only now it is not just any beginning that concerns us,
but the activity of beginning a research project and of formulating a
research question.

In thinking about beginning as an activity with its own peculiar
characteristics and ambiguities, rather than merely the first stage of a much
longer project, Said was keen to problematize the very idea that beginning
something is a philosophically innocent exercise. More than that, he was
keen to show that the process of beginning is bound up with all kinds of
thoughts, relationships and practices that are rarely acknowledged, let
alone reflected upon. For him, the richness and complexity of beginning as
an activity implied:

1 that whatever it is that you have had thoughts on is already a project
under way; that you have already begun to reflect upon what it is that
you wish to investigate;

2 that beginning, in Said’s words, ‘implies return and repetition rather
than, say, simple linear accomplishment’ (1978, p.viii); that beginning
allows for beginning-again where the work of reflection and iteration
are part of the sustained activity;

3 that any starting point places the project in relation to all that has gone
before; that beginning something establishes a relationship of con-
tinuity or antagonism (or both) to an existing body of thought;

4 that beginning implies intention, in the sense that there is a purposeful
engagement with a subject area; that how we begin gives direction to
what follows.

Let me expand upon each of these points in the context of what it
means to begin to formulate a research question.

Of the four points, perhaps the first is almost intuitive in the sense that
you have probably read in your field and mulled over the possibilities before
reaching the stage, albeit very preliminary, of ‘fixing’ a research question.
The idea that, from the very first moment, a project is already under way,
however, draws attention to the experimental nature of beginnings, where



A QUESTION OF LANGUAGE 15

we may stumble across all kinds of ideas and developments, some of which
may serve only as a distraction. Or rather that is what it may seem like. To
sort out which leads add something to our thinking by opening up new
questions from those that seem to take us off at a complete tangent is
precisely the work of beginning.

Consider an earlier example — that of the growth of new forms of
political dissent through online activism and e-protest. Because it is a
relatively new development, it is a field of study that could open up in all
kinds of unforeseen ways. Much of our time is likely to be spent tracking
down incidents of online activism and trying to understand them (posing
questions of the ‘where’, ‘how’, ‘why’ and ‘what’ variety). As we begin to
feel confident about the scope of the subject, new connections may suggest
themselves, some of which elude our grasp and indeed comprehension.
What few ‘solid’ leads that we have to go on no longer feel quite so certain,
but then again . . . In this way, doubt and reflection, as positive qualities,
characterize a process that has already begun.

This takes us to Said’s second point, that the work of reflection and
iteration is part of the sustained activity of beginning. To reach the point
where you are able to elaborate confidently the research question that you
are trying to answer entails a journey that is rarely, if ever, linear. Once the
process of experimentation is under way, it involves, as we have seen,
following leads wherever they may take us. The more that you find out
about something like online activism and e-protest, the more possibilities
there seem to be to work with that you had not quite anticipated before.
You may, even at this early stage, decide to change your mind; you may
revise your initial thoughts and in so doing revise a still somewhat nebu-
lous research question. You may even abandon one question for another
because something does not quite fit anymore. In other words, in some
fashion or other, you begin-again. This, to follow Said’s reasoning, is all
part of the work of beginning.

Said’s third point is of a rather different order from the previous two
and draws attention to the fact that no beginning starts from scratch.
Whatever the area that we choose to research there are antecedents of one
type or another, be it a body of previous thought or a set of empirical
shifts, which we can neither ignore nor dispense with at will. Of course,
there may be echoes of previous ideas and approaches in our thinking that
we may not be entirely aware of, but it is precisely part of the beginning
work to find out whether or not this is in fact the case. There is, in
academic work, an intellectual responsibility at the beginning of any
research to find out what has gone before and to engage such materials
with an open mind or at least one that is not entirely made up (the issue of
intellectual responsibility is a theme that runs throughout this book).

It is this process of engagement which places a new project in relation
to all previous work, existing trends and prior thinking. Such an engage-
ment represents both the beginning of a project and its point of departure,
in so far as the choice of beginning sets out the lines of difference and
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similarity from what has gone before. The very question that you ten-
tatively set for yourself at the start of a project shows where you intend to
depart from previous insights and how far your thinking overlaps with
existing attitudes, concerns and conceptions. There is an element of risk
involved at this precise moment as, on the basis of experimentation, you
set out your claim to originality.

If we continue with the example of online activism and e-protest,
having perhaps revised your initial thoughts about the scope of the inquiry,
you still nevertheless want to say something different about political
protest from what has gone before. Although the subject matter of online
activism is a relatively recent one, you may want to press a claim for
cyberactivism, for instance, as a distinctly new form of political mobil-
ization, one that has not been witnessed before and which marks out a new
chapter in the history of political struggle. So your provisional research
question (which, note incidentally, anticipates the answer to some extent)
might seek to place itself in relation to existing accounts of political
struggle by asking: ‘How far is online activism a new form of political
protest?’

Now, this may appear straightforward enough as a point of departure,
yet the question is not without risk. Suppose e-protest turns out to be just
another way of mobilizing people that is little different from before, aside
that is from the use of the Internet? Instead of paper-based petitions we
now have electronic petitions; in place of glossy pamphlets and leaflets
we have accessible websites, and so forth. What if online campaigning
amounts to little more than a new technique of political collaboration?
Such concerns and dilemmas form part of the beginning engagement with
what has gone before and anything learnt feeds back into a reformulation
of your research question.

Finally, and following on from the previous point, there is Said’s
assertion that the beginning of a project represents an engagement with a
particular purpose in mind. Thus to pose something like a research ques-
tion reveals an intellectual intention to investigate an event or phenomenon
in a particular ways; it gives direction to what follows by suggesting certain
avenues of inquiry and not others. While the process of experimentation
may open up a field of research in all kinds of ways, many of which may be
unforeseen, the intended direction of the study interestingly has the
opposite effect: it closes down research possibilities.

This may seem odd at first sight, but in the process of anticipating the
kinds of answer that might be given to the question in hand, we are pressed
to leave out all sorts of material evidence and (what look like) promising
leads. Right at the very beginning we find ourselves stumbling in one
direction rather than another because our intention, for instance to
investigate cyberactivism with a loose question in mind, narrows the focus
of inquiry. As you work your question, as you try to run to ground its
possibilities, so you limit the number of things you can reasonably say
about political protest and social movements in general.
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Much, clearly, is at stake at the beginning of a research project, in
terms of the manner of experimentation, the revision of our ideas, the
engagement with what has gone before and the commitment to a certain
line of inquiry that a particular research question suggests. But, in pointing
this out, there is also the broader philosophical issue of what it means to
begin that underpins these observations. If to begin a research project is a
more complex, ambiguous affair than appears at first glance, then that is
because much relies upon how you begin: the questions that you pose, the
leads that you open up, the links that you explore and the literatures that
you choose to interrogate, all make a difference. Put another way, the
beginning has ramifications far beyond that of being merely the initial stage
of your research.

How you begin also forces you to consider a bigger philosophical
issue: namely, whether or not your ideas correspond to or adequately ‘fit’
the world ‘out there’. In so far as much of what you do at the beginning -
posing questions, writing down your ideas, reading literatures, talking
through research possibilities, and picturing alternatives — takes place
within language, is there some way of getting between the ‘word” and the
‘world’ to tell what is ‘our’ construction and what is ‘really out there’? Are
any of our claims detached from our language and our beliefs? Can we
know the way the world is apart from language, by somehow stepping
outside it?

These questions move us on to a broad philosophical plane that takes
us initially into the realm of language, discourse and epistemology.

Questions are produced, not found

For some philosophers, language and its conventions are the main if not
the sole way in which we can express our knowledge-claims. On this view,
in order to arrive at a new angle on something or to give a different twist
to a received understanding, language, narrative and discourse are the only
possible means through which such claims may be aired. New leads, new
ideas, new questions, and the particular knowledges bound up within
them, do not mirror a world ‘out there’. There is no separate realm of
‘facts’ which, if we work at it, our accounts somehow move closer to or
provide a better representation. True enough, the world is ‘out there’, but
for many that is beside the point as our beliefs about the world are not.
Finding one’s feet in a new research area is tricky if we accept this
view, however. There is, after all, something comforting about the notion
that if we mess around in the real world long enough, some leads will turn
up. In fact they may well do so, but rather than such leads and questions
suggesting themselves to the researcher from the mass of evidence ‘out
there’, the two philosophical figures that we are about to consider would
want you to see things differently. On their understanding, leads and
questions do not ‘jump out’ at us from the real world, they are produced.
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language

vocabularies

redescription

discourses

statements

The first position (outlined in the next subsection) is one adopted by
Richard Rorty, a philosopher working in the North American pragmatist
tradition of John Dewey and William James. In contrast to the views of
these earlier nineteenth- and twentieth-century pragmatists, however,
Rorty insists that we cannot connect with a world of experience outside
language. Language, as a set of tools for dealing with the world rather than
a medium of representation, is for him all that we have to work with. As
such, we judge our descriptions of things, the vocabularies that we use, by
how well they best suit our current purposes. In research terms, on this
view, there is nothing ‘out there’ to discover, no frontiers of knowledge to
break through, only language as a tool for redescription that allows us to
do things we could not do before and to think in other, more useful ways.
If we accept this line of reasoning, the fruits of our research efforts become
‘true’, according to Rorty, because they are useful; they are not useful
because they are true.

The second position (outlined in the subsection that follows) stems
from the earlier work of Michel Foucault, a philosopher writing in France in
the latter half of last century, whose critical histories of the practices of
modern medicine, the penal system and attitudes towards sexuality, centred
on their discursive construction. Discourses, for Foucault, comprise groups
of related statements which govern the variety of ways in which it is possible
to talk about something and which thus make it difficult, if not impossible,
to think and act outside them. What can be said about a particular subject
matter, how it is said and by whom stem from a specific discursive practice.
Thus in research terms, knowledge-claims are seen as moves in a kind of
power-game, where only certain kinds of question are possible to ask. So, if
we go down this philosophical route, knowledge and power reinforce one
another and set out the grounds by which truth is claimed.

One of the interesting things that we will see about Rorty and
Foucault is that despite their differences they seem to share an assumption
that our existing vocabularies, our current ways of thinking about things,
have become somewhat entrenched. If anything, they act as a barrier to
fresh thinking, almost a nuisance that needs to be overcome if we are to
imagine things differently and to pose new questions. It is this, the sense in
which we can imagine things differently, to provide answers to questions
not yet adequately posed, that I want to keep in focus. Neither account
speaks directly to how you produce a research question, but both provide a
philosophical understanding of the process involved which rules out the
possibility that it is the world ‘out there’ which decides which question
“fits’ better or is the most appropriate.

Rorty’s pragmatist moves

One of the claims that Richard Rorty is fond of repeating, almost like a
mantra, is that language ‘goes all the way down’ (1982, p.xxx; 1991a,
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p.100). Because the social world ‘out there’ does not present itself to us in
any simple fashion, or ‘throw up’ clues for us to find, we can only
apprehend it through language. And because we cannot step outside
language, we have little choice other than to produce our descriptions of
the world in line with what use they might serve. This is the first
pragmatist move. Knowing things and using them are indistinguishable
practices. On this understanding, language is not some aimless exchange, it
is performed with some given purpose in mind. For Rorty, all our
knowledge is known to us under some description or other which best suits
our current purposes. Knowledge as such is useful to us, it gives us the
power to do things that we want to do. Or in Rorty’s words:

Pragmatists hope to make it impossible for the sceptic to raise the
question, ‘Is our knowledge of things adequate to the way things really
are?’ They substitute for this traditional question the practical question,
‘Are our ways of describing things, of relating them to other things so as
to make them fulfil our needs more adequately, as good as possible? Or
can we do better?” (Rorty, 1999, p.72)

So, if your research is driven by a particular purpose and your aim is
to add something to the existing stock of knowledge, then, realistically,
you should put to one side any worries that you may have about facing a
world of ‘hard’ facts and work away at producing an innovative research
question from the linguistic tools available. In other words, you should set
about the task of refining a question that best suits your given research
interests and needs.

Now, as far as I can make out, Rorty does not believe that this process
of linguistic construction is something that is best left to idle contem-
plation. There is work involved, the sustained activity of the kind described
by Said in the previous section. In Rorty’s hands, however, this work has a
distinctly pragmatic edge where the notion of what ‘best suits’ holds the
key to any inquiry. For the issue is not about constructing a question which
directs us towards a better, more accurate picture of what is ‘out there’,
but rather one that works better for certain purposes than any previous
tool. A research question in this line of thought becomes a tool for doing
something that could not have been done under a previous set of descrip-
tions. The question opens up possibilities, but only for as long as it allows
people to do things that they could not do before — to see things in a
different light, to put things together that were previously held apart, to
examine something differently, and so forth.

If you think back to the example of the new insecurities of employ-
ment at the workplace as a potential research topic, on this account, we
should simply drop the idea that our thoughts about the topic somehow
mirror what is actually going on in the world of work and busy ourselves
trying to come up with a question that enables us to go about researching
the topic in a more productive manner. The permanent edginess around
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jobs, work and pensions that currently seems to surround matters of
lifestyle and employment, where risk is routine, may be a more productive
entry point compared to what has gone before, for instance. We can only
give it a try, to see where it might lead in terms of anticipating answers to
potential questions. What we cannot do, according to Rorty, is hold this
belief up to the world as if it were a mirror that we can polish to
progressively achieve a more adequate reflection.

Rorty first spelt out a number of these ideas in Philosophy and the
Mirror of Nature, which was published in 1980, and followed this up with
a collection of essays in 1982 entitled Consequences of Pragmatism. It was
the publication of Contingency, Irony and Solidarity in 1989 which proved
to be the most controversial and widely read of his writings, however, not
only because novelists and poets received preferential billing over philo-
sophers, but also because it lauded ‘ironists’; that is, those individuals who
are ‘never quite able to take themselves seriously because [they are] always
aware of the contingency and fragility of their final vocabularies, and thus
of their selves’ (1989, pp.73—4). This was intended less as an expression of
humility, however, and more as a statement concerning the contingent
status of all that we know, and thus an injunction to try things differently.
In the first essay of the 1989 volume, ‘The contingency of language’, he set
out a way in which he thought we could do just that and move beyond
entrenched vocabularies to embrace the possibility of new thinking. In
broad terms, he argued:

1 that there is no ‘method’ to any of this, all that anyone can really do is
‘redescribe lots and lots of things in new ways’, to develop new
vocabularies that tempt others to adopt descriptions that make pre-
vious ones appear limited;

2 that inquiry is akin to a process of recontextualization, where meta-
phorical redescription provides a jolt to the imagination by shaking up
previous thinking, for example where familiar words are used in
unfamiliar ways to pose a novel question.

On the former, Rorty is suggesting that all that we can do is produce
more telling redescriptions in the hope of inciting others to work with and
even extend them. An ironist, he argues ‘hopes that by the time she has
finished using old words in new senses, not to mention introducing brand-
new words, people will no longer ask questions phrased in the old words’
(1989, p.78). Redescribing things again and again thus becomes part of
what it means to experiment, to seek a more productive entry point
compared to what has gone before. For Rorty, there is no in-built faculty
that allows us to recognize the ‘truth’ in some description when we first
stumble across it. Rather, all that is available to us is a sense of what best
suits a given purpose. A description that ‘best suits’, not one that ‘best fits’,
a world beyond us is probably the sum of it. While this position does not
mean that we have a licence to say whatever we like about anything, it
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does seem to suggest, to me at least, that all questions are possible so long
as they are practicable and potentially convincing. Our redescriptions
should work better for certain purposes and provoke others into using
them. As Rorty puts it:

This sort of philosophy does not work piece by piece, analysing concept
after concept, or testing thesis after thesis. Rather, it works holistically
and pragmatically. It says things like ‘try thinking of it this way’ — or
more specifically, ‘try to ignore the apparently futile traditional questions
by substituting the following new and possibly interesting questions’. It
does not pretend to have a better candidate for doing the same old things
which we did when we spoke in the old way. Rather, it suggests that we
might want to stop doing those things and do something else. (Rorty,
1989, p.9)

Even if we were to go along with this, however, how do you then
arrive at a provocative vocabulary of some event, experience or recent
development which itself is suggestive of new questions, new lines of
inquiry? For Rorty, the answer seems principally to lie with the process of
metaphorical redescription.

What does Rorty mean by this? The nub of it for him, it seems, is that
metaphorical redescription allows us, as he puts it, to ‘use familiar words
in unfamiliar ways’ (1989, p.18), not for the sake of novelty, but to enable
us to see something differently for the first time, to cast something familiar
in a new light. Tossing a metaphor into something that we write, he says,
‘is like using italics, or illustrations, or odd punctuation or formats’ (1989,
p.18); it represents ‘a voice from outside’ (1991b, p.13) that alerts us to
something different, something new. In short, thinking metaphorically for
Rorty is a kind of tool for jolting our imaginations, where a new, meta-
phorical use of old words (e.g. “flexible firms’), neologisms (e.g. ‘genes’) or
novel associations (e.g. cyberactivism) may prompt us to think about
things in a different way. Of course, there is no guarantee that the kind of
recontextualization that he has in mind will provoke the type of reaction
he envisages, but what he is trying to suggest is that metaphor is the means
by which we produce new descriptions, new vocabularies, that enable us to
go about things differently.

Rorty draws upon the work of two philosophers to present his case,
Donald Davidson (a philosopher of language) and Mary Hesse (a philo-
sopher of science). Through them, he is at pains to stress that metaphor
does not lead to the production of new meaning as such. Rather it provides
a new language for exploration that perhaps stops us from going down
familiar avenues of inquiry. The construction of a new description of
something, the ability to pose the question differently, does not in this
respect enable us to carry on as before with our studies, albeit with some
modifications to our vocabulary (for example, a ‘new’ politics of resistance
or a ‘new’ cultural geography, yet cast in a distinctly familiar mould).
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Rather, a new vocabulary shifts the ground irrevocably and enables us to
do something else entirely.

For my part, I am not sure that we have to make quite this leap, as it is
not entirely evident from the examples that Rorty offers that it is ‘some-
thing else entirely’ that is at issue. The juxtaposing of previously unrelated
texts or ideas, the deployment of terms from one context to another in
which they were previously absent or the use of an ‘old’ term in a new
metaphorical guise, all seem to me to be the kinds of skill that Rorty has in
mind. If it were otherwise then every new piece of redescription would
have to be ‘ground-breaking’ or equivalent to a paradigm shift, and most,
it seems, are not.

At a practical level, much of our language is dead metaphor anyway
(the ‘mouth’ of a river, the ‘leg’ of a chair), and its extension when we are
trying to think about things in new ways may have little in terms of shock
value. Rorty seems to understand this when he argues that:

To think of metaphorical sentences as the forerunners of new uses of
language, uses which may eclipse and erase old uses, is to think of
metaphor as on a par with perception and inference, rather than thinking
of it as having a merely ‘heuristic’ or ‘ornamental’ function. (Rorty,
1991b, p.14)

In drawing attention to the heuristic or ornamental function of meta-
phor, Rorty wants to reserve the role of metaphor for the imaginative jolt,
not the exercise that passes for a simple model of what is out there or some
decorative function. The latter ‘ornamental’ use of metaphor, in particular,
has a long history of use in literature and poetry where a feeling may be
evoked to great effect through an imaginative use of words, but in general
the ornamental use of metaphor has often tended to be just that: mere
decoration. The uses of geographic metaphor, for example in cultural
studies, where meanings are ‘mapped’ and subjectivities are ‘cartographi-
cally’ represented, neither of which owes anything to the techniques of
mapping, are ornamental in form. That is, they do not offer new ways of
thinking about their subject matter. Where metaphorical redescription acts
as a precursor to a new vocabulary, however, it is more likely to generate
questions that surprise, that for Rorty change the conversation.

Perhaps an example of such a conversation stopper is the vocabulary
of risk which sprang on to the social science academic scene in the late
1980s/early 1990s. For some, risk rapidly became the central dynamic
around which a range of institutional settings from science, class and
politics to the workplace, the family and the environment, are organized.
At the time, many wondered aloud about just how novel or indeed
plausible such a claim was, but nonetheless found themselves busy engag-
ing it. Others found the mix of uncertainties and anxieties expressed
through a vocabulary of risk a useful tool to explore familiar topics; these,
in turn, allowed them to do things they could not do before as they sought



discursive practices

A QUESTION OF LANGUAGE 23

out new leads and explored patterns of behaviour previously overlooked.
The point is that, although not all were convinced by the new vocabulary,
once a number were tempted by what could be done with it, they expressed
little interest in what had been said before about these institutional
matters.

So, from Rorty’s point of view, it is precisely the appearance of
partially formed yet promising vocabularies that produces new leads and
new questions. For him, ‘fresh thinking’ is something that is adopted by
others once they have become convinced of its usefulness for one purpose
or another. In privileging language and distrusting experience, however,
the adoption of a particular vocabulary seems to rely upon rhetorical
persuasion above all else. There is no room in Rorty’s ‘liberal’ world for
the possibility that some vocabularies may be repressed or sidelined, or
indeed that language itself may be wrapped up with power and politics in
ways that limit the questions that we pose.

Foucault’s discursive practices

If language, for Rorty ‘goes all the way down’, where all our knowledge
amounts to descriptions to suit our current purposes, probably the equi-
valent uncompromising claim for Foucault is that all knowledge
presupposes power. The production of knowledge through language and
convention is mixed up with power in ways that implicate the latter in all
that we take to be ‘true’, as well as the circumstances under which
something becomes ‘true’. To be fair, language is not really the issue for
Foucault; rather it is the discursive practices — the statements which provide
a language for talking about something — which hold his attention and
which, he claims, serve to restrict the number of things it is possible to say
about different topics and areas of study. Discursive practices are, in his
words, characterized by ‘a delimitation of a field of objects, the definition of
a legitimate perspective for the agent of knowledge, and the fixing of norms
for the elaboration of concepts and theories’ (Foucault, 1977, p.199).

If this sounds a little high-handed, then that is far from Foucault’s
intention. For him, there is an everyday sense to the way in which the
‘obviousness’ of a discourse works its way through our thinking and sets
the norms for discussion and debate. The emphasis placed by Foucault
upon power’s relationship to knowledge is a productive one, where we are
able to engage in all kinds of practice, but only in so far as we can make
sense of them. However, it is how we are able to articulate and make sense
of something that is far from open-ended and which, according to
Foucault, is systematically governed in both its formulation and under-
standing. There are limits to the questions that we may ask of things if we
want to appear meaningful and intelligible.

As researchers, we are likely to find ourselves caught up in the
thinking that circulates around a particular topic and which predisposes us
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regime of truth

discursive

formation

to ‘know’ it in a certain way. When it becomes difficult to think about a
topic in any other way, then, according to Foucault, we are not only
subject to a particular ‘regime of truth’, in so far as we are unable to think
outside it, we also sustain and extend that arrangement. In short, we are
positioned by discursive practices and, in turn, serve to ground them.

On this understanding, our research interests and topics are framed by
what has already been said about them and, as a consequence, limit what
we can say about them. So if we wish to engage through our research in a
debate about new forms of political activism and dissent, for instance, we
have little choice but to position ourselves within its existing knowledge-
claims. To do otherwise would be to risk misunderstanding and, quite
simply, to appear unintelligible. For Foucault, the point is not that we are
stuck within fixed, ‘trammel’ lines of knowing, but rather that for all the
possible questions that we may ask about a particular topic, they remain
systematically governed in both style and understanding. On this basis, it
would seem that only certain answers are allowed for — those which fall
within the rules and conventions of a particular discursive formation. Or in
his words:

By system of formation, then, I mean a complex group of relations that
function as a rule: it lays down what must be related, in a particular
discursive practice, for such and such an enunciation to be made, for
such and such a concept to be used, for such and such a strategy to be
organized. To define a system of formation in its specific individuality is
therefore to characterize a discourse or a group of statements by the
regularity of a practice. (Foucault, 1972/1969, p.74)

Thus any potential research topic, such as the exploration of new
forms of political struggle, is likely to come with its own conceptual
baggage which, in various ways, governs what is ‘sayable’ about, for
example, dissent, protest and political mobilization. If we follow Rorty, we
are still able to give all possible leads a try, but now we should also reflect
upon the predispositions which make it possible even to contemplate new
forms of political struggle at this particular moment. In this way, we might
get a handle on what Foucault meant by the assertion that ‘discourses
produce the objects of knowledge’ and that none of our questions makes
sense outside discourse.

Together with ‘The order of discourse’ (1981/1970), Foucault’s
inaugural lecture given in 1970 at the Collége de France, The Archaeology
of Knowledge (1972/1969), published in 1969, represents his most explicit
attempt to outline the rules and categories which underpin the formation
of discourses and thus of knowledge itself. The latter text, in many
respects, is a kind of methodological postscript to an earlier work pub-
lished in 1966, The Order of Things (1970/1966), written, it would seem,
with the explicit intention of distancing himself from a chronological
interpretation of the ‘history of ideas’. In trying to expose the almost
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‘unvoiced’ rules by which our objects of study are given to us, Foucault sets
out to describe the discontinuous and delimiting nature of discourse. At a
general level, he considers discursive formations to be:

1 a group of statements (the archive) which may differ in substance or
even contradict one another, yet possess a certain regularity in the
relations between statements that provides an unproblematic way of
talking about a topic;

2 discontinuous practices, which may cross over one another, exclude
one another, even work along new lines, yet remain governed by what
it is possible to say and think about a particular topic.

This is a rather terse formulation, but in many ways all that it really
means is that certain ground rules enable us to make all kinds of descrip-
tions and opposing characterizations about, say, the politics of struggle or
the politics of development as one example of struggle, yet those self-same
rules limit what it is possible to say about economic development without
appearing odd or beyond comprehension. As with Rorty, there are no
‘truths’ about development ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered, but in
contrast our ideas do not become true because they are useful; rather, for
Foucault, the ‘truth’ about something is historically

. . constituted by all that was said in all the statements that named it,
divided it up, described it, explained it, traced its developments, indicated
its various correlations, judged it, and possibly gave it speech by
articulating, in its name, discourses that were to be taken as its own.
(Foucault, 1972/1969, p.32)

It is not, I should stress, that we cannot stand outside a universalizing
discourse of development, with its consistent statements about growth,
self-reliance and sustainability for instance, or take a step back from any
discourse masquerading as knowledge for that matter. In your research
endeavours, the ability to cast off, say, the predispositions of your dis-
cipline which currently frame your field of study is an important milestone
en route to asking new questions, but that does not necessarily make it any
easier to think outside such constitutive discourses, or to dismiss their
practical consequences.

So how should one position oneself in relation to such distracting and
preoccupying discourses? Perhaps by following Said’s lead in recognizing
that our starting point places us in relation to all that has gone before and
that the process of engagement involves dealing with the discourses which
have shaped our field of inquiry — as scattered and as dispersed through
any number of observations, statements and findings as they may be. By
tracing the positions that various researchers and commentators have taken
up within a particular field of study and the sets of questions which define
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epistemological

it, it may be possible to take on the role of archaeologist and to analyse the
‘archive’ for the discursive regularities which compose it.

As T see it, though, the lessons of archaeology are not the only ones
that we can draw from Foucault’s description of discourses. At a more
modest level, in terms of the possible range of questions that we can ask
about our subject matter and remain plausible, Foucault’s work high-
lights the restricted nature of what can be said, on what terms and,
invariably, by whom. The role of chance in all this is likewise dimin-
ished, as the possibility is always there that what remains ‘unthought’ is,
strictly speaking, unavailable to us as a resource from which potential
research questions may be drawn. If knowledge-claims are moves in a
kind of language power-game, as Foucault seems to suggest, then the
production of unlimited new leads and new questions is effectively ruled
out. There are only so many ‘subject-positions’ that we, as researchers,
can occupy.

If we turn this on its head, however, on a more positive note, what
Foucault’s archaeological analysis has to offer is precisely a way to arrive
at ‘fresh thinking’ by recognizing the discursive constraints that we operate
under and how we may conduct ourselves differently in relation to our
chosen topic. The temptation to adopt a new vocabulary, on this under-
standing, overlooks the fact that we have first to grasp where we are
speaking from and how it is that we think we have something to say.

The question, then . ..

The purpose of the chapter, as stated at the outset, has been to introduce
you to a particular way of thinking about what it means to produce a
research question. As the first of three chapters with this aim in mind, the
decision to start with Richard Rorty and Michel Foucault, as you may have
guessed, was far from accidental in so far as they represent a distinctive
philosophical approach to the relationship between, on the one hand, our
words and our language, and, on the other hand, the world ‘out there’ as it
really is. For when it comes to the formulation of new knowledges, ideas
and questions, both side with the ‘word’ rather than with the ‘world’,
because for them there is no way of getting between language and its
object. In short, there is no way of telling what is ‘our’ construction and
what is really ‘out there’, and thus little point in claiming that some ideas
“fit’ reality better than others.

This is not an issue that, for you as a researcher, is going to go away,
nor indeed is it one that you can resolve after a moment’s thought.
Essentially, the issue is an epistemological one, by which I mean that it
revolves around how ‘we know what we know’ - the conditions and
practices that make knowledge possible. If you come down on the side that
our knowledge of the world is possible only through the mediation of
language, that there is no independent way to know the world other than
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through the words, marks and noises that construct it for us, then you
occupy a position not dissimilar to Rorty and Foucault.

Such a position, however, is not without its consequences. For one
thing, you cannot side with the ‘word’ rather than the ‘world’ and then
proceed to talk as if your ideas and questions somehow refer to or
represent more accurately what is really going on in, say, the economy or
in the community at large. For Rorty at least, our ideas do not refer to or
represent anything; as a form of linguistic description they are the only
tools that we have at our disposal to make a difference — in particular, to
ask the kinds of question that we could not ask before. Indeed, some old
questions may become unaskable simply because new questions bring
about an entirely different way of thinking about something.

There is more than just a hint of consistency involved in what I have
just said. The implication is that philosophical positions, although far from
hermetically sealed, provide a set of resources which, if you choose to
adopt one rather than another, entail consequences throughout the process
of doing research. At the beginning (a moment replete with its own
ambiguities, as we have had cause to note), when you find yourself trying
to provide answers to questions not yet adequately posed, your engage-
ment with philosophical ideas is likely to influence what it is that you hope
to say through your research. Someone like Rorty or Foucault will not
provide you with a guidebook as to what questions you should ask, but
they do alert us to what is at stake in the production of new ideas and
questions — in terms of what questions it is possible to ask and what it is
possible to know.

But, as the next chapter will argue, that is almost certainly too simple.

Further reading

For those interested in an exposition and sympathetic critique of the ideas
of Rorty and Foucault, Richard Bernstein’s The New Constellation (Polity
Press, 1991) remains one of the most insightful treatments of their thinking,
especially in relation to politics and ethics. Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and
Social Hope (Penguin, 1999) outlines his more recent thinking on these
issues. For an engaging and wide-ranging account of the relationship
between the ‘real’ and the ‘constructed’ nature of the world, see lan
Hacking’s The Social Construction of What? (Harvard University Press,
1999).
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The play of the world
Nigel Clark

What are these fiery imperatives, these questions which are the beginning
of the world? (Gilles Deleuze, 1994, p.200)

Introduction

Coming face to face with something strange and new, looking afresh at the
familiar, making a connection between things or ideas that were previously
apart — these are some of the pleasures of doing research. What makes
research enticing, however, can also come across as daunting and intimi-
dating. That is because finding ourselves in the presence of the ‘new’ or
feeling ourselves to be engaged in something ‘original’ are not simply
felicitous moments that we might one day hope to experience as we go
about our research. They are also, in a sense, demands. Some degree of
‘originality’ in research is called for by funding bodies, doctoral pro-
grammes, journal editors and just about everyone else who minds the gates
of the social science establishment. And that requirement can seem very
demanding indeed when you are taking your first steps into the field of
independent or self-generated research.

In this chapter, we dwell further on the process of generating a
research question, with particular attention to the demand for originality.
What is originality, I will be asking, and where is it to be found? Are
there ways to make the requirement for ‘originality’ or ‘newness’ seem
less threatening and more promising? As you will have gleaned from the
last chapter, good research questions require effort on your part. They
have to be crafted out of the materials or resources at hand, rather than
conjured out of the ether. But just what are the materials out of which
this work of generating questions takes place? As we have seen, both
Rorty and Foucault point to certain constraints on the resources which
are available at any time or place to think with or think through. What
they suggest, in their respective ways, is that the particular arrangement
of words and things that we inherit from our social milieu tends to
channel our thinking. In this way, what we end up thinking and doing
may be only a fraction of the possibilities that could conceivably be open
to us.
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Rorty, more obviously than the early Foucault, suggests a way out of
these strictures. As we saw, he proposes a playful, experimental use of
language as a way to generate fresh perspectives on a familiar world.
Rather than assuming that the world ‘out there’ should dictate our
descriptions, Rorty affirms that there is play or contingency in language.
Language is not obligated to the world. It is a medium in which we have a
certain liberty to create and invent, and this includes using language
metaphorically to craft original research questions — questions which offer
a new angle or fresh purchase on the objects of our inquiry.

This idea that there is ‘contingency’ in language — or in culture more
generally — is one of the predominant intellectual themes of recent decades.
Especially in the social sciences and humanities, fewer and fewer theorists
adhere to the notion that human thought is determined or constrained by
an objective world — a world outside or independent of thinking beings.
We need to be mindful, however, that there are different ways in which the
contingency of language or culture can be understood, and that each of
these ways has its own effects and implications. In this chapter, I want to
address the work of two French philosophers, Jacques Derrida and Gilles
Deleuze, who, like Rorty and Foucault, challenge the assumption that the
prime task of thought is to mirror an external world. Derrida and Deleuze
both seem to affirm the free play of language in a manner resonant with
Rorty. But on closer inspection, I will be arguing, their respective writings
suggest something quite different from the prioritizing of human language
that is at the core of Rorty’s philosophical stance.

Deleuze and Derrida are part of the same generation and general
intellectual milieu as Foucault. Though there are significant differences in
the philosophical backgrounds, intentions and writing styles of Deleuze
and Derrida, there are also some crucial points at which their writings
converge. Deleuze makes a strong claim that thought should be inventive
rather than merely descriptive. But this is far from a privileging of
language, because for him the play of words is intimately tied up with the
broader play of the world. Language has the capacity to be creative and
inventive, Deleuze seems to be saying, only because it is open to a wider
world which is equally generative and experimental.

Derrida, on the other hand, initially seems closer to Rorty, in that a
great deal of his work engages primarily with language and draws out the
unpredictable and contingent nature of writing. However, while Derrida
may deny that ‘word” and ‘world’ can ever attain a pure and seamless
fusion, this is not the same thing as saying that they are utterly and
inevitably separated. While it may be expressed in more subtle and
‘textual’ fashion than in the writings of Deleuze, there are nevertheless
numerous indications in Derrida’s work that the idea of the closure of
language to the world around it is something he deeply resists.

Both Derrida and Deleuze, then, set about opening the play of words
to the play of the world. But what might this mean for the question of
originality in research? What are the implications of a philosophical
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position which refuses to separate language from the rest of reality for the
‘work’ of crafting a research question? We have seen that neither Rorty nor
Foucault provides us with a blueprint for posing questions, or indeed, for
thinking and acting in general. This is no less the case for Deleuze and
Derrida, whose philosophical writings, if anything, are even more of a
challenge for those in search of guidelines for thought and research. For all
the talk of ‘play’, it must be said, there is nothing leisurely about reading
Derrida or Deleuze. Their books are hard going: complex, convoluted and
frequently mystifying — even for the well-initiated. But there are ways of
reading their respective works, if we accept the help of some of their many
commentators, that can have real and direct consequences for our
‘questioning’ of the world around us.

From language to life

We have already encountered Rorty’s particular take on the idea of
thought as a kind of invention. Well before Rorty, Deleuze had taken up
this theme. Deleuze, in turn, was deeply indebted to the French philo-
sopher, Henri Bergson. The following lines, penned by Bergson in the
1940s, are cited by Deleuze in an early work, and thereafter play a pivotal
role in his writings:

Discovery, or uncovering, has to do with what already exists . . .; it was
therefore certain to happen sooner or later. Invention gives being to what
did not exist; it might never have happened. (Bergson, cited in Deleuze,
1988/1966, p.15)

This distinction between revealing a world ‘out there’ and actively
participating in the coming into existence of new things or new worlds is at
the heart of Difference and Repetition (1994/1968), Deleuze’s first major
outlining of his own philosophical position. In this book, he argues that if
our intention is to depict the world, then no matter how rich and diverse
this world appears to us, and no matter how accurately we represent it, our
thought remains in the thrall of what already exists, or what has already
taken place. Drawing from a wide range of sources, including contem-
porary science, avant-garde art and earlier philosophers such as Spinoza,
Nietszche and Bergson, Deleuze explores another option, which is for
thought to concern itself with the conditions under which new things come
into existence.

In this sense, rather than looking for the something previously undis-
covered, thinkers or researchers should aim ‘to bring into being that which
does not yet exist’ (Deleuze, 1994/1968, p.147). For Deleuze, as for those
philosophers who prioritize language, ‘[t]o think is to create’ (1994/1968,
p.147). Deleuze, too, encourages a rich and stylish use of language, but he
is quite clear that the ultimate aim of this is to unleash the potentials of
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‘life’ in general and not simply of language or culture. In a later interview,
in which he reflects on Difference and Repetition and subsequent work,
Deleuze puts it like this:

One’s always writing to bring something to life, to free life from where
it’s trapped. . . . The language for doing that can’t be a homogeneous
system, it’s something unstable, always heterogeneous, in which style
carves differences of potential between which things can pass, come to
pass, a spark can flash and break out of language itself, to make us see
and think what was lying in the shadow around the words, things we
were hardly aware existed. (Deleuze, 1995, p.141)

The idea that thought or experience can break out of the enclosure of
language and make contact with other elements or forces in the world is a
theme which runs through much of Deleuze’s work. It is one he returns to
and develops further in A Thousand Plateaus (1987/1980), a book co-
written with psychoanalyst Felix Guattari, and perhaps Deleuze’s best-
known work. Here, in typically poetic fashion, Deleuze and Guattari give
examples of the sort of meetings of apparently unconnected classes of
objects that happen constantly in the real world: ‘a semiotic fragment rubs
shoulders with a chemical interaction, an electron crashes into a language,
a black hole captures a genetic message’ (1987/1980, p.69). And they are
quite explicit: this is the play of the world, not the play of metaphor: ‘we
are not saying “like an electron”, “like an interaction”” (1987/1980, p.69).
Indeed, as Deleuze and Guattari intimate, the whole structure of
A Thousand Plateaus, with all its complex array of ideas and examples,
can be seen as putting into practice the idea of disparate elements coming
together in a multitude of different ways (see 1987/1980, p.6).

Now, it may not be immediately apparent what the practical impli-
cations are that we might draw from such eventualities as an ‘electron
crashing into language’ (though it may have something to do with the
word-processing malfunctions I experience from time to time!). Before
going on to tease out the consequences of such ideas for the question of
originality — or the origination of questions — I want to introduce Derrida’s
rather more subdued and meticulous version of the opening of language to
the world.

Derrida’s impact on contemporary philosophy first stemmed from a
series of books roughly contemporaneous with Deleuze’s Difference and
Repetition, including Of Grammatology (1976/1967) and Writing and
Difference (1978/1968). These works introduce Derrida’s ‘deconstructive’
approach to philosophy. Deconstruction, at this stage of Derrida’s work,
entails close readings of well-known texts by philosophers, social scientists
and literary figures, which attempt to demonstrate how such writings have
even more potential than their own authors recognized. In particular,
Derrida seeks out the ‘small but tell-tale moment’ when a text seems to
over-reach its own premises or intentions (Spivak, 1976, p.xxxv). In this
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way, he tries to show that writing — or language — does not simply describe
the world, but is itself productive and generative — with effects that can
neither be anticipated nor controlled (Derrida, 1978/1968, p.11). As
Derrida explained in a 1968 interview, this has implications for our
understanding of the operations of language vis-a-vis the world: ‘for the
notion of translation’, he suggests, ‘we would have to substitute a notion of
transformation’ (1981a/1972, p.20, emphasis in original).

Thus far, it might seem as though we are back with Rorty’s claim of
the inescapability of language. And indeed, many of Derrida’s readers have
interpreted his work precisely as a sophisticated argument for the impossi-
bility of breaking out of the ‘textuality’ of language and culture to an
outside world. But there are other ways to read Derrida’s work. Just as
Derrida argues that each written text opens out into the wider world of its
intellectual or cultural ‘context’, so too does he seem to be saying that
writing and culture in general also open into a broader context, which is to
say that there is always a hinge, a point of contact or connection between
language and the wider world. Such a perspective on ‘word and world’ is
suggested at numerous points in Derrida’s work, including the opening
pages of Of Grammatology where he proposes that the relationships
between the elements of language or writing with which he is concerned
might also apply to the arts, to cybernetics, and even to biology, including
the ‘most elementary processes of information within the living cell’ (1976/
1967, p.9).

Provocations and openings

So while Derrida may be much more cautious than Deleuze in drawing
connections between disparate categories of objects, and much less willing
to stray from the philosophical and literary fields he knows best, what the
two writers share is an interest in the creative potential of any opening to
an outside — any play that occurs between different entities or systems. In
Derrida’s later work, such as Politics of Friendship (1997), in which his
focus partially shifts from written texts to political and social issues, the
theme of encounters with difference or strangeness receive sustained
attention. These works, as John Caputo notes, concern themselves with
how we might ‘make way’ for whatever is ‘forth-coming’ or ‘in-coming’
from beyond our circle of experience and familiarity (Caputo, 1997, pp.70,
103). This in-coming or coming-forth is what Derrida refers to as an
‘event’. ‘Event’ and ‘invent’ have similar derivations: invention comes from
the Latin invenire — to come upon — and event from evenire — to come
forth or happen. One way of looking at deconstruction, then, is to see it as
an exploration of the ‘singularity’ of the event, as an inquiry into how we
might come to terms with the event’s uniqueness and unpredictability. As
Caputo sums up: ‘For Derrida, deconstruction is set in motion by some-
thing that calls upon and addresses us, overtakes (sur-prises) and even
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overwhelms us, to which we must respond, and so be responsive and
responsible’ (1997, p.51).

But what are the implications of this concern with the ‘event’ of an
opening, a connection or a meeting for the posing of new questions or the
beginning of projects? Derrida himself has drawn attention to the part this
‘openness’ plays in the generating of a project. When asked by an inter-
viewer where he got the idea for a book or article, he replied:

A sort of animal movement seeks to appropriate what always comes,
always, from an external provocation. By responding to some request,
invitation, or commission, an invention must nevertheless seek itself out,
an invention that defies both a given program, a system of expectations,
and finally surprises me myself — surprises me by suddenly becoming for
me imperious, imperative, inflexible even, like a very tough law.
(Derrida, 1995, p.352, emphasis in original)

From the broader context of Derrida’s work, it can be inferred that a
‘request’ may be more than just a formal invitation to write a piece: it can
be any sort of solicitation, any kind of prompting, jolting or imploring that
comes from the world around. What happens first, Derrida seems to
suggest, is an intuitive or visceral opening up to whatever it is he finds
provocative. Only later, as the project takes off, does it seem to impose its
own demands for rigour and focus.

For Deleuze, no less than for Derrida, it is an ‘external provocation’
which triggers a new idea or a new project. Again this involves something
outside ourselves taking hold of us: ‘a fiery imperative’, an incitement
which is as unpredictable as it is irresistible. As Deleuze puts it in
Difference and Repetition:

. . . there is only involuntary thought. . . . Something in the world forces
us to think. This something is an object not of recognition but of a
fundamental encounter. . . . It may be grasped in a range of affective
tones; wonder, love, hatred, suffering. (Deleuze, 1994/1968, p.139)

Not surprisingly, the term Deleuze gives to this thought-provoking
encounter is an ‘event’. And the event is at least as central to his writings as
it is to Derrida. As Deleuze recounted during an interview late in his life,
Tve tried in all my books to discover the nature of events’ (1995, p.141).
As with Derrida, Deleuze’s foregrounding of the event reflects his own
belief that the subject of thought or action is inevitably ‘in the world’. The
thinker, for Deleuze, is thus entangled in the goings-on or happenings that
concern him or her. It is not a case of the thinker trying to get a handle on
the world from the outside, as it were. When Deleuze and Guattari write
that the aim of philosophy ‘is to become worthy of the event’ (1994,
p.160), what they mean is that thought should attempt to make sense out
of things that occur in order to release or realize their potential. For mere
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goings-on to become proper ‘events’, however, thinkers or researchers have
not only to try to comprehend what is happening, but at the same time to
open themselves to the transformative effects of these happenings. As in the
case of Derrida’s deconstructions, it is this affirmation of openness, this
notion that the thinker must be moved by whatever is forth-coming or
going-on that seems to set Deleuze at odds with more conventional models
of thought and research.

Hostage to events

But how can being ‘moved’ by happenings, goings-on or encounters
generate a research project? I want to turn now to an example: one of
those rare cases where the researcher tells us exactly where they were, what
they were doing, and how they felt as the idea for a project came upon
them. This will help give us a sense of how, in practice, originality or
inventiveness is linked to a certain openness or willingness to be ‘called
upon’ or ‘overwhelmed’.

My example comes from the book Virtual Geography (1994) by the
Australian cultural theorist McKenzie Wark. His story features an incident
from the television coverage of the Iraq hostage crisis that was screened on
23 August 1990, some months prior to the first Gulf War. This is the
moment when Iraqi president Saddam Hussein pats the head of seven-year-
old Stuart Lockwood as he makes a remark about hostages playing a role
as ‘heroes of peace’. As Wark recounts:

Pm lying in bed with my lover and the cat, watching TV, when this
hostage things spews out of the TV at me. By a strange accident of
geography, the NBC morning news program is shown in Sydney,
Australia, around midnight. So here we are, a cozy domestic scene,
lapping up the sweet with the bland, suddenly invaded by hostages and
threats and urgency and Bryant Gumble. Neither of us is really watching
the set at the time. It just happens to be on, a boring interzone of banal
happenings, vectoring into our private space. I think it is the word
‘hostage’ that trips me into actually paying attention. I watch with an
unwilling fascination, trying not to let myself submit to this distasteful
but canny image. That’s when I see something curious; the medium close-
up where Saddam Hussein touches that boy. A dictator caresses his
hostage in our bedroom. The report gives the impression that the hostage
show-and-tell talk show was a long one, but it’s those few seconds of the
dictator and the boy that made it into the vision mix. The tape is many
generations old, blurred and pixelated, but so too is the Orientalist story
it revives from the dead. Curiouser and curiouser. At the next com-
mercial break, I pull on an old track suit and head out the bedroom door.
“Where are you going?’ my lover asks. ‘To work,” I say. “To work.’
(Wark, 1994, p.6)
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The ‘Orientalist story’ is a reference to the work of Edward Said,
whom you encountered in the last chapter. It’s the term Said uses to
describe a certain way of imagining the east — associated with the colonial
era, in which Europeans stereotyped Middle Eastern people, among other
things, as sexually repressed but also sensual and perverse. Wark is
reminded of this story by the way the Iraqi president’s gesture is presented
and framed by the news coverage. But what also strikes him is the new
twist that global TV coverage has given the Orientalist narrative by
projecting it into the intimate space of his bedroom. For our purposes here,
however, there is no need to get engrossed in the details of the Orientalist
thesis, or with Wark’s particular take on global media. The important
thing is to get a feel for Wark’s own sensitivity to the way in which a quite
specific convergence of factors sparks his interest. As he continues his
account:

I turn on the heater in the study - it gets cold in Sydney in August. I could
smell trouble. I could sense an event coming on. Months later, I could
close the door to this study, with its mountains of old newspapers,
videotapes, photocopies with coffee-cup rings all over them. By then this
private zone of disorder would look like a pathetic tribute to the carnage
in Baghdad. This little room would become a monument made out of
trashed information, jerrybuilt concepts, and emergency rations of toxic
espresso and vodka, neat. (Wark, 1994, p.7)

Now, this is no absolute beginning, for Wark informs us that he has
already had a long interest in global media events, and he also clearly has a
background in cultural theory and philosophy, including a grasp of what
Deleuze means by an ‘event’. But there is a sense here of a fresh start, a
moment of inspiration that has clearly played a major role in the genesis of
the book Virtual Geography. What we should take note of is the way that
the ‘researcher’ allows an incident — something ‘in-coming’ — to act as
provocation. Though it may not be a recipe for domestic bliss, Wark lets
the situation enter his world and set him on a new course. What happens is
not so much that he sees a TV representation of something happening in
the real world and decides he can offer a better explanation. Nor is it
simply that a section of the unknown — something hitherto ‘unresearched’
— is suddenly discovered in the airwaves or in the corner of the bedroom.
Rather, a whole set of factors converge, a coincidence which is made up of
a fragment of media coverage, the technologies that convey it, the
background knowledge and half-formed theories of the researcher, his
geographical location, the time of the day, his domestic arrangements, his
emotional state, and so on. Or as Derrida once put it: ‘Let’s just say the
event of the coincidence is a place where the innumerable threads of
causality fall together, coincide, begin to cross and reconfigure’ (cited in
Ulmer, 1994, p.201). What Derrida or Deleuze, or Wark himself, calls ‘an
event’ has to be extracted out of all this. The event, in other words, is not
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lying in wait: it has to be ‘invented’ by the researcher or, rather, co-
produced by the intersection of researcher and goings-on.

The logic of invention

In the case of a project such as the one Wark sets out on, the ‘event’ is the
problem, or the question he sets out to answer, which in this case might
simply be: ‘how do we make sense of these strange images which present
themselves in my bedroom?’ The important thing for us to take out of this
is that many of the usual guidelines for doing research are unlikely to help
us to generate this sort of question-event, even though they may later be
very useful in making sense of it. That is because many approaches to
research still work on the assumption that the researcher’s prime task is to
identify phenomena that already exist ‘out there’ in the world. This
becomes apparent when research guides speak of finding ‘gaps in the
existing literature’ or call for a focused literature search to ascertain that a
chosen topic or project hasn’t already been ‘covered’ by another
researcher.

But we should not assume that a simple contrast exists between seeing
research in terms of events, in which the researcher makes connections, and
viewing research in terms of a logic of discovery, in which the researcher
finds gaps to be filled, for the field of research theory and practice is rich
and diverse. There is a long history of questioning the notion of uncovering
a world ‘out there’, and even Henri Bergson, writing more than sixty years
ago, was not the first to challenge the ‘logic of discovery’. There are all
kinds of ways in which social science research methodologies pick up on
this ‘problematizing’ of the separation of researchers from world, and draw
attention to the implication of researchers in the world in which they
working. And yet, as I suggested above, there is also evidence that aspects
of the logic of discovery persist in social research advice, and in particular
in the way that the originality or moments of inspiration are addressed.

Or, as the case may be, not addressed. It is worth recalling Bergson’s
claim that a logic of discovery assumes that each of its constitutive
moments of discovering or uncovering ‘was . . . certain to happen sooner
or later’ (cited in Deleuze, 1988/1966, p.15). Could it be that this sense of
expectation of the new, this confidence in the pre-existence of novelty in
the world, explains the rather slender attention devoted to inspiration or
originality in most guides to social research? For it seems to be the case
that research training in the social sciences or humanities does not dwell on
the processes by which areas of interest have initially taken shape, or the
moments at which concerns or curiosities have been sparked. Instead, the
usual assumption is that the potential researcher arrives with such interests
already at hand, and simply in need of development or refinement.

The implication of an approach which hinges on events, one which
follows ‘a logic of invention’ (to use Gregory Ulmer’s term), is that by
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identifying a particular configuration that would otherwise go unnoticed
the researcher actually brings the field or the problem into existence
(Ulmer, 1994, pp.47-8). And this means the originary or creative process
becomes much more prominent, much more difficult to by-pass or take for
granted. Without attentiveness and work on the part of the researcher,
the particular moment at which the constitutive elements of a ‘problem’
coincide would be of no consequence, a non-event, a potentiality left
unrealized. In this sense, a general reading around an existing topic or a
more focused literature search may contribute a strand to the co-incidence
that constitutes a problem or a field of concern, but other more
‘extraneous’ and less ‘disciplined’ inputs may also be required to bring a
new field ‘to life’.

Indeed, the majority of methods texts construct the research process
as an essentially orderly one, in which surprises are accommodated,
anomalies are accounted for and catastrophes are averted. But as Derrida
suggests, something important may be lost by the sort of methodological
rigour which ‘masters every surprise in advance’ (1978/1968, p.172). We
have seen from both Wark’s example and the work of Derrida and Deleuze
that a moment of invention involves a certain abandonment to what is
happening, and we have also seen that what it is we are opening up to is a
weave of circumstances in which our own particular positioning is just one
element. In this sense, as Deleuze argues at length in Difference and
Repetition, the emergence of a problem or question is always at least in
part a gamble, a dice throw, a surrender to chance: ‘Ideas are problematic
combinations that result from (dice) throws’, he suggests. “The most
difficult thing is to make chance an object of affirmation’ (1994/1968,
p.198).

Ontologies of becoming

But how do we know ‘something unforeseeable’ is going to show up? How
can we have any confidence that there will be happenings or goings-on out
of which we might generate the event of a question? To ponder these sorts
of question is to be drawn more deeply into the way in which Derrida or
Deleuze, or any other philosopher, actually thinks the world works. For if
we are to delve into the issue of how and why there are ‘goings-on’ or
‘happenings’ in the first place, then we are not just dealing with ‘epistemo-
logical’ issues about the generation of knowledge, or the judgement of
what counts as valid knowledge. We find ourselves moving into issues
of ontology: the philosophical term for the question of what reality is
actually like.

For both Derrida and Deleuze the issue of how we engage with the
world — and how we generate new problems - is inseparable from a vision
of the generativity or creativity of the world itself. Derrida and Deleuze,
and many other philosophers of their generation, are part of a tradition of
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philosophy that sees ‘reality’ as constantly in motion and ceaselessly self-
transforming. This is a tradition which is less interested in what the stuff of
the world is, and more interested in what the stuff of the world does, less
concerned with the ‘essence’ of the forms that comprise the world, and
more concerned with the geneses or transmutations that make for a rich
variety of forms. Or to put it in the language of philosophy, they see the
world in terms of ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’.

Deleuze and Derrida offer two related but distinguishable versions of
an ontology of becoming. There is a tendency in Deleuze to focus more
strongly on the way in which transformations come about through an
outward movement, by way of a kind of eruption or overflowing. Derrida,
on the other hand, tends to place more emphasis on changes that are
triggered by incoming elements, movements that are disruptive rather than
eruptive (Caputo, 1993, pp.57-9). But both types of movement involve
‘openings’ of selves or systems to an outside, both entail generative
encounters between diverse elements, as we have seen. In this way, Derrida
and Deleuze share a view of the world as a groundless and unending weave
of likenesses and differences. And in this regard, it is accidents, inter-
sections and contaminations rather than ‘pure’ forms which are considered
‘essential’ — because they are the unavoidable and utterly necessary
processes that make and remake the worlds we inhabit (see Derrida, 1988,
p.118; Deleuze, 1994/1968, p.191).

Such an elevation of the ‘essential possibility’ of chance and con-
tingency distinguishes a Derridean or Deleuzean ‘logic of invention’ from
the more conventional guides to research — with their marginalization of
the incidental and accidental. But it is important also to distinguish such an
approach from research hinging on a ‘Rortyian’ play of language. For, as
long as play or contingency is confined to language, there are likely to be
limitations imposed on the degree to which we allow ourselves to be
‘moved’ by happenings outside ourselves and/or our spheres of shared
language and culture — or outside the range of the human in general.

The flash of lightning, for example, has often been taken as a meta-
phor for sudden illuminations or connections made in the realms of human
thought and deed. But what might happen if we were to move beyond
metaphor — with its inference of merely symbolic association — and
actually consider the literal implications of the phenomenon of electrical
discharges for thinking about connectivity and communication? Consider,
then, the following engagement with electrical phenomena by sociologist
and feminist theorist, Vicki Kirby:

As I live in something of an eyrie whose panorama includes a significant
sweep of the Sydney skyline, I’ve often watched electrical storms arcing
across the city. As I’ve waited for the next flash, trying to anticipate
where it might strike, I’'ve wondered about the erratic logic of this fiery
charge whose intent seems as capricious as it is determined. . . . Reading
about electricity’s predilection for tall buildings, lone trees on golf
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courses, tractors and bodies of open water, I . . . learned that these
electrical encounters are preceded by quite curious initiation rights. An
intriguing communication, a sort of stuttering chatter between ground
and sky, appears to precede the actual stroke. A quite spectacular
example is the phenomenon of St Elmo’s Fire, a visible light show that
can sometimes be seen to enliven an object in the moment, just before the
moment, of the strike. (Kirby, 2001, pp.59-60)

Kirby goes on to ponder how it is that lightning seems to know in
advance how to find the tallest objects to strike:

. if we begin by considering a lightning stroke, any old lightning
stroke, we will probably assume that it originates in a cloud and is then
discharged in the direction of the ground. However, if this directional
causality were true, it would be reasonable to ask how lightning can be
appraised of its most economical route to the earth before it has been
tested. (Kirby, 2001, p.60)

Now you might be wondering what a social scientist is doing getting
caught up in a purely physical phenomenon such as lightning. And it is not
how lightning is represented, or its power as a figure of speech that interests
Kirby: it is the whole complex and mysterious network of ‘communication’
involved in the electrical storm. Much of Kirby’s prior work draws on
Derrida to explore the way in which systems of language or communication
operate, including the question of whether the messages that animate living
bodies can be considered as a kind of language. With the lightning example,
Kirby pushes this possibility still further, as she begins to ponder what the
paradoxes of electronic interconnectivity at a distance might mean for
understanding ‘communication’ in all its other manifestations.

Where is Kirby’s inquiry into lightning leading? It seems too early to
tell, for here is an ‘external provocation’ still in its formative moments, a
thought-event not yet fully worked through. As in the case of McKenzie
Wark’s account, the details of what lightning can or can’t do are less
important to us than the ability of the ‘researcher’ to recognize a coinci-
dence or convergence of disparate ‘goings-on’. What the story suggests is
that Kirby’s receptiveness to information that first appears to belong to a
field utterly alien to her own is tied up with the particular ontology she
embraces. Because Kirby, like Derrida, views the world in terms of
complex interweavings rather than discrete objects or categories, there is
always a potential opening to make strange and unpredictable connections.
Moreover, there appears to be no limit, no final cut-off point as to the
source of these concurrences.

In other words, the philosophical position we hold has very important
implications for our receptiveness and ability to process novel experiences
and information. And this in turn plays a big part in the shaping of the field
of potential research topics and questions. According to a Deleuzean or a
Derridean logic of invention I have been suggesting, new questions are
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generated when something draws us out of ourselves, out of our usual
circle of thought, ideas and concerns. A philosophy which sees such
openings and interconnectivities as constitutive of the world in general — as
an ‘essential possibility’ — is going to find it easier to embrace this sort of
occurrence than a philosophy which privileges given forms or appearances,
or a philosophy that privileges the contingency of language, as against a
more generalized play of differences and similarities.

Events and non-events

A sociologist being inspired by lightning is an extreme case, even more so
perhaps than a cultural theorist being galvanized by an encounter with a
dictator in his bedroom. The convergences and overlappings that might
draw research in new directions, however, need not be as dramatic as
either of these cases. What we have to remember — a point made by
Derrida, Deleuze and all the other philosophers of becoming — is that
coincidence and juxtaposition, chance and novelty, are quite normal and
often mundane. We do not have to go far to find them, and they do not
have to be earth-shattering or mind-blowing. They may draw us only a
degree or two from our normal course, and they may transform our
thought processes in only the subtlest ways. But whether they are mild or
momentous, we need to be attuned to goings-on — ready and willing to
extract an event from the flow of mere happenings. As Derrida puts it:
‘Not just any relationships can produce a work, an event. Coincidence
must be loved, received, treated in a certain way. The question is, in which
way?’ (cited in Ulmer, 1994, pp.226-7).

In which way indeed? It’s a good question, but ’m afraid its one for
which Derrida has no final or absolute answers. And neither, it seems, do
any other philosophers with similar leanings. Working out rules, laws or
principles for dealing with contingencies, as we will see, is just too much of
a contradiction in terms. Let me try to ease us into this issue by way of one
more example, this time a tale from my own research history.

I had been doing a lot of work on cyberculture, concentrating on the
ways in which new electronic technologies affect our experience of the
world in general and nature in particular. At the same time, but on a
different tack, I had also been thinking about a much earlier technological
‘medium’ — the medium of the sailing ship — and how linking the world by
sea affected the way the world was experienced. Opening up the world
through cybernetic and nautical ‘media’ had a particular significance to me
because I was living at Europe’s antipodes in the South West Pacific —
which sometimes seems like a long way from where the most important
things happen.

Like many cyberculture enthusiasts, I took inspiration from the 1982
film Blade Runner, with its striking depictions of a post-human future. So,
partly for work, partly for pleasure, I decided to read the novel on which
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Blade Runner was based — Philip K. Dick’s 1968 science fiction classic Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1993/1968). To my surprise, at the
front of the novel was the following Reuters news release, dated 1966:

A turtle which explorer Captain Cook gave to the King of Tonga in 1777
died yesterday. It was nearly 200 years old. The animal, called
Tu’imalila, died at the Royal Palace ground in the Tongan capital of
Nuku, Alofa. The people of Tonga regarded the animal as a chief and
special keepers were appointed to look after it. It was blinded in a bush
fire a few years ago, Tonga Radio said Tw’imalila’s carcass would be sent
to the Auckland Museum in New Zealand.

Well, T can’t remember exactly my domestic arrangements or even
where I was at the time, but I do remember that it felt like an originary
moment. Auckland is my home town, the Auckland Museum a place where
I had both played and worked. I could even picture the turtle in its tableau
in the natural history hall. Suddenly, all the disparate trails of my favourite
topics converged on a single point: cyberculture, maritime exploration, and
representations of nature all collided on my own doorstep. A research
project beckoned.

To cut a short story even shorter, I pursued as many of the leads as I
could, but the particular and irreducible moment of their convergence in
that book’s epigraph, in my hands, there in Auckland, somehow failed to
ignite. In the form of that specific intersection, there was simply not
enough to grasp me or draw me in further. I did bundle all these themes
into a conference paper which seemed to keep a small roomful of people
mildly amused for twenty minutes, but it never got written up. All was not
lost, however. I went on to make reference to Blade Runner in an article
about rethinking the body in the era of digital communication. I also wrote
a piece about the ‘imagining’ of cyberspace and how this linked up with
accounts and memories of early European exploration of the Pacific.
Somewhat to my surprise, this article generated an online art exhibition
about digital culture and its relationship to islands and oceans. But neither
androids nor turtles played any part whatsoever.

In effect, what I did was to backtrack and unravel some of the strands
that made for Tu’imalila ‘convergence’, strands that I was then able to
weave together in alternative ways, to produce quite different ‘events’; the
point being that not all conjunctions or encounters carry the same
potential. There are events, but there are also, for our intents, ‘non-events’.
And, indeed, a philosophy of becoming that depicts reality as a restless
mesh of cross-cutting forces and materials by definition offers the
researcher or thinker more ‘goings-on’ than can ever be on-going. A world
of almost limitless potential is, unavoidably, a world in which only certain
possibilities can be acted upon. But it is also a world in which dropped
strands can be picked up again; one in which threads or tangents or lines of
interest are always capable of being woven together in more than one way.
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Decision time

If we are consistently subjected to contingent goings-on, if the threads of
our lives are forever entangling themselves with other strands of existence,
you might be wondering how are we to decide which encounters and
coincidences to take seriously. How do we judge which lines to pursue,
which solicitings we will allow to lead us astray? Amidst all the uncer-
tainties we have entertained throughout this chapter, there are some
‘irreducibles’, at least a couple of ‘points of order’ which follow, inevitably,
from the sort of ontology of becoming we have been exploring. And the
first of these is simply that there is no escaping the need for judgement on
our part. This goes for theorists and for researchers as it goes for everyone
else caught up in the becomings of everyday life. ‘Events press hard upon
us and demand a decision, a finite cut in the flow of events, a response . . .’
as Caputo puts it (1993, p.106). Such decisions may be minor or momen-
tous, subtle or seismic in their implications, but the simple fact of being
part of a world of endless possibilities means that we must choose some
paths at the expense of others.

The second point that proceeds, no less ineluctably, from viewing the
world as a weave of differences and similarities, is the impossibility of
disentangling ourselves. One thing we cannot do, one trick we cannot
perform, is to extract ourselves entirely from the mesh of worldly goings-
on — and view them from a distance. To put it simply, there is no place
above, outside or beyond that is not itself tied up with the rest of the
world, that is not itself always already made up of comings and goings,
meetings and mixtures. Having nowhere to stand outside the fray also
means that there is no ground from which to couch laws or principles of
judgement that are beyond circumstances, or applicable to every eventu-
ality. And where does this leave us, as Caputo asks? ‘If judgement is unable
to start out from the principle, unable to proceed from on high, then how
are we to judge, how are we to ride out and absorb the shocks and jolts of
factical life?” (Caputo, 1993, p.97). Or, more pertinently, how are we
going to spend our inevitably limited research time or money wisely?

Where we are left — without universal laws — is to make our judge-
ments on the spot, in the thick of it, from within the tangle of goings-on. In
other words, we have to improvise, to make our decisions out of the
resources we have at hand. What is most obviously and immediately at
hand is our own experience of past events. After all, we have ourselves
been forged, shaped and reshaped out of a lifetime of encounters and
engagements: to lesser or greater levels we have all been ‘seasoned by
events’ (Caputo, 1993, p.100). For all that each new configuration of
forces and elements that we enter into has some degree of novelty, it will
also have aspects of familiarity: characteristics or contours recognizable
from prior experience.

Our previous ‘experience’ may be ‘at hand’ in more ways than one,
however. What is suggested by Derrida’s ‘animal movement’, or by
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Deleuze’s reference to the ‘affective tones’ in which we might experience an
encounter, is that tussling with a world excessively rich in possibility may
involve more than just the ‘consciousness’ we tend to equate with
‘thought’. Deleuze is quite explicit about this: ‘body, passions, sensuous
interests’, he argues, ‘are not diversions’, they are ‘real forces that form
thought’ (1983/1962, p.103). Indeed, for those philosophers of becoming
who do not limit the interwoven forces and agencies that interest them to
the realms of language or culture, there is no particular barrier to the idea
of a dispersal of thought through bodies or different sensory modes; nor to
drawing on strands of research outside the conventional range of the social
sciences. In this regard, some social scientists have begun to tap into
evidence from the life sciences which suggests that human beings and other
organisms record experiences and knowledge in ways that include much of
the body besides the brain (see Thrift, 2001). New understandings of the
way that viscera, skin, posture and gesture are all implicated in the
processing of information is giving renewed credence to the idea that
emotion, instinct or gut-feeling deserve a role in human judgement.

But just as there are no ultimate guidelines lying outside the messy
world of circumstances and eventualities to guarantee our judgements,
neither should we expect to find certainty within. ‘Hearing out’ the deep
recesses of our bodies may have a previously undervalued contribution to
add, but turning inward is ultimately no more of a foolproof register for
sifting and sorting out promising insights than looking outward. If gut-
feelings were infallible, my Blade Runner-exploration/turtle-android con-
figuration would have burgeoned into something rich and bountiful. And
there would probably be a lot fewer tragic love songs in the world.

There is another way of helping judge ‘event-worthy’ goings-on and
in-comings from within the thick of it, however, and it is one that is almost
banal in its familiarity. Just as contemporary philosophies of becoming
conceive of a distribution of sensation and thought across interconnected
body parts, so too is agency and thought dispersed across networks of
thinking beings. It is hardly necessary to remind social scientists that any
thinker or researcher is always already implicated in social or cultural
networks. If we need assistance in judging the potentiality of ‘whatever
gives’, in distilling events from a sea of goings-on, then the obvious place to
turn is those who have been through similar processes: those who are
‘matured by events’ (Caputo, 1993, p.100). These others may be colleagues
we encounter ‘in the flesh’, or they may be conversants we engage with in
more dispersed ways, by tapping into experience and knowledge that is
distributed through networks of bibliographic or electronic texts. What the
complexity of ‘happenings’ implies is that no single perspective is likely to
provide all the input we need, and once more we might consider the
importance of redundancy, of coming at the same question from a multi-
tude of angles. What this might mean, in the case of sifting one research
question from many, is tapping into a range of opinions: voices and eyes
(and other senses) that are positioned at various points in the problem-field
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we are composing; people with different angles, different interests,
different takes on ‘what gives’.

But, as is the case with our more ‘visceral’ leads, a network of
‘informed others’ can offer assistance but not guarantees to the decision-
making process. Given the absence of infallibility, the process of judgement
is inevitably permeated by risk as well as promise — by the hazard, at very
least, of pursuing a less fulfilling and productive research path over a
potentially richer vein. And it is in this regard that the timing of our most
playful and experimental phases is important. While there is no stage of a
research project in which we would wish to close ourselves completely to
goings-on around us, or to stop asking questions, there are clearly times
when the consequences of vacillations, ‘wrong turns’ or ‘dead-ends’ are
much less of a threat than they are at others.

Indeed, experimental evidence suggests that intuitive judgement —
decision-making that uses the full range of senses — is at its most acute under
conditions when stress or pressure is minimal. Such judgement, it has been
said, ‘is founded on a kind of combinatorial playfulness that is only possible
when the consequences of error are not overpowering’ (J.S. Bruner, cited in
Bastick, 1982, p.350). A certain passivity, a state of relaxation, even
dispersed attention, it appears, is most conducive to the moment of ‘insight’
(recall McKenzie Wark in his cosy domicile, Vicki Kirby watching a storm
.. .). By this logic, we would expect the early stages of the research project —
perhaps even before the research is a project in any formal sense — to be
most conducive to such moments, at least more so than the times when
deadlines are pressing or funds running low. But as you will see from later
chapters, there are other junctures when possibilities open out again, when
judgements between competing possibilities are again called for.

What should not be passed over lightly — even in the most relaxed
moments of the research project — is the risk of coming adrift, of losing our
bearings entirely. Gayatri Spivak once pointed out, in a rather marvellous
introduction to Derrida’s work, that deconstruction’s groundlessness, its
‘prospect of never hitting bottom’ is itself intoxicating (1976, p.xxvii). It is
a pleasure, a temptation that deconstruction has to attend to, has to
deconstruct further, as Spivak puts it. This is also an important issue for
those who are influenced by Deleuze, for there are some readings of his
work that seem to assert such a proliferation of life-affirming possibilities
that we are left wondering if there is ever a time to settle down. After
declaring his enthusiasm for the work of Deleuze, John Caputo eventually
confesses: ‘I find it too exhausting, all the outpouring and overflowing, all
the firing away of forces night and day’ (1993, p.53). Even Deleuze,
however, concedes that there is one way of doing science or doing research
that is good for ‘inventing problems’, but quite another way of going about
things that is necessary for actually solving these problems. There is a time,
he argues, when an ‘organization of work’ is needed, a task for which we
need much more formalized procedures than intuition and open-ended
experimentation (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987/1980, p.374).
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Derrida, as we have seen, also draws attention to the time in a project
when the wave of inventiveness congeals into something ‘imperious,
imperative, inflexible even’. Indeed, he argues, there are compelling reasons
for settling on a project — and this is one of the areas where Derrida’s
approach diverges most markedly from that of Deleuze. For Derrida, it is
not simply that we need to organize the field of problems in order to realize
the potentiality of our project. It is more that some of what we encounter in
the world draws us in, in a special and irresistible way: it obligates us or ties
us down. That is why, as we have seen, deconstruction is also about being
responsive and responsible. If we are genuinely interested in ‘otherness’, in
the difference in the world, and if we allow ourselves to be held in thrall by
things that break into our lives and draw us out of our own circle, then a
kind of obligation emerges. In the world of deconstruction, as Caputo puts
it: ‘there is no squeamishness about responsiveness. . . . There is no
squinting here over obligation, no anxiety about gravity and heavy weights,
no hand-wringing about being tied down’ (1993, pp.59-60). To recall
McKenzie Wark’s example, it is ultimately we, the researchers, the ones
who are drawn into goings-on, who become hostage to what fascinates us.

Conclusion

This sense of obligation or responsiveness is one of the implications that
can be drawn from a philosophy of becoming. For, if the world is depicted
as generative and generous, then the subjects who are caught up in this
world, constituted by this world, may take it upon themselves to behave
‘generously’. It is interesting to note how Derrida’s own writing over the
course of his working life has shifted from engagements with important
philosophical and literary texts to a more direct focus on pressing political
and ethical concerns. He offers us clues about this turn, when he suggests
that ‘the political and historical urgency of what is befalling us should, one
will say, tolerate less patience, fewer detours and less bibliophilic
discretion. Less esoteric rarity. This is no longer the time to take one’s
time . . 2 (1997, p.79).

It is this urgency, Derrida continues, that obliges us to make decisions,
to make choices about the work we are going to do — even though we are
likely to experience these judgements as ‘cutting, conclusive, decisive,
heart-rending’ (1997, p.79). In our own, perhaps more modest, way, as
researchers caught up in a project of our own invention, there will also
undoubtedly be a sense of urgency, sometimes because of logistical
demands and sometimes because of the nature of our concerns. Here, too,
a little heart-rending might be also be required, for there is unavoidably a
time when several possibilities must give way to a single problem, when a
question must learn to enjoy some solitude.

As we have seen, the philosophical opening of word to world has
important implications for what might count as ‘available resources and
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materials’ for posing problems and composing questions. This does not
discount Rorty’s play of language as a source of fresh perspectives. What it
does, rather, is to try to extend this play — and all its generative potentials
— into the widest sphere imaginable. But as you will have gathered, a
radical opening of possibilities for posing questions does not necessarily
make the task of the researcher easier or simpler, for our immersion in the
play of the world presents demands of its own. The necessity of decision-
making is a reminder that neither the foregrounding of chance, nor the
acknowledgement of our bodily implication in the issues and problems that
appeal to us relieves us of the need for rigour and attentiveness. Indeed,
one of most challenging aspects of the call for inventiveness that might be
distilled from the work of Derrida and Deleuze is that it calls for
playfulness and vigilance, a kind of relaxed receptivity and a willingness to
pursue what takes a hold of us with unrelenting effort and stringency.

There are, however, further challenges that arise from seeing the world
as a weave of differences and similarities that we have scarcely touched
upon. We have seen that a dispersed or distributed view of thought and
agency draws physical bodies into the event of posing problems and
generating questions. But ‘bodies’ too are differentiated, and have their own
particular characteristics. While the work of both Derrida and Deleuze
seems to offer some intriguing possibilities for exploring the differentiation
of bodies and its consequences for generating ideas and problems, it is
debatable whether either of these theorists has pursued these possibilities as
far as they might. There are other philosophers, however, who have taken
the question of our embodiment and the embodiment of our questioning
much further, and it is these theorists to whom we turn in the following
chapter.

Further reading

There is a great deal of writing about both Deleuze and Derrida, though
there is surprisingly little work that talks about them together. John Caputo’s
Against Ethics (Indiana University Press, 1993) is one exception, and a
lively and heartfelt one at that. Chapter 5, ‘The epoch of judgement’ is
particularly useful for thinking about events. Deleuze’s concern with the
dynamic and playful nature of the world is explored in a number of the
essays in Becomings: Explorations in Time, Memory and Futures, edited by
Elizabeth Grosz (Cornell University Press, 1999b), especially Chapter 2 by
Manuel De Landa: ‘Deleuze, diagrams, and the open-ended becoming of
the world’. Though it is a demanding read, Christopher Johnson’s System
and Writing in the Philosophy of Jacques Derrida (Cambridge University
Press, 1993) makes a strong case that Derrida, too, is interested in the play
of the world, and not just the play of language.
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A body of questions

Gillian Rose

Introduction

The previous two chapters have considered the work of a range of
contemporary, mainly European, philosophers and have explored the
consequences of their thought for the process of asking questions. The
chapters suggested that their work can be distinguished according to how
they rate the possibility of a radically new question producing unthinkably
new answers. For Rorty and for Foucault, if for rather different reasons,
this possibility is limited. Rorty’s central claim is that, since ‘language goes
all the way down’, questions can only be a form of redescription; and,
while redescription allows for new kinds of understanding to develop, it is
always caught in already existing language. Foucault, certainly in his
earlier work, also saw language — or at least, discourse — as powerfully all-
enveloping. He argued that what it was possible to say outside discourse
was inevitably restricted. The philosophers explored in Chapter 2, how-
ever, have a rather different emphasis. Both Derrida and Deleuze — again,
despite their differences — choose to think more about the instabilities of
language and the world. Although not denying the centrality of language,
discourse and meaning to human life, they suggest that certain sorts of play
and experimentation can be inventive of the new, not just a metaphorical
redescription of it. Some risky encounters can really step outside language
and in their newness break out of the prison house of what is already said
and done.

This chapter will pursue this discussion of language, knowledge,
questions and newness. It will explore how questions can be at once
intelligible and open to the unfamiliar. It will do so in a particular context
though. What I want to do is work with the philosophies of Elizabeth
Grosz and particularly of Luce Irigaray, both of whom have thought long
and hard about the relationship between language and what lies beyond its
limits. (In this chapter, I assume that language and knowledge are so
inextricably bound together as to be the same thing.) Grosz and Irigaray
are concerned about how we can think things radically new, but also about
how our existing understandings constrain that process. So I’ll examine
how they negotiate that relation between what is known and what is new.
Their philosophy lies at the juncture between longstanding feminist



48 PART | - ASKING QUESTIONS

embodied

discourse

concerns and some of the philosophy that this book has already touched
upon, because what they focus on is the bodily.

It is obvious that we are all, of course, embodied. We all have bodies.
We all live through our bodies: we think, touch, feel, breathe, smell, dream
and sleep with our body, and we constantly encounter other bodies. But
the implications of how we live our body in everyday life are by no means
obvious or straightforward. Some of the ways in which women’s bodies are
treated have long been subject to various kinds of feminist protest: for
example, reproductive technologies, pornography, rape laws. Nor is it
clear how embodiment should be treated by philosophy. Much philosophy
simply ignores the fact that human life is corporeal through and through;
or, if it acknowledges the fact, assumes a male body (Lloyd, 1984). Some
more recent philosophers — and Deleuze, as we have seen from Chapter 2,
is an example — have started to think about the bodily, but not in
particularly sustained kinds of ways. But ’'m running ahead of myself here.
To wonder what would happen if philosophy did start to philosophize
through the body is to assume that we already know what ‘the body’ is and
what difference admitting it into philosophy would make. And we don’t.
Or, at least, different philosophers have different arguments to make about
that.

Many feminist philosophers are deeply indebted to Foucault for their
discussions of the bodily (although many also criticize his lack of interest in
the ways in which bodies are gendered). They turn to his notion of
discourse and argue that what bodies mean in human affairs is not deter-
mined by their anatomy, or their genetic or hormonal or chromosomal
make-up. Rather, bodies are made to mean by discourses: discourses of
femininity and masculinity, discourses that racialize bodies into black or
white, discourses that make some bodies able and others not, discourses
that mark bodies as classed. Bodies mean nothing in and of themselves.
They become meaningful only when they are produced by discourse. In this
kind of work, bodies are understood as sort of blank pages, to be written
on by systems of meaning and signification, language and knowledge. Such
an approach therefore understands bodies as the product of discourse and
language. Bodies are constructed by understandings of them. I shall look
more closely at this position in the next section of this chapter. It bears
some scrutiny, I think, because researchers in the social sciences take many
of its assumptions for granted. It is, though, very different from the other
feminist philosophy I want to spend rather more time on in this chapter,
and those differences need to be explored carefully. Although both posi-
tions have been very productive for feminists, each has rather different
consequences for thinking about asking research questions. And formu-
lating research questions is, once again, the focus of this chapter.

In his later work, Foucault began to move away from the claim that
bodies were entirely discursively produced. He began to think a little
differently about the body. He started, in his last books on sexuality, to
suggest that the body might exist outside discourse, and from that outside
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have some kind of effect on discourse: bodies could thus have some kind of
agency, some sort of potentiality, with which they could make their own
mark. Might, then, bodily weight and boundaries, rhythms and flows, the
process of ageing and the progress of disease, for example, have some
effect on how we understand not only bodies, but our ways of thinking?
What if philosophy took this corporeality seriously? For feminists, this is a
crucial question, and a difficult one. There are huge debates among
feminists about just how philosophy may deal with the bodily, especially
with what is familiarly known as the female body, and there is not space in
this chapter to talk about any but a very few feminist philosophers. I have
chosen to work with just some of those who insist that philosophy must
engage with the corporeal. For these feminists, language and discourse — as
they are usually understood — are not the be-all and end-all of human
experience. According to them, the body is a site of all sorts of things that
are not wholly within language, that are not fully knowable, that are
on the edge of being articulable. For these feminists, then, it is the body
that can offer some kind of interruption to the familiarities of language,
and the body that can and should make us think anew. According to Grosz
(1994, p.xi), bodies ‘generate what is new, surprising, unpredictable’. T
shall focus on the work of Irigaray in particular because, for her, a
fundamental tactic for encouraging that bodily intervention is a certain
kind of questioning. Her questions hover on the edge between the known
and unknown, which is also where she places the bodily. Her particular
kind of questions aims to tell us something about how newness might come
into our understanding.

This chapter thus addresses the process of formulating a research
question in rather a different way from the previous two chapters. While
Chapter 1 focused on the limits to language and the role of metaphorical
redescription in asking new questions and obtaining new answers,
Chapter 2 emphasized the possibility of creating something new, inno-
vating through experimental events. This chapter thinks mostly about
questions that can balance on the cusp between the known and the
unknown. I want to explore how Grosz’s and Irigaray’s interrogations of
the body are both rooted in discursive understanding but are also open
to what is outside it. And I want to consider how being open in our
questioning is formulated, looking at Irigaray in particular. How can our
questions be open to newness? Following Irigaray through these arguments
is especially instructive for understanding how a particular philosophical
position leads to a particular kind of questioning.

Constructed bodies, knowing questions

In this section I shall take a little time to characterize a kind of under-
standing of the bodily that is very common in the social sciences: the claim
that bodies are constructed through discourses (hence the label often
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culturally
constructed

attached to this kind of work, ‘constructionist’). I shall explore in
particular the kinds of question invited by this approach. I want to attempt
this characterization because the feminist work I am going on to consider
later in this chapter is very different, and I want to be able to specify the
ways in which it differs. I should say immediately, though, that I am not
implying that the feminists I discuss later are somehow better or more
advanced or more critical than the feminists I discuss here. My — perhaps
rather naive — view is that the more feminisms we have the better: each has
its strengths which show most effectively in particular situations. My aim
here is simply to start thinking about questions, not so much in terms of
the substantive issues they address, but in terms of their philosophy. In
particular, Ill concentrate on the balance they assume between what is
known and what is not.

As I noted above, one of the most productive ways in which feminists
have thought about the bodily is by arguing that it is ‘culturally con-
structed’: that is, bodies have no particular meaning or effect in and of
themselves. Rather, their significance is built by culturally specific mean-
ings given to them. This is evident in one of the most basic distinctions
with which many feminists still continue to work, in one form or another:
that between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’. ‘Sex’ is understood as the biological
difference between men and women. It is seen by many feminists as a
natural given, but also as something that is in itself inert. According to this
argument, sex makes no difference to how men and women should be seen.
Instead, what defines the difference between men and women is gender: the
ideas, ideologies, meanings and fantasies that together make up culture and
together define masculinity and femininity. Gender, then, is cultural, while
sex and the body remain in the realm of nature. This distinction between
sex and gender was taken for granted in much of the feminist literature 1
encountered when I first started reading it in the mid-1980s. It seemed then
an obvious and easy distinction. In particular, it had the major advantage
of refusing to suggest that anything about femininity was rooted in biology
or physiology or anatomy, and thus that everything about femininity was
open to change. The bodily was seen as stable and unchanging, while
gender was up for grabs. This was an exciting, indeed exhilarating claim,
and many feminists still staunchly hold to it.

It is, however, a claim that has been modulated in various ways.
Moira Gatens offered an early critique (reprinted in Gatens, 1996, pp.3-
20), and more recently the work of philosopher Judith Butler (1990, 1993)
has been hugely influential in shifting its emphasis somewhat. Her account
of how gender should be seen as constructed draws heavily on her reading
of Foucault and his conceptualization of discourse. Butler argues that not
only is gender discursively constructed by powerfully productive dis-
courses, but so too are bodies. That is, she pushes the argument about
gender being not natural but artificial even further, and insists that we
should see bodies as “artificial’ in the same way too. Bodies may seem to us
to be unchangeable, inert and passive matter. But, argues Butler, that is
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only because discourses make us see them like that. It is discourse that
creates bodies as immutable; they are produced as ‘natural’ precisely by the
cultural. But as Pheng Cheah (1996), Vicki Kirby (1997) and Clare
Colebrook (2000) all argue, Butler is pushing the argument about the
natural and the cultural only so far. She is extending its brief, if you like,
by arguing that more should be seen as cultural, or discursive. She is now
insisting that the materiality of the body itself should be seen as con-
structed. But Butler is still arguing that what is significant to our
understanding is what is made by the cultural.

What I am particularly interested in here is the consequences of this
line of thought in terms of the kinds of knowledge it invites. For it seems to
me that if it is claimed that everything is, in the end, cultural, then it is also
assumed that everything is, in the end, also understandable. After all,
‘culture’ is about meaning, significance, knowledge. We talk it, we live it,
we go to see it at the movies. It’s all around us. And so it is all there as a
resource for our interpretation. And interpret it we do. In the social
sciences in particular, we have our own well-developed vocabulary for
understanding that world. While that vocabulary might be contested,
nonetheless there is a strong sense in this kind of work that if it is cultural,
it can — in principle at least — be decoded. It can be understood. Its
familiarity can be revealed.

Now there is nothing particularly wrong, I think, in thinking as if
everything is understandable through the category of the cultural. It can
have highly critical effects. What I want to do here is to spell out some of
these effects. They are effects that many of us working in the social sciences
take so much for granted that we do not even see them as effects. To make
them a little less invisible, I want to work with a quotation from the
feminist and poet Adrienne Rich. It’s a short quote and one that I imagine
many of you reading this chapter will be pretty comfortable with; it
resembles a great deal of feminist writing both before and after Butler’s
interventions. She is here writing about her body:

To write ‘my body’ plunges me into lived experience, particularity: I see
scars, disfigurements, discolorations, damages, losses, as well as what
pleases me. Bones well nourished from the placenta; the teeth of a
middle-class person seen by the dentist twice a year since childhood.
White skin, marked and scarred by three pregnancies, an elected steril-
ization, progressive arthritis, four joint operations, calcium deposits, no
rapes, no abortions, long hours at a typewriter — my own, not in a typing
pool, and so forth . . . (Rich, 1987, p.215)

There are several things that strike me about this. First, it’s very
material. Rich talks about scars, bones, teeth, skin, internal organs,
posture. She pays attention to the physicality of her body in a way that sits
comfortably with Butler’s arguments (although Rich was inspired by a
range of other feminist work, of course).
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materiality

Secondly, its whole thrust is that, although the specificities of her body
are very material, they are not natural. Of course, some ‘scars, disfigure-
ments, discolorations, damages, losses’ may have happened naturally, that
is, with no human causation, although the way in which Rich follows that
list with the phrase ‘as well as what pleases me’ suggests that even these
‘scars’ and so on are assessed according to standards that are influenced by
culturally constructed notions of beauty or normality. But we also learn
that her bones have been well nourished, her teeth cared for. And other
parts of her description can be elaborated from parts of this essay that I
haven’t quoted.

Thirdly, there’s a sense in which all these constructions are cumu-
lative. Each aspect of the cultural construction of her body is in her
account added to the others. Thus each of them is inflected by the fact that
she was born with white skin in a racist society; no doubt her bones and
teeth would most likely be less well nourished if she had been born black,
and perhaps her sterilization would not have been elected either. These
various aspects of construction accumulate to make the point with which
she begins: that her body is about specificity. For each body, born into
slightly different circumstances, will be marked differently by a different
set of constructions.

These second and third characteristics seem to me to produce a
particular understanding of the first: her materiality. For each element of
her body is characterized and then explained to produce a full under-
standing of her specificity. Each part — bones, teeth, back - is given a
particular history and a particular social location that together, in the way
their details and intersections are known, account for her uniqueness. We
could indeed cite all sorts of social histories that would enable us to
understand the construction of her body in even more detail: a history of
the development of the typewriter; a history of the dentistry industry in the
USA; a history of gynaecology; a history of feminist campaigns about rape
and abortion. We could also — and indeed Rich herself does this — think of
social geographies too that would further elaborate this quote. These
geographies again would be legible. They would be cartographies of
categories already known: class, gender, ‘race’ most significantly. All these
histories, geographies and categories can be deployed to produce bodily
specificity because their co-ordinates are known. Their meaning is there
to be had. Culture, politics and history are given explanatory priority
(Cheah, 1996), hence the kinds of question and answer that this sort of
understanding invites.

Let’s imagine a question Rich might have asked herself as she wrote
the essay from which I have quoted. It might be: what difference does it
make to my body that I am constructed as ‘female’? Her answer seems to
be along the following lines. ‘Female’ is about gender. Gender means that 1
am constructed as feminine. Being ‘feminine’ means that my body and
actions have been in large part controlled by men, my body in particular.
Hence I need to talk about those aspects of my body that have been, or
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could have been, dominated by men. So, my pregnancies (Rich writes a
harrowing account of the highly medicalized births she and her babies
underwent), and the facts that 1 haven’t been raped or had an abortion.
This answer is structured by what ‘gender’ was already known to be. This
kind of answer thus makes the question a particular kind of question, in
philosophical terms. What difference does it make to my body that I am
constructed as ‘female’? is a question that assumes answers are there to be
had, using existing understandings, within language. It’s a question that
deals in how we can know — in epistemology (Cheah, 1996; Kerin, 1999) —
and not in what is there to be known.

The point I'm trying to make is that, in this quote at least, the body is
not a site of potentiality or excess beyond discourse or language. Instead, it
speaks. It is made to speak volumes. Now, it’s rather unfair to use Rich like
this, since she was after all a poet, and wrote eloquently about the limits to
language. However, accounts like hers have since proliferated, especially in
the social sciences. They are taken for granted as ways of thinking about
the body, so I want to continue my characterization for a moment longer.

In a very general sense, this kind of feminist writing about the body
assumes that the body can be understood in our already existing frame-
works of interpretation. It places the body firmly inside the workings of
language. It uses categories and concepts that are already known. New
combinations of concepts might very well produce new understandings.
Indeed, certain sorts of western feminism have themselves gone through a
long and slow process of having to acknowledge that ‘gender’ as a category
should always be considered in relation to other categories such as ‘race’,
sexuality, class and dis/ability. Nonetheless, there’s a sense in which
everything is brought into language, into understanding, and that there is
nothing outside this linguistic framework. In this sense, there’s a parallel
between this kind of feminist work and the kinds of philosophy examined
in Chapter 1 of this book. Both focus on ways of knowing, assuming that
what can be known is framed in some way by what already is known.

I want to turn now to a different kind of feminism. Its main difference,
perhaps, from that which has just been discussed is that it is much less
certain that the answers to feminist questions are to be found in language.
It thus asks different kinds of question, which evoke different kinds of
answer. Again, although I shall explore discussions of the bodily, it is the
kind of questioning this other position creates that is my main focus.

Questions and answers on the edge

The last section used a quotation from Adrienne Rich as an example of a
particular way of structuring questions and answers. The assumptions
underpinning that interrogative structure also produce a certain kind of
writing: measured, steady, as if all can in fact be explained — given time.
You might like just to return to Rich’s quote to remind yourselves of its
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writing style, a style that’s unremarkable in the social sciences even if its
subject matter is not.

Now read this extract from an essay by the philosopher Luce Irigaray.
She is talking about what she calls ‘this threshold which has never been
examined as such: the female sex’:

The threshold that gives access to the mucous. Beyond classical opposi-
tions of love and hate, liquid and ice — a threshold that is always half-
open. The threshold of the lips, which are strangers to dichotomy and
oppositions. Gathered one against the other but without any possible
suture, at least of a real kind. . . . They offer a shape of welcome but do
not reduce, assimilate or swallow up. A sort of doorway to volup-
tuousness? They are not useful, except as that which designates a place,
the very place of uselessness, at least as it is habitually understood.
Strictly speaking, they serve neither conception nor jouissance [Irigaray’s
term for sexual pleasure]. Is this the mystery of feminine identity? Of its
self-contemplation, of its very strange word of silence? (Irigaray, 1993a,
p-18, emphasis in original)

This piece of writing is very distinct from Rich’s explanatory tone.
Even if you know nothing about Irigaray’s work, in this quotation you can
hear hints, I think, of a very different way of thinking. First, while Rich’s
account is all about specificity, Irigaray’s is not. She speaks of all women’s
bodies, and of feminine identity in general. Irigaray deals in universals in
ways that often horrify feminist advocates of specificity. Secondly, the
position from which Irigaray is writing is not the same as Rich’s. Rich
seems, if not actually to sit outside her body, at least to gaze at it with a
rather contemplative or analytical stare, despite her claim to be ‘plunged
into lived experience’ while looking. Irigaray, on the other hand, seems to
be trying to write through the female body. She’s offering interpretations,
not only of female lips, but also from them, as if she’s exploring what they
can tell us. And, finally, there are those questions that Irigaray offers. She
asks herself and us — her readers — questions. This makes for an element of
uncertainty in her writing, in her ability to explain, that is entirely absent
from Rich’s account. That uncertainty is compounded by the fact that
Irigaray does not answer the questions she poses. The questions are left
hanging.

Irigaray’s philosophical project is extraordinarily rich and I can only
touch on very small elements of it here. What I am most interested in is the
connection between the second and third characteristics of her writing that
Pve just mentioned: the connection between her use of the bodily and her
unanswered questions. Broadly speaking, in her work, the body is often
used as a way of pushing at the limits of understanding. Unlike the
previous kind of feminist work Ive just outlined, for Irigaray the body is
not always explicable. It isn’t always amenable, ultimately, to interpreta-
tion and explanation. And this is because the body exists before and
beyond its discursive construction. It isn’t simply produced by discourse,
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as Butler claims. For Irigaray, as for other feminists like Vicki Kirby,
Elizabeth Grosz and Pheng Cheah, the bodily exists actually, richly,
provocatively, excessively, regardless of our particular understandings of it.
It saturates our selves, including our philosophy. Their questions about the
bodily are not therefore aimed at explaining particular bodies or particular
processes of embodiment. Instead they are trying to evoke the bodily itself.
And for Irigaray in particular, this entails asking questions. Questions
always invite responses of some kind, and she asks questions that are open
to the bodily as it exists beyond our current knowledges.

I shall begin my discussion of this kind of feminist philosophy by
exploring how it thinks the body. I shall then go on to focus on the work of
Luce Irigaray and her kind of questioning.

Thinking through the bodily

I am tempted to begin this section with a question of my own: why have
these feminists decided to think about the body differently? There are
many reasons why some feminists are beginning to think about the body as
irreducible to language. First, there is the ontological claim that if the body
is indeed there — if it does indeed have an existence and an integrity that
are not given entirely by language or discourse — then feminists quite
simply have to deal with it on its own terms. We have to think about the
bodily and its natural, material specificity (Wilson, 1999). Secondly, for
some of these feminists, thinking about bodies as natural immediately
installs sexual difference as inherent in and fundamental to all aspects of
human (and non-human) life. Irigaray, for example, sees sexual difference
as so fundamental because it is the major, naturally given difference with
which human beings (and non-human beings) have to deal. She says that
‘the natural is at least two: male and female’ (Irigaray, 1996, p.35). Cheah
and Grosz agree, saying that, ‘with the exception of asexual life forms, all
naturally occurring life forms are engendered from two sexes or the genetic
material from two sexes’ (1998, p.12). This argument subordinates all
other kinds of difference to sexual difference: ‘the whole of humankind is
composed of women and men and of nothing else. The problem of race is,
in fact, a secondary problem . . . which means we cannot see the wood for
the trees, and the same goes for other cultural diversities — religious,
economic and political ones’ (Irigaray, 1996, p.47).

This claim has its critics, as you might imagine. Some have pointed out
that human bodies cannot be so neatly divided into two, because some
babies are born with genitalia that are not self-evidently male or female
(see Kaplan and Rogers, 1990); others accuse her of assuming hetero-
sexuality when she states that all relations are based on, and can be
modelled on, relations between male and female bodies (Butler and
Cornell, 1998); and still others are shocked at her marginalization of ‘the
problem of race’ and ‘other cultural diversities’ (Lorraine, 1999).
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Perhaps the most enduring critique of Irigaray’s engagements with the
bodily, though, is that they reduce feminine (and masculine) subjectivity to
biology. We have already seen that making a clear distinction between
natural sex and cultural gender has been vitally important to many femin-
isms, precisely in order to avoid this reduction. However, this distinction
between sex and gender is necessary only if the body — the natural,
biological body — is assumed to be passive and inert. Only if bodies are
unchangeable would interpretations of sexual difference based on biology
also be unchangeable. What is crucial about the arguments of Grosz,
Irigaray and others, however, is that they do not see the bodily as inert. For
them, a body is not just passive matter, to be worked upon by outside
forces whether they are discursive or technological, linguistic or medical.
Bodies are not simply the effect of discourses of gender, ‘race’ and class, or
of socially specific practices of dentistry and gynaecology. Corporeality is
not passive in this way. Instead it is active. Indeed, there’s an extraordinary
sense in their writing of the dynamism and potentiality of the bodily. There
is nothing about the bodily — or about the biological more broadly — that
is stable.

In a fascinating essay, Grosz (1999a) draws on the work of Charles
Darwin to make this point. She suggests that passivity and inertia were
qualities very far removed from his understanding of biology. She points
out that Darwin’s starting point was not stability but change: evolution,
to be precise. Darwin wanted to understand how species evolved. Most
of us are familiar with the most basic outline of his argument: minute
and variable differences in individuals enable certain individuals to adapt
better to their changing environment, and natural selection ensures that
they survive while the less well-adapted do not. These advantageous
differences are passed on to subsequent generations through sexual
reproduction (hence the central importance of sexual difference). But the
mechanisms that Darwin posited as underlying this process were all
about biological transformations that were inherent and random: pro-
liferation, multiplication, replication, differentiation, variation, mutation.
Biology - life — is about change, mutability, transformation. From this,
Grosz concludes that the bodily cannot be seen as determining cultural
identity and practices because the body is itself mutable. It is in its
nature to be so.

Grosz thus reworks what the biological, and thus the bodily, might
signify in feminist arguments. Far from stasis, she insists on its dynamism.
And part of its dynamism, she says, is its openness to culture. Bodies ingest
culture to make themselves, and culture thus becomes corporeal. Con-
versely, though, Grosz suggests that the cultural needs to materialize itself
corporeally. She tries to pull the natural and the cultural through each
other. She does not want to reduce one to the other. She explores the
corporeal as both natural and cultural, where the natural and the cultural
inflect one another but do not collapse into each other. (For other, more
Derridean, accounts, see Cheah, 1996 and Kirby, 1997.)
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Irigaray, too, in her bodily discussions refuses to allocate the bodily to
either the natural or the cultural. As Margaret Whitford (1991) points out,
Irigaray uses the term ‘morphology’ to refer to this in-between corporeal-
ity. Her argument is a little different from Grosz’s, though. Irigaray tends
to take bodily morphology somewhat more for granted than Grosz does.
This is perhaps because she emphasizes sexed difference constantly, and
has often written about female morphology as a means of exploring the
specificity of femininity. Her use of anatomy is particular though. Like
Grosz, she does not imply that anatomy, or biology, is destiny. Instead, she
works with the specificity of anatomical parts to refigure them. Thus her
exploration of feminine morphology chooses particular sorts of body parts
that evoke certain sorts of process: in particular, relations between things
that are neither separated nor fused. I shall return to this point below. For
now, I want to note the way in which her bodily morphology sits on a
hinge between the natural and the cultural by using a quotation from her
book I Love To You:

I am a sexed . . . being, hence assigned to a gender, to a generic identity,
one which I am not necessarily in/through my sensible immediacy. And
so to be born a girl in a male-dominated culture is not necessarily to be
born with a sensibility appropriate to my gender. No doubt female
physiology is present but not identity, which remains to be constructed.
Of course, there is no question of it being constructed in repudiation of
one’s physiology. It is a matter of demanding a culture, of wanting and
elaborating a spirituality, a subjectivity and an alterity appropriate to this
gender: the female. It’s not as Simone de Beauvoir said: one is not born,
but rather becomes, a woman (through culture), but rather: I am born a
woman, but I must still become this woman that I am by nature.
(Irigaray, 1996, p.107)

Here Irigaray is suggesting that the sexed specificity of the body is
always present as a kind of potential: ‘T am a sexed being . . . female
physiology is present’. However, she is also saying that the potential of that
physiology must be realized: ‘identity remains to be constructed’ in relation
to that physiology. Again, as in the work of Grosz, the body is presented as
material and cultural and changeable (see also Irigaray, 2002).

In the work of Grosz and Irigaray, then, the bodily inhabits both the
natural and the cultural. It hovers on the edge of understanding, only ever
known through our efforts to interpret it, but nevertheless offering its own
possibilities and interventions into our practices. Here we can see the
relevance of the work of these feminists to this chapter’s task of thinking
about questions that are both intelligible and open to newness. Irigaray, for
example, has said explicitly that her efforts to think through the bodily are
not trying to step outside language and knowledge — as she says, ‘one
cannot simply leap outside that discourse’. Instead she is attempting, she
says, ‘to situate myself at [discourse’s] borders and to move continuously
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writing style

solid

from the inside to the outside’ (Irigaray, 1985/1977, p.120). In other
words, she places herself at the boundary of the known and the unknown,
trying to allow the latter to inflect the former. In turning now to consider
how Irigaray, in particular, writes through ‘the body’ by asking certain
sorts of questions, we need to keep in mind this specific conceptualization

of the bodily.

Questioning (from) the body

I have tried to show how both Irigaray and Grosz are trying to think about
the natural and the cultural mediating each other. Culture is materialized
in their work, and matter is enculturated. For Irigaray, this mediation is
evident in her writing. Writing, for her, is not just linguistic or cultural. It
is also corporeal. Her striking writing style needs to be approached in this
context. When Irigaray writes her philosophy, her arguments are expressed
as much through how she writes as through what she writes. Her writing
style is fundamental to her arguments (Weed, 1994; Hass, 2000). The
bodily inflects her writing. This section explores how that is the case, and
what questions have got to do with it.

As we’ve seen, Irigaray insists on the centrality of sexed difference
between bodies. So the bodily that pervades her philosophy is a specific
one. She writes through the female body. This is not to say that she is
claiming that her writing is determined by her particular body form. As we
have also seen, she clearly states that corporeality does not shape the
culture or subjectivity of an individual. Rather, she writes a morphology
that is female, a writing/body both material and meaningful. This is a
necessary task because, in a ‘male-dominated culture’, a sensibility appro-
priate to female bodies does not yet exist. Creating one, for Irigaray, is the
feminist project (Whitford, 1994).

Irigaray’s reconfiguring of the female body goes hand in hand with her
critique of dominant ways of knowing as masculinist. In her earlier work,
she paid most attention to the traditional canon of western philosophy as a
particularly powerful ‘way of knowing’ that provided the foundations for
many other forms of knowledge that were less explicit about their
assumptions. In later work, she extended this analysis to the patterns and
assumptions that underpin men’s everyday speech too (Irigaray, 2000). Her
analysis of this masculinism and its costs is important since it provides a
context for her concern to develop a different kind of femininity. Accord-
ing to her analysis, the morphology of masculinity can be summed up as
‘solid’ (Irigaray, 1985/1977, pp.106-18). Solid refers to both the male
anatomy and to masculine culture. Irigaray suggests that a masculine
knowledge has a fear and abhorrence of anything liquid (which it desig-
nates as feminine). Instead, it desires solidity, stability and predictability. It
wants certainty, not surprises. A solid discourse wants clearly defined
terms, and outlaws any textual play or ambiguity. It wants to work with
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concepts that are clearly defined, fully knowable, with clear boundaries
and no overlaps with other things. Cheah and Grosz gloss solid concepts as
‘unrelated atomistic singularities” (1998, p.6). Thinking with them
produces what Irigaray describes as a ‘1 + 1 + 1 + . . . mode of
reasoning, where each solid entity is lined up to the next in certain
combination, and it is their ordering that is understood as knowledge.
Irigaray also argues that this solidity structures masculine bodies. Writing
of ‘the value granted to the only definable form’, she describes ‘the one of
form, of the individual, of the (male) sexual organ, of the proper name, of
the proper meaning . . .” (Irigaray, 1985/1977, p.26). In making a parallel
between solid thinking and ‘the (male) sexual organ’, Irigaray is proposing
that masculine corporeality inflects philosophy. As Kirby (1997, p.75)
remarks, though, we must also remember that philosophy’s solidity inflects
masculine morphology; as she says, the male sexual organ is only singular
if we ignore its testicles. For Irigaray, then, philosophy is a masculine
practice; its morphology of solids is both bodily and conceptual.

Irigaray’s critique of this masculine mode of thinking has some
relevance to the kinds of feminist account of the bodily explored in the
previous section of this chapter. There, I suggested that there is a tendency
in some feminisms to think through certainties too: to prefer to work with
categories that, in their fundamentals at least, are already known. Cer-
tainly Irigaray never hesitates to make her differences from other feminists
explicit (see for example her disagreement with Simone de Beauvoir,
author of The Second Sex, which I quoted in the previous subsection).
However, there is an important difference between the feminist work I
described as constructionist in that previous section and what Irigaray
describes as masculine modes of thinking. That difference lies in how
masculine thought and feminist thought consider the relations between
entities.

Irigaray’s main criticism of masculine morphology is that when it lines
up solid concepts in a conceptual chain that looks like ‘1 + 1 + 1 .. ., it
also produces certain kinds of gap between these atomistic singularities. It
makes gaps which are stable and absolute. An Ethics of Sexual Difference
elaborates the consequences of this atomism (Irigaray, 1993a). Irigaray
argues there that thinking about things in ways that produce absolute and
unchanging gaps between them is symptomatic of a masculinity that fears
fluidity, uncertainty and connection. For Irigaray — as for Grosz, Kirby and
many others — life is, precisely, fluid, uncertain and connective. Denying
this connectivity, according to Irigaray, leads only to the terrible state of
the world we now live in, polluted, war-stricken and poverty-ridden,
deathly (Irigaray, 1993c, pp.183-206). I would suggest that all feminisms,
in contrast, think about relations between things. Feminism as a politics is
based entirely on views about the relations between women and men, after
all. So feminism, even when it works within the legibility of the cultural, is
nevertheless always sensitive, to some degree, to relations between things.
We can see this in Adrienne Rich’s essay. I noted in my discussion of that
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piece that the categories she uses to describe and explain her self were
cumulative: each inflects the other. This is the kind of relational thinking
that Irigaray also advocates. Irigaray is concerned to articulate a philo-
sophy that assumes relations between entities, not absolute gaps.

Her alternative philosophy of relations is based in large part on
feminine morphology. That is, she turns to the female body in order to
think anew. What she wants to think through is not gaps, but a kind of
relation in which entities are somewhat open to each other. Open to each
other’s difference, sensitive to difference, but not overwhelmed by it. So for
example, instead of gaps she tries to think through ‘a double loop in which
each can go toward the other and come back to itself’ (Irigaray 1993a,
p.9). She is trying to think in terms of a connectivity between entities that
is mobile and two-way, but that also preserves the distinctiveness of
difference. Now, this might sound rather abstract. But of course Irigaray
grounds it precisely in the materiality of the body. She tries to cultivate
female morphology in ways that allow just that going towards the other
and coming back to herself. Thus she tries to write in ways that articulate
not solidity but permeability. She tries to figure female embodiment in
ways that are open to otherness but not fused with it. Hence one of her
most notorious essays is about lips (Irigaray, 1985/1977, pp.205-18). Lips
cannot be understood in terms of ‘1 + 1 + 1 ... because they are, as
Irigaray says, neither one nor two; moreover, they can open to other things
but they retain their integrity while they do so. She has written about the
placenta, too, as something joined and mediating, which belongs to neither
mother nor foetus but negotiates the complex hormonal, nutritional and
immunological relation between them (Irigaray, 1993b, pp.37-44).

But she does not write simply to redefine these morphologies. Rather,
the very form of her writing enacts the morphological qualities she desires.
Thus she does not simply assert a different reading of female lips, or a
different definition of their symbolic possibilities, or a different explanation
of their meaning. Instead, she tries to embody lip-ness in her text. And this
is where her questions are so important, because what they do is to carry
the permeability and openness to difference of female morphology. It is
necessary to pause here, I think, before elaborating exactly how Irigaray’s
questions articulate permeability, in order to establish this point. Irigaray
obviously asks specific questions: ‘a sort of doorway to voluptuousness?’,
we’ve heard her say, for example, ‘is this the mystery of feminine identity?’
And equally obviously, the terms of those questions — ‘doorway’, ‘volup-
tuousness’, ‘mystery’, ‘feminine’, ‘identity’ — have (some sort of) sub-
stantive meaning in the context of her work. But what I am trying to
emphasize here is that the form of Irigaray’s questions is just as central to
her project as their content. That is, the structure of her questions is also
crucial to their production and effect. Of particular importance, I think, is
the fact that she so rarely answers the questions that she poses. This refusal
to answer gives her questions a certain open-endedness. They are open to
responses because they are indeed questions. But those responses have to
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come from elsewhere, since Irigaray herself does not provide them.
Answers to her questions have to come from something or somewhere else.

Readers of Irigaray’s texts have to look for answers to her questions in
three other places in particular, I think. They have to look at the concepts
she works with in her overall arguments; they have to divine her own
position; and they have to think about their own responses to her work.
And when you make these connections as you respond to Irigaray’s ques-
tions, ‘permeable’ effects are generated.

First, the concepts Irigaray employs have a certain openness or
undecidability in relation to other concepts; secondly, her own position is
uncertain in its relation to her writing; and thirdly, as a reader of Irigaray’s
text, I am rendered open to her arguments.

Concepts are never defined once and for all in Irigaray’s work. You
cannot grasp what they mean by looking for definitions of them. You can
define them only by default, as it were; since she never stops to clarify her
own terms, you have to deduce their significance from clues, hints,
suggestions, implications. Many of these clues are offered in the form of
questions she doesn’t answer. Her questions exemplify a style of writing
which, as Irigaray (1985/1977, p.79) says, ‘tends to put the torch to fetish
words, proper terms, well-constructed forms [and] resists and explodes
every firmly established form, figure, idea or concept’. Read the quotation
from her that opened this section of this chapter again, where Irigaray is
talking about female lips. We can understand better now why she wants to
describe them as ‘strangers to dichotomy and oppositions’, why she is
interested in thresholds, mucous, half-openness. These are all morphologies
of permeability, neither solid nor solid’s opposite, fluid, but in-between,
open to both. And her questions are half-open too. Are lips a doorway to
voluptuousness? Are they the mystery of feminine identity? Irigaray is
giving us certain clues here, since she’s phrasing the questions in particular
ways. She’s not suggesting that lips are a doorway to an engulfing chasm,
for example, as some of her masculine philosophers imply. But precisely
what she is suggesting isn’t certain either. I can’t answer yes or no
definitively to her questions. They feel to me more like suggestions that
Irigaray is giving me, resources, potential ways of thinking about the
relation between meaning and matter.

If Irigaray’s questions make her concepts permeable, they also make
her own position uncertain. And this uncertainty is amplified by another
permeable relation between things: in this case, the relation between her
and the text she is commenting on. She sees herself as a writer open to the
texts she interrogates, and this openness she has described in terms of
asking those texts a question:

The only response one can make to the question of the meaning of the
text is: read, perceive, experience. . . . Who are you? is probably the most
relevant question to ask of a text, as long as one isn’t requesting a kind of
identity card or an autobiographical anecdote. The answer would be:
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how about you? Can we find common ground? talk? love? create
something together? What is there around us and between us that allows
this? (Irigaray, 1993c, p.178)

Who are you? she asks of texts, and she assumes a response, a form of
communication between her reading and the text’s writing: how about
you? Irigaray is suggesting here that this kind of questioning engagement
with the other — in this case, with what is read — produces a mediation
between the two, something created together. Her request not to receive an
‘identity card or an autobiographical anecdote’ refers to her critique of
solid concepts, since both ID cards and (some kinds of) autobiography
describe people using clear and unambiguous categories. In contrast, her
own integrity, her own self, is modulated through her encounter with
something different from herself. Her writing does not, then, mirror
herself; instead it articulates her engagement with other work. It reminds
me of her figuration of the placenta: the placenta, too, is something that
mediates between two other things. So ‘Irigaray herself’ is not solid in her
questioning encounters with other writers. She shift-shapes in response to
them. She’s not solid.

Finally, as Elizabeth Weed (1994) points out, the permeability of
Irigaray’s concepts extends to the relation between her texts and her
readers. As a reader, I’'m never quite sure that I’'ve understood her properly.
And of course it’s precisely that sense of ‘proper’ that Irigaray dislikes so
much: remember her association of ‘the proper name, of the proper
meaning’ with ‘the (male) sexual organ’. So I follow her allusions and
ironies and references and arguments as best I can and then she asks me a
question. She asks a question and I have to respond from where I am, in
relation to her. I don’t know if Pm ‘right’ or not, if ’'m being ‘proper’ or
not. But of course that doesn’t matter. What does matter to Irigaray’s
project — and it matters both in the sense of being significant and being
material — is that her writing and I are doing something together at the
edge of what is presently understood. It’s no wonder, then, that reading her
is difficult and even disconcerting. It’s meant to be.

Irigaray’s questions thus evoke permeability. They are open to
newness because their terms are always in relation to something else, and
that relation affects each term. Thus her concepts shift according to the
context in which they are evoked. Her own position is open to the texts
with which she engages. And her reader’s position is rendered porous in
the way she always invites your participation. She doesn’t let you read
unscathed. This porosity to otherness is written through the female body.
Lips and the placenta, among other parts, corporealize this mode of
relationality. They are used as both a source and a figure for a particular
kind of questioning. On the edge of understanding, their morphology
allows a questioning that also rests on the pivot between what is known
and what is new.
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Like the others in Part I, this chapter has been about questioning. Here,
however, I have explored the relation between philosophy and research
questions by focusing on the work of one philosopher for whom ques-
tioning is a fundamental part of her work: Luce Irigaray. As I have tried to
show, the form of Irigaray’s questions is integral to her wider arguments
about the production of knowledge. She argues that much of our existing
knowledge, language and understanding is structured in masculine ways,
and that philosophy in particular is shaped by masculinity quite
profoundly. Her analysis of this masculinity suggests that it is deeply
dysfunctional for humane living in a world full of differences. But she also
suggests that there are some existing resources to rethink relations between
differences. In seeking ways to re-imagine more open, receptive and per-
meable relations between things, one resource Irigaray draws on
extensively is the bodily. She evokes a bodilyness that is open to difference
and otherness. This is an openness that does not lose its own integrity in
the other - it is not swallowed into it — but neither is it an openness that
itself swallows and engulfs. Irigaray insists that we can learn this kind of
relationality, that we can train ourselves into it, because it is there
potentially already in our bodies. A placenta, or lips (for example, and here
lips need not only be female), can be re-formulated, re-materialized. And
articulating this particular kind of relationality is the point of Irigaray’s
questioning. Her questions are most often unanswered. And that openness
makes all the components of her text — author, writing, reader — open to
each other. Her concepts aren’t solid; she is somewhat elusive; she makes
her reader think with her. In this way, her body of questions articulates her
philosophy.

Irigaray’s work, then, is a very clear demonstration of the conse-
quences of a particular philosophical position for the kinds of question a
research project might ask. Irigaray’s ontological assumptions about what
exists, and her epistemological claims about how we do know it and how
we might know it, drive her particular form of questioning. This has been
the case with all the philosophers discussed in this part. Rorty, Foucault,
Deleuze and Derrida each make quite fundamental claims about the form
of our knowledges and, should you adopt any one of them, from their
claims follow certain consequences for the asking of research questions.

Further reading

If you want to start reading Irigaray herself, | suggest her book / Love To
You (Routledge, 1996). It contains a range of different aspects of her work:
parts of it echo her ‘difficult’, questioning style, on which this chapter
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concentrates (although in rather diluted form); parts of it refer to her
linguistic research; parts of it are practical, politicized suggestions for
change; and parts of it are just wonderful pleas for a new way of living.
The best secondary account of Irigaray’s work, | think, remains Margaret
Whitford’s Luce Irigaray: Philosophy in the Feminine (Routledge, 1991),
although it does concentrate mostly on Irigaray’s relation to psychoanalysis.
For more wide-ranging discussions of her work, see the collection of essays
edited by Carolyn Burke, Naomi Schor and Margaret Whitford called
Engaging with Irigaray (Columbia University Press, 1994), and the book by
Tina Chanter, The Ethics of Eros (Routledge, 1995).



CONCLUSION TO PART |

Part | has explored what for many is often regarded as a straightforward
process: the development of a research question. Rather than take you
through the pragmatics of refining a research question in the way that so
many textbooks on research methods tend to do, however, we have
chosen to approach the asking of questions from a different angle: one
that explores the difference that philosophy makes to how we go about
generating research questions.

At a basic level, all that we have tried to do is raise awareness of the
different possible ways of asking questions. In doing so, we have asked
you to pause and reflect upon your own manner of questioning. When
you settle upon a question or a form of words that feels comfortable, what
assumptions have you made about their relationship to the world that you
are in? Is it all about achieving a better ‘fit’ with the world? Is the quest
one of exercising our imaginations to come up with a form of words that
breaks with past associations — a kind of gestalt-switch — that shifts the
focus of our attention on to something entirely new and novel? If so, what
weight or importance have we attached to this experimental use of
language in the research process? Does the assumption that language is
the only tool at our disposal restrict our research possibilities?

If the answer to that question is yes, then a different set of
assumptions come into play, where the world is less something of our
own construction and more something that draws us out of ourselves, not
only to surprise, but also to answer back. On this view, the world
intervenes in our knowledge; it exceeds our descriptions of it by
confronting us with the sheer messy, slippy, surprising business of living
in it. Whatever easy assumptions we may have made about being able to
‘know’ the world are now themselves open to question. Chapter 2 raises
this possibility and in doing so invites you to consider research questions
as less than the words which compose them and more about the question
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mark at the end — as a provocation for someone who is caught up in the
vicissitudes of the world.

What assumptions you make about your place in the world, whether
you are inextricably caught up in it or inevitably independent of it with
language as your only means of access, will thus have consequences for
how you go about the process of research. The kinds of question that we
might ask — even down to whether an interrogative statement style of
probing is appropriate — stem from the assumptions that we make about
what exists and how we claim to know what we know.

This is most apparent in Chapter 3 where issues of ontology and
epistemology open up for examination the very form in which questions
are asked. Asking questions which presuppose an answer is itself an
assumption that we make all too readily, as indeed is the assumption that
there is only one way to pose a research question. In thinking about the
embodiment of our questioning, different assumptions come into play that
presuppose an openness not always present in those who stop at the
boundary lines drawn by language. Put another way, if you believe as a
researcher that you cannot get in between language and the world to
come up with a better question, then what is openness for some is for you
likely to be treated with scepticism. But that is precisely why philosophy
has consequences for how we go about the business of research.

Whatever the assumptions in play, however, a research project is not
something that lasts for ever. Whether short or long term, there comes a
moment early on in the project when it is necessary to fix a question or
indeed a cluster of key words, simply because it is necessary for you to
move on in your research. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly this has more
to do with taking responsibility for your endeavours than anything to do
with the production of the ‘right’ question or key words. While you will
invariably find yourself revising, refining and revisiting whatever question
or questions you decide to run with, the responsibility that you have at this
stage of the research process is one of taking a decision — to make a cut,
so to speak — and to live with it until you or the world, or both (depending
upon the philosophical assumptions that you hold, of course) change your
mind. Asking questions is an iterative process; it would be surprising
should you remain with your first efforts. It would be equally surprising
and perhaps more difficult, however, should you fail to exercise your
judgement to arrive at a research question, no matter how provisional,
before you move on — or rather move out — into the ‘field’.



PART Ii
Investigating the field

INTRODUCTION

Sarah Whatmore

The business of ‘investigating’ stands as the kernel of what research is
often thought to be about, the part sandwiched between the desk-bound
tasks of ‘formulation’ and ‘writing up’; the one where you get your hands
dirty. The aim of this second part is to blur this apparently simple
sequence of stages in the research process while preserving the
importance of the moment in which you have to engage with and, by the
same token, intervene in the world of your research. The chapters employ
the ideas of Latour (in Chapters 4 and 5), Stengers (in Chapter 5), and
Rabinow and Spinoza (in Chapter 6) to set up a series of questions and
guides that not only ask you to interrogate the accepted sequential nature
of research, but remind you of the consequences of adopting
philosophical lines of inquiry to how you approach work ‘in the field'.

Significantly, the chapters offer ways of re-positioning the researcher
in relation to the empirical work about to be undertaken. They encourage
us, for example, to think of fieldwork as ‘engagement’; they open us to the
idea that such an activity involves a variety of encounters (as Chapter 4
suggests with the help of Latour). Such a view moves us towards a
position where researching is far more than discovering a passive world —
a position, you perhaps recall, that would follow should you be persuaded
by the ideas of Rorty or Foucault, discussed in Chapter 1. To take Rorty,
say, into the field would mean that work would focus on the word rather
than extend, as it were, into the world, and thus be limited to the sifting
through existing language; there would be no risk that the world might bite
back — because of its perceived passivity. In contrast, through an
engagement with the work of Stengers, Chapter 5 demonstrates what
might be gained if we re-think this stage of the research process so as to
allow non-human and material worlds into the research process from the
outset. The process then becomes more about the co-fabrication or joint
generation of research materials.
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As this suggests, the Latourian/Stengerian line of inquiry calls for
reflection on the human and material worlds active in empirical work.
Furthermore, in her critique of the humanistic legacy that has long
informed many qualitative research methods (a flavour of which has just
been given), Stengers’ approach helps us to ask questions about how we
might better appreciate the role of a variety of entities (that is, not simply
the human researcher) in the conduct and outcome of research (as you
will see in Chapter 5). The prompt to think about a range of entities adds
to initial fieldwork-type questions (such as ‘How much data do | need?’)
the issue of what counts as data. This type of thinking reverberates
through to the nature of the research question made at the outset — ‘what
does my question allow me to do here, “in the field”?’, ‘what does it close
down or open up when it comes to empirical work?’, and so on. In this
way we see how research is very much an iterative process: it's about
shaping and reshaping, moving on and returning, thinking of the
consequences that accompany philosophical choices.

By questioning the accepted spatial divisions — work ‘in the field’, the
library before that, and then ‘the study’ — that inform the familiar
sequence and the linear progression through them, you’ll see how the
chapters’ engagement with ideas produces a number of related
philosophical issues and associated crafts to help to rework this moment
in the research process. For instance, if we accept the Stengerian line of
argument demonstrated in Chapter 5, then it is not tenable to view
fieldwork as being about the discovery of pre-existing evidence. Rather,
viewing research as producing what she terms a ‘knowledge event’
means that we understand this encounter between the uncertainties of
human and material worlds in more generous terms. After all,
preoccupied as we are with our ‘own’ research project, it's all too easy to
imagine ourselves exclusively at the centre of things. Part of the skill we
thus learn along this route is to work a degree of humility into this
important part of research, a lesson that might be foregone if this moment
were to be informed by other assumptions about the world.

And, as the chapters note, if we accept that human and material
worlds actively combine in doing research, then quite complex ethical
issues are sure to be involved. Moreover, if we are persuaded by the
philosophical discussion in Chapter 4, and recognize the range of
encounters made through our engagement in fieldwork, then our co-
constitution of research materials, and the power relations this
necessarily involves, produce a variety of ethical issues. How we address
these requires us to exercise judgement (as Chapter 4 again reminds us)
and serves as another illustration of how philosophically informed crafts —
the craft may be to judge the appropriateness of a research method — are
exercised as we ‘map materials into knowledge’ (to employ the words of
Chapter 5).

From an initial discussion of the ethical dilemmas recounted by
the anthropologist Paul Rabinow as he reflects on his own fieldwork,
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Chapter 6 takes us further into a discussion of ethics and research. As
the conversation develops, we learn something of the easily passed-over
craft of reading philosophical texts, something you will also come across
in Chapter 4. There, you will see that only part of Latour’'s work is
interrogated: the skill is not just to know which part to question but what
specific question to have in mind when doing so. Such a craft is refined
further in Chapter 6, where it is exercised in relation to the writings of the
philosopher Spinoza. The chapter considers how Spinoza’s wide-ranging
ideas might inform a present-day approach to ethical responsibilities in
the research process — and how, it should be added, we might
accomplish such a task without the fear of drowning in abstract ideas.
From the complicated thought of Spinoza the chapter shapes a
philosophical stance that may help us to think ethics actively through the
research process. It is a stance, moreover, that invites us to re-imagine
the space of the encounter and thereby to ‘cultivate good judgement’ in
the process of doing research, rather than to adopt an ‘off-the-shelf’
formula provided by one of a growing number of ethics committees.

In this chapter, as with the others in this part, the role of the imagination
in an engagement with philosophical ideas is shown to be crucial to
re-invigorating this moment in a research project.
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4

Imagining the field

Doreen Massey

Introduction

In most research projects there comes a moment when you must leave your
own room, your literature review, your formulation — which will still be
provisional — of the question, and ‘go out to encounter directly’ your
‘object of study’. Whether this latter is a sector of an economy, an archive,
a social process or, indeed, a region, the activity frequently goes by the
name of ‘doing your fieldwork’. The aim of this chapter is to coax you into
reflecting upon your ‘field’, and your relationship to it, from a philosophi-
cal perspective and thereby to enrich this moment in the overall craft of
doing research.

How do you imagine (implicitly, in your mind’s eye) your field? What
kind of engagement with your subject matter is involved in fieldwork, and
is it any different from any other? What, precisely, are you up to when you
‘go out into the field’?

All the scare quotes around words and phrases in the preceding
paragraphs are there to indicate that much of our habitual terminology of
fieldwork deserves further investigation. Indeed, precisely, they raise philo-
sophical issues.

The field vs the cabinet

The whole activity of doing research is frequently imagined in terms of
‘exploration’ and ‘discovery’. The language recalls an earlier age, of
voyages and expeditions, and much of the imaginary of that period still
frames our implicit conceptualizations of the process of investigation. The
notion of ‘fieldwork’, and the complex of heterogeneous understandings of
that term, are central to this. The mention of ‘fieldwork’ still evokes the
idea of ‘going out there’ to address directly, ‘in the real world’, your chosen
object of study. It is a distinct moment in the overall process of doing
research. But even in those early days the relationship between work ‘in the
field’ and the production of knowledge was the subject of fierce debate.
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Debate

Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) was one of the most significant and
thoughtful, as well as passionate, of ‘explorers’. His aim, in his extensive
travels in Latin America, was both ‘exploration’ in a classic sense, and a
wonder at the landscapes in which he found himself, and also precise
scientific recording and measurement. Felix Driver writes of ‘Humboldt’s
vision of scientific exploration as a sublime venture and his emphasis on
geographical analysis as a means of scientific reasoning’ (Driver, 2000,
p-35). He was also a man equally at home in his study, pursuing further his
‘scientific reasoning’ and philosophical enquiry. He had a ‘commitment to a
synthesis between scientific observation and scholarly learning’ (2000,
p.53) which, although exceptional, was influential. In particular, he influ-
enced Charles Darwin, whose On the Origin of Species appeared in the
year of Humboldt’s death.

Yet half a century before that book was published, an attack was
launched on this approach to ‘doing science’. It came from Georges Cuvier
(1769-1832), also a naturalist but one whose mission was to create a new
science of ‘comparative anatomy’. Cuvier’s methods involved detailed
anatomical investigation of the internal physiological structures of flora
and fauna as specimens, and also of fossils. His workplace was the
dissection rooms in the Museum of Natural History in Paris. In 1807
Cuvier vented his anger against the scientific claims of explorers in the field
in a highly critical review of a report of Humboldt’s field research (Outram,
1996). It was a key moment in a debate which was to last for decades (and,
I would argue, in some senses still goes on) and it wound issues of
epistemology, and more generally the nature of science and what could be
classified as science, together with spatiality, or the various geographies
through which the scientific endeavour comes to be constructed.

At the very heart of this debate was a relation to ‘the field’ and
‘fieldwork’. As Dorinda Outram writes: “The concept of the field is a
complex one, . . . the idea of “the field” is pivotal in its union of spatial
metaphor and epistemological assumptions’ (1996, p.259). The challenge
thrown down by Cuvier to men such as Humboldt raised crucial questions
which still reverberate: “Where was their science located? Indoors or out?
Were the systems of explanation created by the work of indoor anatomists
superior to the intimate knowledge of living creatures in their habitats
which was traditional field natural history?’ (Outram, 1996, pp.251-2).

Here is Cuvier’s opinion:

Usually, there is as much difference between the style and ideas of the
field naturalist (‘naturaliste-voyageur’), and those of the sedentary
naturalist, as there is between their talents and qualities. The field
naturalist passes through, at greater or lesser speed, a great number
of different areas, and is struck, one after the other, by a great number of
interesting objects and living things. He observes them in their natural
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surroundings, in relationship to their environment, and in the full vigour
of life and activity. But he can only give a few instants of time to each of
them, time which he often cannot prolong as long as he would like. He is
thus deprived of the possibility of comparing each being with those like
it, of rigorously describing its characteristics, and is often deprived even
of books which would tell him who had seen the same thing before him.
Thus his observations are broken and fleeting, even if he possesses not
only the courage and energy which are necessary for this kind of life, but
also the most reliable memory, as well as the high intelligence necessary
rapidly to grasp the relationships between apparently distant things. The
sedentary naturalist, it is true, only knows living beings from distant
countries through reported information subject to greater or lesser
degrees of error, and through samples which have suffered greater or
lesser degrees of damage. The great scenery of nature cannot be experi-
enced by him with the same vivid intensity as it can by those who witness
it at first hand. A thousand little things escape him about the habits and
customs of living things which would have struck him if he had been on
the spot. Yet these drawbacks have also their corresponding compensa-
tions. If the sedentary naturalist does not see nature in action, he can yet
survey all her products spread before him. He can compare them with
each other as often as is necessary to reach reliable conclusions. He
chooses and defines his own problems; he can examine them at his
leisure. He can bring together the relevant facts from anywhere he needs
to. The traveller can only travel one road; it is only really in one’s study
(cabinet) that one can roam freely throughout the universe, and for that a
different sort of courage is needed, courage which comes from unlimited
devotion to the truth, courage which does not allow its possessor to leave
a subject until, by observation, by a wide range of knowledge, and
connected thought, he has illuminated it with every ray of light possible
in a given state of knowledge. (cited in Outram, 1996, pp.259-61)

Geographical exploration and discovery were central in the develop-
ment of empiricist methods of modern science and, as Livingstone (1990)
argues, they continue to be an important background imagination shaping
the practice of research in geography and other disciplines. In this view, we
go out into the field to ‘discover’ things. Cuvier’s response was that real
scientific discovery can only take place away from the field, in the study.
Why? There are three reasons given in that quotation which it is important

to pull out here:

Study
the possibility of comparison Vs
nature as specimens Vs

distance from the fullness of the field vs

Field
the specificity of the field
nature in action

embeddedness within the field

There are other (related) oppositions, implicit or explicit, within that
passage by Cuvier which you might at this point just note: between mind
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spatialities of
knowledge-

production

and body (an important issue which will be examined by Sarah Whatmore
in the next chapter); and between specified genders (an issue which we
shall return to in this chapter).

What is going on in this passage? There were clearly all sorts of
oppositions in play: between theoretical speculation and confronting the
empirical world; between a kind of isolated systematic logical clarity and
an inevitable openness to the ‘thousand little things’ of the real world out
there. The struggle here was over power and legitimacy between different
kinds of scientist and different kinds of scientific practice. It is a debate, I
think, which continues to reverberate; in some sciences in precisely this
form (‘you can’t be a proper anthropologist/geographer/. . . if you haven’t
been out in the field’), and also in other guises (see below).

But studying this debate from the vantage point of doing research
today we might also read it differently. Much of our research will involve
both the field and the cabinet (and, after all, Humboldt insisted on both
and Cuvier had to have his ‘samples’ collected somewhere). So I would
suggest that what we might understand as also going on here is a differ-
entiation between two distinct ‘moments’ in the overall process of doing
research; and one question consequently raised is how we think about the
relation between these moments — crudely put, between going out and
obtaining your ‘material’/‘data’ and what you do with it when you get
back. Each ‘moment’ involves a distinct manner, or mode, of addressing
our object of study. ‘Fieldwork’ is one such moment, and the focus of this
chapter is, in part, on the nature of its relation to other steps in the
research process.

Spatialities of knowledge

These are not only ‘moments’, a temporal differentiation; what was also
crucial to the distinctions being contested was the spaces/places of the
production of knowledge. The ‘geographies of knowledge’, in the most
general sense of those words, have often been argued to be integral to the
kind of knowledge which is produced, and to its subsequent status and
reception. In this debate about fieldwork, indeed, there is a whole range of
spatialities (some explicit, some implicit). What is more, they structure
both the epistemological presuppositions and the practice of research. They
are real spatialities of knowledge-production.

First, and most importantly, there is a key contrast in spatialities
between the modes of investigation in play in Cuvier’s argument. At its
starkest, it is a contrast between immersing oneself in the field and
distancing oneself in the study or laboratory. Thus Outram argues that
Cuvier is:

. .. saying that the knowledge of the order of nature comes not from the
whole-body experience of crossing the terrain, but from the very fact of
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the observer’s distance from the actuality of nature. True observation of
nature depends on not being there, on being anywhere which is an
elsewhere. At bottom, Cuvier is fighting an epistemological battle.
(Outram, 1996, p.262)

This establishing of distance is crucial. This was the period of the
emerging hegemony of that geography of knowledge which insisted on a
gap between observer and observed, between knower and known; and saw
the production of the idea of objectivity. What this may develop into is the
establishment of a gap in kind between known and knower: writes Cuvier,
‘it is only really in one’s study (cabinet) that one can roam freely through-
out the universe’. This is not just an ‘elsewhere’; it is a kind of nowhere. A
gap which (it is supposed) lends placelessness, a lack of locatedness,
objectivity. But, the reply might come, from those committed to ‘being
there’, by doing one’s thinking and one’s science in the field itself, it
is possible to capture the complexity and the ongoing movement of the
world one is studying. Each position makes a different kind of claim to
knowledge: the objectivity (supposedly) lent by distance; the verisimilitude
(supposedly) lent by immersion. (And considering these different kinds of
claim to knowledge may raise again the question of your question — in the
continual back-and-forth between designing your fieldwork and refining
your question you need also to consider the kinds of claim your research
may propose to make.)

Traces of that opposition between objectivity/distance and immersion
are still in play today. A questioning of the possibility of positionless
objectivity (the so-called ‘God trick’) has led some to argue against
distancing fout court. This kind of argument is implicit in some feminist
approaches, which express a distrust of ‘the view from above’, or urge us
to concentrate on ‘local’ investigations. It is mirrored in the opposition
between structure and street — as in Michel de Certeau’s (1984) exhor-
tation that we abandon the view from the skyscraper to plunge into the
real complexity of the lived life below. Sometimes, to the knowledge-
claims being made by this argument is added the claim that such a position
in and among (from the situation of ) the ‘objects’ of one’s research is also
to be preferred on ethical or political grounds.

But as Meaghan Morris (1992) points out, this is a false opposition.
On the one hand, distance, or height, or standing on top of skyscrapers,
cannot lend ‘objectivity’; it is still a view from somewhere. However high
you climb, however much distance you put between yourself and your
object of study, you will still be located somewhere. You cannot pull off
the God trick. Objectivity in that sense is not possible. On the other hand,
there is no such thing as total immersion; there will always, still, be a
perspective, some things will be missed. You will still be producing a
particular knowledge. So maybe that opposition of extremes (between total
removal and total immersion) is itself unhelpful. Moreover, abandoning
that opposition opens up other, perhaps more productive, questions. If
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material

geographies

some ‘distance’ is inevitable between knower and known, how do we
conceptualize it and how is it to be negotiated? And if ‘total immersion’ is
impossible, how do we negotiate our engagement? These questions will run
through the later sections of this chapter. But, before that, there are other
spatialities of knowledge-production to consider.

The second spatiality concerns the symbolic significance of the
material geographies of knowledge. In many cases, the material spaces/
places of the production of knowledge are both constructed and concep-
tualized as reflecting the nature of the knowledge-production with which
they are associated. Cuvier’s museum was conceived as a heavenly place of
order ‘outside’ the real world. Over the ages in the western world there has
been a tradition of certain forms of knowledge being produced in places
‘set apart’ from the world — in monasteries, on science parks, in ivory
towers. And it can be argued that such locations both reflect the epistemo-
logical relation of distancing and use this isolationist spatiality as an
adjunct to the legitimation of this form of knowledge and as a reinforce-
ment of the status of its producers. (Chapter 9 will consider in more detail
this issue of legitimation and status.) The very place of research can be one
of the sources of its authority. Being aware of the locations of your
research, and of their social meaning, can itself induce reflection on the
nature of the process in which you are involved. Indeed, one of the points
you might pull out of this chapter, and use to reflect upon your own
research process, is this relation between particular activities of research,
and types of knowledge, and their geographical location.

Finally, our imaginaries of ‘fieldwork’ itself are often very strongly
spatialized. (The notion of the field as being ‘out there’ is essential to the
construction of Cuvier’s argument.) And each of these spatial imaginaries
will encapsulate a relationship, maybe only implicit, of inquiry and of
power. Johannes Fabian (1983) has analysed what might be called this
‘epistemological positioning’ of the field within anthropology. He argues
that for anthropologists the field is not only (classically) geographically
distant, it is also usually imagined as temporally distant too; that anthro-
pologists imagine the societies they are studying as ‘further back’ in
historical time than the scientist themselves. This manoeuvre of the imagi-
nation has significant effects, most obviously in that it increases the
supposed distance between observer and observed (and thus, on the model
above, increases objectivity). This, as Fabian (1983) notes, is only anthro-
pology’s way of doing what all other sciences do. (It is, of course, also
internally contradictory, for the anthropologist’s actual practice ‘in the
field’ is to engage with, talk to, these people whom he or she has imagina-
tively placed in another time.) The imagination of the field is thus a
significant element in the articulation of the relationship between the
anthropologist and the peoples being studied. It substantially affects, recur-
sively, the nature of the encounter. It is for this reason that addressing the
spatio-temporal imaginary within which ‘the field’ is placed is an important
part of doing research.
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For this to be true, it is not necessary that your fieldwork takes place
in some distant part of the planet; it may rather involve studying other
texts, or archives, or your own home neighbourhood. Strongly accented
spatialities may nonetheless be in play. The East End of London, and many
other working-class areas, have frequently been figured as the Heart of
Darkness, for example, into which ventures the intrepid researcher. Or
again, perhaps more likely these days, one’s field may be imagined as
‘exotic’ or as ‘peripheral’ or, even worse, as titillating or eye-catching. All
these ways-of-imagining are mechanisms of distancing researcher from
researched, and thereby — even if inadvertently — of establishing a parti-
cular relation of power.

Discovery/Construction/Transformation
The constraints of discourse

Those debates which began in the latter half of the eighteenth century
continue today and have significant influence upon the way in which
western scientific practice is structured. But, as is common in fierce
debates, the early protagonists, as well as disagreeing strongly on major
questions, also shared some significant assumptions. For them the aim of
science was to find out about the world. The vocabulary of discovery was
strong. Cuvier writes of ‘truth’ and of ‘reliable conclusions’. The assump-
tion is that the aim and the possibility of research are to produce an
accurate representation of ‘the world out there’. At this point in your
research this becomes a critical assumption to confront. After all, the
whole burden of connotation with which the very term ‘fieldwork’ has
come down to us through the centuries is that this is the moment of going
out into that world to investigate it.

And vyet, in Chapter 1 you have encountered philosophers who in
various ways would challenge this view that our language is, or can
demonstrably be, ‘a mirror of nature’. The argument of Richard Rorty is
that we cannot connect with a world of experience outside language; that
what we have available to us, as researchers, is language ‘all the way
down’. On this view, then, we cannot plunge into the truth of the real (the
background imaginary which so much of the history of fieldwork has
bequeathed to us); there will always be a gap which we cannot cross.
Rather, our task as researchers is to produce the new through the process
of inventive rearticulation of language. Here is a strong challenge: ‘the
field’ is not out there waiting to be discovered; rather, it is already
linguistically constructed and the researcher’s aim must be imaginatively to
reformulate this construction in such a way that new avenues can be
opened up, new ideas and practices can flow. Discovery: construction.
Indeed, we have already begun to recognize the power of ‘construction’ in
the last section, though without commenting upon it in this form. Fabian’s
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argument about anthropology, for instance, is precisely concerned with
how we do not just ‘encounter’ the field but construct it, imaginatively,
linguistically. Rorty is arguing for re-imagination in productive ways.

Now, it’s all very well to agree with Rorty as one reads him (he does,
appropriately, given his philosophical position, have immense powers of
rhetorical persuasion) or to argue his case in a seminar. But what does this
position mean for the craft of research? Most tellingly of all, what does it
mean when you come to the moment of ‘fieldwork’?

For me, there are a number of things that Rorty argues that can have
an important impact upon both how we conceptualize and how we
practise that element of research which we call fieldwork. First of all, it
emphasizes the need to be aware of prior linguistic construction. This is
significant, whether or not we agree that there is an unbridgeable gap
between language and something else ‘beyond’. But if you are a strict
Rortyian your engagement in fieldwork cannot lead to claims of discovery,
or about how things really are. Rather, you will seek to persuade your
audience to understand differently, to articulate the linguistic constructions
in such a way that they make a different kind of sense. This will mean,
perhaps even more strongly than is usually the case in research, that you
are self-consciously engaging a debate, an already constituted under-
standing (academic or popular or political). There is an emphasis (though
again this need not by any means be confined to Rortyians) on conceptual
experimentation. This does not, even in Rorty’s insistence on linguistic
construction, mean that anything goes. There must still be rigour, con-
sistency and relation to purpose. And, finally, that sense of purpose is also
very important in a Rortyian approach: you want to redescribe in order to
disrupt the hegemonic imagination, open up new ways of thinking, remove
blockages to potential new forms of practice.

Those who do not accept Rorty’s philosophical position may respond
that they agree with, and value, many of these things (the significance of
reconceptualization, the importance of a sense of purpose), but query, at
this moment of fieldwork, the role of ‘the world out there’ in all this. Does
it not have the capacity to surprise us? To force our reconceptualizations?
In Rorty’s pragmatist universe it is the researcher who seems responsible
for all the surprises, who is the only active agent in this process. What
about all the arguments in Chapter 2 about the need to go outside
ourselves, to break out of the prison house of language, to stop seeing
ourselves as the centre of everything? The notion of an ambulant science,
maybe even the notion of surprise, implies the possibility of an unknown
into which we may venture. But if our encounter is language all the way
down, even the unknown (if there can strictly be said to be such a thing)
will come to us immediately framed by the concepts we already have
available to us.

That latter point is, of course, even more strongly made by Foucault
(see Chapter 1), particularly in his earlier work. While Rorty is pretty
ebullient about our freedom to redescribe, Foucault points to the power in
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and the powers behind dominant discursive practices. In Chapter 1 the
concern was with how the questions we ask are constrained by the dis-
cursive rules and conventions already available to us. In fieldwork, this
same argument points to the limits upon our freedom to re-imagine, to
reconceptualize.

This is especially to be recognized to the extent that fieldwork is
thought of, as it so often is, as a voyage ‘into the unknown’ (Driver, 2000,
p.268). And once again the terminology of discovery can provide food for
thought. Much has been written about how the Europeans who first landed
upon the shores of what was to become the Americas came to terms with
what they found. They were indeed faced with what was, to them, the
unknown. On the one hand, all they had at their disposal, linguistically
and conceptually, was what they had brought from Europe. So, both in
order to make some sense of what they found, and in order to be able to
communicate it back home to an expectant European public, as well as
demanding European paymasters, they had to struggle to arrange this new
reality into the terms which they already knew. The discursive constraints
were very real. Wayne Franklin (1979, 2001) has analysed this struggle as
it faced Hernan Cortés. He writes of how this rebellious Spanish con-
quistador had to communicate back to Charles V in ‘canons of allowable
speech [which] shaped the manner in which he perceived and acted in the
world of Mexico’ (Franklin, 2001, p.120). In other words, the discursive
regime, outside which he could not think, moulded the reality he con-
fronted. But also, for himself, he had to struggle to make sense. Franklin
writes of Cortés undergoing ‘a formidable cognitive test’ (2001, p.120) and
argues that ‘we can . . . see his literary efforts as an . . . attempt to fill the
almost aggressive silence of the West with words, to convert “noise” into
meaningful sound’ (2001, p.120). Yet that last sentence gives a clue also to
an opposing process: that, in Franklin’s interpretation, Cortés was not the
only agent in action. There were tensions between word and thing: ‘the
voyager found himself so far beyond the bounds of his known world that
knowledge and words alike were threatened with a severe breakdown’
(2001, p.125).

It is in this context that we can appreciate why, as pointed out in the
last section, such voyages were so significant in the establishment of the
importance of empirical enquiry — and why in its day this was a liberatory,
even revolutionary, move. For the philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626
— in other words, two centuries before Cuvier), the voyager, by the very
fact of discovering new things not immediately capturable within the old,
set ways of European thinking, was a brilliant exemplar of the possibility
of breaking free from the ancient established authority of book-bound
scholasticism. For him, ‘the library as a symbolic enclosure of authority
stood opposite to that “road” which he urged his readers to pursue.
By breaking through the enclosures of traditional space, the American
traveller also was breaking the bonds of received language’ (Franklin,
2001, p.125).
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I wanted to come back, full circle, to Bacon here, and to the dawn of
the age of empiricism and of ‘the field out there’, for one particular reason.
It indicates how philosophical shifts are themselves historically embedded.
And this in turn is a caution to us: both not too scornfully to deride ‘past’
positions nor to be too confident of the ‘truth’ of the newest arrival.

Of course, in your own fieldwork there may be rather less of this
journeying into the pure unknown. But you may well be attracted precisely
by an element of the not (yet?) understood. Sometimes the aim of research
may be to disrupt the reassurance of the apparently familiar (where, you
suspect, the very familiarity can be obscuring) precisely by rendering it
strange. You may have posed a question, as discussed in the last chapter,
which precisely tries to remain open to the unfamiliar, even to ‘hover on
the edge between the known and unknown’. Indeed, it can be argued that
much of the writing of Alexander von Humboldt, which embraced the
minute documentation of ‘scientific data’ alongside the expression of a
sensuous exhilaration in the landscape, was his way, precisely, of main-
taining this position. More simply, you may just wish to insist upon an
element, at least, of ‘“finding out’ (note your position here in relation to
those who insist upon the prison-house of language). If so, all the foregoing
arguments would urge upon you an acute sensitivity to the fact that your
field, and much that you find therein, will come to you already organized
into a frame of reference. One can never be totally questioning (partly
because it is likely to become circular, and partly because you do need to
finish your research at some time) but do question, be aware, as much as
you can. (It is also the case, of course, that one often cannot be aware of all
the constraints and confinements.) On the other hand, the tale of Cortés
may enable you to open up a space of engagement, where you may become
aware that maybe you are forcing well-worn categories, or categories and
concepts to which you are committed, upon recalcitrant material, where
the world speaks back. And once again, pondering all this will give you
another opportunity to refine your question further.

Bringing the world back in

Let us pause for a moment and consider again an issue which was raised in
the previous section: the need to be explicit, and reflective and critical,
about the spatiality of knowledge within which one is working. At this
point I am thinking particularly about the imaginary spatialities through
which we express epistemological positions. Thus Outram argued that in
Cuvier’s day the ideal positioning for the achievement of objectivity was in
a ‘heavenly’ location removed from the particularities of the world one was
studying, a location which was intended precisely to obviate the ‘problem’
of locatedness. There was a gap in kind between the scientist and the field.
Rorty also imagines a gap, and again it is a gap in kind, but this time it is
between reality and representation, between ‘the world out there’ and
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language. (In developing this line of thought in second-stage pragmatism,
Rorty was part of a wider movement called the ‘linguistic turn’.)

This is a very general epistemological position, in that it concerns the
whole of our relationship, as linguistically able (indeed often linguistically
defined) human beings, to the world beyond us. What we are exploring in
this chapter, however, is ‘fieldwork’ and ‘the field’. Two points immedi-
ately arise. First, the term ‘fieldwork’ has greatly extended in its meaning
from those days when Humboldt set out for Latin America. Today it is
often used in a more general way, to indicate original empirical work.
Your field may be an economic sector, a set of people, a group of social
processes, or an archive or other texts. Nonetheless, fieldwork is still a
specific activity within the wider research process. And that indicates the
second point: are not discourses and texts, books and tables and diagrams
just as much of ‘the real world’, and are not other stages of your research
(your literature search perhaps) also engagements with that world?

One approach which takes this position is perhaps best exemplified in
the work of Bruno Latour. Latour is a philosopher and social scientist and
his writing, and his intellectual contribution, span a huge range. By asking
awkward questions, and by maintaining a steady focus on practices, he has
attempted to overturn a number of ways of thinking which have often been
taken for granted. He has stressed both the multiplicities involved in all
practices and processes (often using terms like ‘collectives’) and the
effectivity (the ‘actant’ status) of things other than human beings. He has
become particularly known for his contributions in the spheres of actant
network theory (ANT) and science studies. The wider philosophy of
Latour will be explored in later chapters. Here, however, I want to take
advantage of the fact that on occasions Latour has addressed specifically
the question of fieldwork and its relation to (its setting within) a wider
practice of research. Indeed, I want to focus on one chapter of his book,
Pandora’s Hope (Latour, 1999) — Chapter 2, ‘Circulating reference’ — in
order to interrogate Latour in a particularly focused way, and in relation to
just a part of his work. Doing it this way, however, allows some important
issues to emerge concerning fieldwork. Later you can put them in the
context of his wider work.

In this chapter, Latour does a very Latourian thing: he pays ‘close
attention to the details of scientific practice’ (1999, p.24). He does his own
field research on a group of scientists doing their field research, which
concerns the shift of the border between forest and savannah at Boa Vista
in Amazonia. For Latour, it is ‘a chance to study empirically the epistemo-
logical question of scientific reference’ (1999, p.26). It is a detailed study,
documented in detail.

And what emerge are a picture and a proposal. Latour jumps into that
supposed gap between the field and the written-up research to investigate
the practices which he argues it in fact entails. He points out the numerous
distinct operations which it involves (we might think of operations such as:
deciding how to sample, collating information under different headings in
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your filing system, fixing on the key questions for an interview or series of
interviews). Latour argues that each of these distinct stages in the research
process involves a transformation. You turn the object before you into
something different. You make it mean something which will feed into the
next stage of research, for which it will in turn become an object, to be
worked on further. At each stage of research, in other words, what you
have before you (whether it be, for example, an interviewee or a set of
interview notes) has characteristics both of being a ‘thing’ and of being a
‘sign’ (1999, p.60). At each stage you take the thing created at the previous
stage (say, your interview notes) and work on them to produce a new sign
— maybe a redistribution of the transcript under a sequence of headings. At
each stage, says Latour, something is lost (locality, particularity, material-
ity, multiplicity, continuity) and others things are gained (compatibility,
standardization, text, calculation, circulation, relative universality). In his
terms, there is both ‘reduction’ and ‘amplification’. At each stage there is
an engagement, a transformation, a process of creation. One should never
speak of ‘data’ as something given, argues Latour, but of ‘achievements’.

Now, for Latour the implication of the elaboration of all these steps in
the research process (this chain of transformations) is that we must
challenge that spatiality of knowledge which envisages an uncrossable gap
between two polar extremes, of ‘real world” on the one hand and ‘rep-
resentation’ on the other. Thus, he argues:

The philosophy of language makes it seem as if there exist two disjointed
spheres separated by a unique and radical gap that must be reduced
through the search for correspondence, for reference, between words and
the world. . . . While following the expedition to Boa Vista, I arrived at a
quite different solution . . .

. . . Phenomena . . . are not found at the meeting point between
things and the forms of the human mind; phenomena are what circulates
all along the . . . chain of transformations. (Latour, 1999, pp.69, 71;
emphasis in original)

Not only is every object both ‘thing’ and ‘sign’, depending on its
positioning within the process of research but, insists Latour, ‘There is
nothing privileged about the passage to words’ (1999, p.64). This, then, is
a radically different spatiality of knowledge from Rorty’s: ‘at every stage,
each element belongs to matter by its origin and to form by its deter-
mination; it is abstracted from a too-concrete domain before it becomes, at
the next stage, too concrete again. We never detect the rupture between
things and signs’ (1999, p.56, emphasis added).

This view also alters the way in which ‘the field’ itself is spatialized.
Latour is very clear that there is a difference, for his scientists, between the
field and the room in the university to which the information will be taken.
Indeed, in his characterization of reduction and amplification he makes
some of the same distinctions that Cuvier makes. He writes also of the
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room in terms of the advantages of comfort, in terms of being the place
where all the ‘achievements’ (recordings, interviews, documents, for
instance) can be brought together for the unifying gaze, and where they can
be shuffled around while the researcher thinks (1999, pp.36-8). Elsewhere
again he writes of ‘disciplining’ the field. What Latour adds, though, is an
emphasis on each stage as a distinct kind of engagement, where a different
mixture of things, signs and activities is enrolled, and also an emphasis on
each stage as being open, both through its position in a chain of trans-
formations and because each operation (through its artefacts and
categories) is produced through and therefore connects out to a wider
world of research and scientific production. ‘The field’, then, begins to
seem less like a space which one goes to and subsequently leaves. Rather it
is a much more complex structure which one transforms; it is still present,
in transformed form, in your written report (1999, pp.70-1), and the
processes of transforming it are present, too, in every operation ‘within’ the
field. The field and the cabinet, then, are distinct certainly, but also are
utterly linked through a chain of your own production.

There is much here that can enrich the way we go about fieldwork. It
encourages an awareness of each operation. It points to the need to
consider what each operation is really doing. (As you collate notes from
interviews, or records of observations, for instance, you are transforming
them into a particular distillation: creating something, engaging with the
object to produce a new sign.) You need therefore to be aware of both
what you are gaining and what you are losing and aware, too, of the
collectivity and materiality of each operation. It is in the next chapter that
these stages (what is sometimes lumped together under the term ‘data
collection’) will be considered. Here, what is important is to note that in
this view there is no huge uncrossable gap between you at your desk
reading ‘the literature’ and a field ‘out there’.

An adherent of the linguistic turn might want to respond to this
onslaught, and it is important that we give them some right of reply. First
of all, one could argue that what has happened here is that a big gap has
been reduced to a lot of little ones (within each transformation). Even if we
recognize the constitution of phenomena as inevitably hybrids of thing and
sign, there remains the question of where the ‘sign’ aspect derives from.
This study of Amazonian fieldwork is very much an empirical inquiry.
Latour gives full recognition to the necessary dependence on concepts and
categories inherited by the researchers from the earlier studies and from a
range of fields. But here those categories (elements of wider discursive
frameworks) are taken as given (as indeed in practice they often are taken).
But what about a piece of research that aimed at reconceptualization?
What of re-signing, of ‘redescribing lots and lots’? The lack of attention
here is ironic given Latour’s own conceptually innovative record. Indeed,
on the first page of this chapter he tells us that he is going off with this
bunch of scientists because ‘I want to show that there is neither corre-
spondence, nor gaps, nor even two distinct ontological domains, but an
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entirely different phenomenon’ (1999, p.24). In other words, he goes off
with a real purpose: to redescribe.

Yet, and to circle round again, in his own field research into field
research Latour is disarmingly unreflective. By simply describing, by
‘paying close attention to’, by examining in detail (1999, p.24), he will give
us a more realistic picture. What of the concepts and categories, the
discursive regimes, which he brings to this close paying of attention? Later,
he acknowledges that he is posing as ‘a simple spectator’ (1999, p.72).
Nevertheless it is important to recognize that the injunction just to look at
what researchers do is also, itself, an epistemological position.

Relating to the field

‘The field’ itself is a spatial concept with material, practical, effects.
Whatever imaginary you operate within (and it would be difficult to
manage without one), it will have implications. It will have effects on your
relationship to the field, on the nature of your own identity as a researcher,
and on the range of practices and behaviours which are thereby enabled. It
will also raise questions of power and responsibility. We have already
touched upon this, particularly in the discussion of spatial imaginaries of
fieldwork: anthropologists displacing their field to the past; the imagining
of the field as ‘exotic’, and so forth. Those imaginations stand at one
extreme, perhaps. In them, the field is at some distance; it is a bounded
space separated from the academy where other stages of research are
performed; you the researcher are not implicated in it; you just go there
and, even more significantly, you leave. Such an imagination is likely to
induce, or to reflect, an assumption of power on the part of the researcher.
This may not be at all deliberate, but imagining the field as ‘exotic’, for
instance, raises all kinds of questions, about objectification, about the
assumption of a right to investigate, about the centrality of the imagination
of the researcher, for instance. At the other extreme, Katz (1994), writing
of ethnography and of the difficulty of drawing boundaries ‘between “the
research” and everyday life; . . . between “the field” and not; between “‘the
scholar” and subject’ (1994, p.67), argues that she is ‘always, everywhere,
in “the field”” (1994, p.72) and she explores the issues of relationships and
of power which necessarily have to be faced.

The work of Bruno Latour, stressing the myriad of small but crucial
transformations which connect field and study, so that the moment of
study is in the field and the Amazon forest and savannah were brought
back (transformed) to his study, has already begun to raise questions about
that ‘here—there cartography’ of doing fieldwork. What his work clearly
does is to challenge that territorial cartography where the field is a
bounded space. Here it is open and porous, and connected by a chain of
practices (and also by the complex networks, human and non-human,
within which those practices are set) to the rest of the research process.
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Here spaces are constructed through relations. And once the question of
‘relations’ is on the agenda, then not so far behind should come questions
concerning the nature of power within those relations. How, then, can we
relate the disruption of the settled territorial cartography to questions of
power? Of particular importance here have been some strands of feminist
philosophy.

It is often indeed argued that fieldwork is classically characterized as a
masculine activity, while the field itself is positioned as feminine. There are
all kinds of source for this, including the frequent historical associations
between going into the field and military endeavour, on the one hand (see,
for instance, Driver, 2000), and the counterposed connoting of the field
itself as passive and available for entry on the other (see, for instance,
Clifford, 1990). Matters are, however, also more complicated than this,
and go deeper philosophically.

Thus Georges Cuvier was clearly all too aware of the prevailing
heroic, manly image of the fieldworker and feels he is obliged to struggle,
to assert, in competition, the ‘courage’ required of intellectual labour, and
the different kind of manliness that characterizes sedentary scientific
production. Whatever these scientists are doing, it has to be understood as
masculine. And indeed the distancing, universalizing, procedures of the
cabinet have subsequently been taken to task for their ‘masculine’ struc-
turings. One might reflect that what is at issue is representational power
rather than any essential masculinity or femininity. One of the things most
evident, here, about ‘masculinity’ is its mutability. Similarly, within the
discipline of geography, while there is an extraordinarily strong tradition
of characterizing fieldwork as a manly rite of passage, more recently other
geographers, including many feminists, have used ‘fieldwork’ precisely to
challenge some of the existing orthodoxies (see Hyndman, 1995; Sparke,
1996). (Shades here of Francis Bacon.) So the means and mechanisms of
gendering are by no means simple.

Nevertheless there is a consistency, although of a different kind. In the
opening paragraphs of this section, a distinction was made between the
field conceptualized as a separate and enclosed entity and the field as more
clearly constructed in relation to the researcher and to other stages in
research. The first conceptualization is characteristic of a way of thinking
which was introduced in Chapter 3, where the world is imagined as
consisting of ‘atomistic singularities’ (Cheah and Grosz, 1998, p.6). Things
are what they are, and only then may they come into contact, interact. It is
a way of thinking which has been much challenged by feminism.
Moreover, in this particular matter of field and fieldwork, as has also been
pointed out by feminists, not only is the field a separate place, already
given, but the relation between field and fieldworker has often been viewed
in dualistic terms. The field is everything that the fieldworker is not, and
vice versa. The fieldworker is active, thinking, part of culture. The field is
passive; it is the real world; it is nature. Field and fieldworker, in other
words, are counterpositionally characterized through some of the classic
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dualisms of western thought: dualisms that counterpose mind and body,
culture and nature (and, indeed, possibly, the real and representation). As
the last chapter pointed out, to this way of thinking what is not natural is
understood as cultural; and nature is passive while culture is active. The
imagination of the field outlined at the beginning of this section depends
upon such dualisms.

One of the reasons why it is important to be aware of the form of this
classic imagination is that it has significant implications for the distribution
and nature of power between fieldworker and field. The fieldworker is the
only active agent. The field itself actively contributes nothing; it only offers
up. Neither field nor fieldworker are (imagined to be) changed by the
encounter.

Moreover, the complex concatenation of dualisms structuring much of
western philosophy has positioned ‘the feminine’ as the passive pole, along
with body and nature, as against the active masculinity associated with
culture and mind. For a whole variety of reasons, therefore, feminist
philosophers have been at the forefront of challenging these presupposi-
tions (see, for example, Lloyd, 1984, and the collection edited by
Nicholson, 1990). As the last chapter pointed out, just about all strands of
feminist philosophy ‘think about relations between things’. Indeed, one of
the most significant lines of argument is that we should think about things
as constituted through relations.

If these challenges are applied to our imagination of field and
fieldwork, then all kinds of further questions arise, questions which pertain
to the formation of the identities of each term and questions about power
and responsible behaviour. Indeed, further questioning can problematize
(or enrich) the situation even more. For there is another characteristic of
what we might call the ‘classic’ imagination of the field which deserves
attention and which relates back to our earlier discussion about discovery/
construction/transformation. If you take a position that the world out
there, or more specifically your object of study, can speak back, that it too
is an active agent in this process of research, then what is at issue is a real
two-way engagement. Many imaginations of the field have pictured it as
static, as synchronic. A revision of that imaginary would make the field
itself dynamic; and it would make fieldwork into a relation between two
active agents. It would recognize it as a two-way encounter.

Now the question of ‘the ethics of the encounter’ has been the subject
of much philosophical attention which will be addressed directly in
Chapter 6. But some initial points arise already from the discussion in this
chapter.

Thus, as a first point, this encounter, in the actual practice of doing
fieldwork, may take a huge variety of forms. In this chapter, the issue has
emerged out of a very general discussion about the nature of fieldwork as
an engagement. We have also seen, however, that there are debates even
about the initiating terms of that engagement (whether one can have direct
access to something called the real world, and so forth). Moreover, the
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nature of the fieldwork varies dramatically between disciplines and
between individual research projects. Much will depend on the nature of
your research question. The encounter may be focused through interviews
with other human beings (but then the latter may be among the most
powerless people on the planet or they may be the power-brokers of major
corporations or international institutions). Or the encounter may be
through already constituted statistical sources, or through an archive. Or,
and this is important to stress, the encounter may not be with human
beings or their representatives/representations at all: there is also an ethics
to the encounter between human and non-human. The immediate point is
that what constitutes an encounter will vary, and thus very different ethical
questions will be raised.

Secondly, although I have stressed in this chapter the significance of
the implicit, but powerful, spatialities of our imaginations of this practice
of fieldwork, I personally am wary of attempts to address the problem
through a spatial response alone. For instance, a common response across
the social sciences to, say, the gap between field and academy is to claim
that one stands in-between. ‘Between-ness’ and a whole set of associated
tropes has become very popular. In my own opinion, such metaphorical
‘re-spatialization’ alone will solve nothing. It leaves unaddressed the issue
of the character of the social relations constituting that space. ‘Between
what?’, one might ask (between two separate and still not mutually impli-
cated atomistic entities?). And what role is this ‘between-ness’ enabling? (It
could be mediator, translator or powerful orchestrator.) In other words,
the ‘political’ questions concerning ethics and relative power remain
unspecified. All spaces are constituted in and through power relations and
it is this co-constitution which must be addressed (imagining spaces as
relational poses the question of the nature of the relations): it is this which
so much of feminist philosophy has been trying to stress.

Thirdly, the ethical issues of the encounter are not easily resolved.
This is true in two senses. One is in a rather practical way: it is often,
though not always, going to be the case that it is the researcher who has
the initiating power to define a field in the first place. The aim is not to
‘remove’ power from the situation (which is impossible given its consti-
tutive nature in social relations; and power is enabling as well as con-
straining) but to work on its nature and distribution and to recognize the
inequalities which will almost inevitably remain. But, in another sense,
these questions are not simply resolvable precisely because they occur in
practical, particularized situations. On the one hand, there may be an
ideal, an absolute imperative, against which you would like to behave; on
the other hand, there are the real constraints and particularities of this
specific situation. Jacques Derrida has written of this kind of structure and
argued that what it involves is a necessarily double or contradictory
imperative (see, for instance, Derrida, 2001/1997). There is no ‘resolution’
to this situation in the sense of being able to have recourse to a founda-
tional rule or an eternal truth. Rather, the truly ethical or political element
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consists precisely in being forced to negotiate between these imperatives.
Your ‘resolution’ of this negotiation is unlikely to be amenable to assess-
ment as ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’. Rather, on Derrida’s argument, what will
be at issue will be appropriateness to the particular situation.

And this raises a final point, which will be taken up more fully in
Chapter 6. What is involved here is judgement and the sense of respon-
sibility of you, the researcher. The lack of single, correct answers does not
mean you have to plunge into an endless vortex of self-doubt. (The same
point was made in a previous section about reflexivity.) There will, more-
over, be others to talk to, other work to read and consider, and established
sets of guiding conventions (we might imagine these last as temporally
congealed forms of society’s thinking-so-far on the question). In the end,
however, this is one of many occasions on which considered, informed
judgement is a crucial element in the craft of being a researcher.

Further reading

In Geography Militant: Cultures of Exploration and Empire (Blackwell, 2001)
Felix Driver explores in great detail the history of fieldwork within
geography. Johannes Fabian’s Time and the Other: How Anthropology
Makes its Object (Columbia University Press, 1983) provides a particular
example of how anthropology imagines the field and positions us in power
relations to it. In Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of Science Studies
(Harvard University Press, 1999) Bruno Latour follows the practices of
scientists ‘in the field’, ‘back in the study’ and the journey between them, as
a basis for wider arguments about the nature of the research process. In
relation to this chapter you might like to focus on Chapter 2, ‘Circulating
reference’ (pp.24-79).
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Generating materials

Sarah Whatmore

How to succeed in ‘working together’ . . . where phenomena continue . . .
to speak in many voices; where they refuse to be reinvented as univocal
witnesses. (Stengers, 1997, p.90)

Something solid to go on

What ‘data’ do I need, how much is enough and how should I go about
obtaining it? These are the sorts of question that vie for your attention
along with the pressing demands of refining a topic and formulating an
approach to it as your research gathers pace. In the early career of a
research project or thesis it is not uncommon to experience a kind of
vertigo as theoretical ambitions heighten with the momentum of your
reading, while their relation to the ‘real world’ seems to become increas-
ingly remote. This is the moment in which the idea of data as something
solid to go on is at its most seductive. Standard accounts of the research
process suggest that all you have to do now is go out and ‘collect’ some of
it. Indeed, for some types of research, such as statistical analyses of disease
patterns or medical service use, the identification of a viable ‘data set’ is
often treated as a prerequisite for defining a topic and the kinds of question
you can ask. Taken at face value, the business of data ‘collection’ that
abounds in introductory texts on research methods bears an uncanny
resemblance to the activity of squirrels in the autumn, gathering up acorns
and hoarding them as treasured stores of winter food. Whether inter-
viewing actors #n situ, manipulating the digital population of census
returns, or trawling documentary archives for traces of past lives, data
collection mimics this squirrel-acorn relationship as you scurry about after
nuggets of ‘evidence’ just waiting to be picked up, brought home and
feasted on at a later date. This rodent model of data collection has already
been challenged by Doreen Massey’s interrogation of the space-times
of ‘fieldwork’ in the previous chapter. Moreover, in practice, I’'m not sure
that many social scientists would recognize this as a description of their
own experiences of doing research. But its hold on our sense of what we
should be doing is perpetuated to the extent that these experiences are
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written out of, or as deviations from, this model in research accounts and
methods manuals.

This chapter adopts the notion of ‘generating materials’ to further
unsettle this stance towards the activity of doing research and its implicit
distribution of energies, in which the researcher does all the acting while
the researched are merely acted upon. This alternative formulation suggests
that data, like questions, are produced, not found, and that the activity of
producing them is not all vested in the researcher. I trace some of the
consequences of this reformulation for ‘doing’ research. For a start, it trips
up the apparently straightforward notion of research as an investigation of
the world which positions the researcher at one remove from the world
and renders ‘it’ a passive object of study. But the purpose of the chapter is
not just to unsettle and trip up conventional ways of thinking about how
research is, and should be, conducted. It also sets out to provide some way-
markers and tactics for those of you who may want to pursue the
consequences of these arguments as you set about generating materials for
yourselves. In thinking through this process I draw on the writing of the
contemporary philosopher Isabelle Stengers, which I will introduce in a
little more detail in the section ‘Stengers at work’. In particular, I work
through some of the implications of her account of research as a process of
knowledge production that is always, and unavoidably, an intervention in
the world in which all those (humans and non-humans) enjoined in it can,
and do, affect each other. This suggests a mode of conduct that, as she puts
it in the quotation with which this chapter opens, demands a more rigor-
ous sense of, and commitment to, research as a co-fabrication or ‘working
together’ with those whom we are researching.

Towards a more-than-human social science

Some aspects of this line of argument may seem familiar in so far as they
resonate with the well-established concerns of humanistic critiques of
scientific methods and their empirical emphasis on the ‘objective’ measure-
ment of observable phenomena and their interrelations. Such methods — so
these critiques go — are inappropriate to social research, because people,
unlike any other object of study, are purposeful agents whose own under-
standings of their actions in the world must be incorporated into, and even
allowed to challenge, research accounts of them. Humanistic critiques have
spawned a rich variety of social science research practices called qualitative
research methods, from focus groups to discourse analysis, in which
the spoken and written word constitute the primary form of ‘data’ (see
Seale, 1998; Limb and Dwyer, 2001). These arguments have been well
rehearsed in relation to one of the most widely used methods of generating
data in the social science repertoire — the interview. For example, Holstein
and Gubrium mobilize them against what they call the ‘vessel-of-answers’
approach to interviewing found in many research methods manuals,



GENERATING MATERIALS 91

particularly its emphasis on ‘neutrality’ as the ideal mode of conduct to
prevent the interviewer from ‘contaminating’ what the interviewee has
to say:

In the vessel-of-answers approach, the image of the subject is
epistemologically passive, not engaged in the production of knowledge.
If the interviewing process goes ‘by the book’ and is non-directional and
unbiased, respondents will validly give out what subjects are presumed to
merely retain within them - the unadulterated facts and details of
experience. Contamination emanates from the interview setting, its
participants and their interaction, not the subject, who, under ideal
conditions, serves up authentic reports when beckoned to do so.
(Holstein and Gubrium, 1997, p.117)

But Stengers’ philosophy of science is of a different order. Her
imperative of ‘working together’ in the knowledge production process is
not derived from any appeal to the uniquely human qualities of the
research subjects with whom social scientists have predominantly
concerned themselves. Rather, it amplifies the ways in which all manner
of entities, non-human as well as human, assembled in the event of
research affect its conduct, exceed their mobilization as compliant data and
complicate taken-for-granted distinctions between social subjects and
material objects reproduced through scientific divisions of labour. Thus,
thinking through research in the company of Stengers challenges some of
the methodological assumptions associated with the humanistic legacy of
qualitative research practices in the social sciences, as well as those of the
scientific methods that they critique. Such disputes have been staged for the
most part in epistemological terms, that is in terms of the kinds of ‘how
can we know?’ question that we saw in play in Chapter 1. This staging
restricts the terms of any answer to the relationship between language, as
the currency of human thinking and knowing, and matter, as the stuff of
the world out there. Questions about ‘how can we know the world?’
hereby become reformulated as questions about ‘how do we represent (or,
in Rortyian terms, redescribe) it?> By contrast, Stengers picks up the
argument in Chapter 2 that our disposition towards the world we study is
better conceived as one of craft than discovery. If we are immersed in the
world through bodily exchanges of various kinds, rather than at a distance
from ‘it’ mediated only by language, the philosophical question is recast in
ontological terms — ‘how does the world make itself known?’

The philosophers and social theorists interrogated in Part I will have
given you a sense of some of the many and varied ways in which this interval
between word and world has been traversed. Gillian Rose’s discussion in
Chapter 3 of the discursively ‘constructed’ bodies that populate certain
variants of feminist theory provides a useful example. To greater (e.g.
Rorty) or lesser (e.g. Foucault) extents and with important exceptions (e.g.
Deleuze), many of those whose ideas you have encountered thus far in this
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book focus questions about the uncertainties of human knowing as if these
uncertainties were confined to the properties of human cognition and
language. Meanwhile, the stuff of the world remains ‘out there’, untroubled
and untroubling, waiting impassively for us to make up our minds and
making no difference to the knowledge production process. It is a stance
captured in Rorty’s claim that ‘it is language all the way down’ (discussed
by John Allen in Chapter 1). By contrast, Stengers redirects attention to the
uncertainties generated by the complexities and energies of the material
world, including those of human embodiment. In this, Stengers’ project is at
odds with the terms of dispute set in train by the word-world settlement
and stylized as a choice between two positions — ‘constructionism’ (what we
know is an artefact of human thought) versus ‘realism’ (what we know is an
artefact of the real world). Rather, her philosophical imperative of ‘working
together’ challenges the intellectual entrenchment of this settlement and its
hold on the terms of exchange between social scientists and natural
scientists in the late twentieth century, illustrated with such venom in the so-
called ‘science wars’ (Gross and Levitt, 1994).

‘Working together’ in practice

Given their philosophical divergence, it is perhaps unsurprising that, with
one important exception, Stengers’ work has made relatively little
impression on the English-speaking social sciences. For the most part,
her philosophical project has not yet been ‘domesticated’, in the sense of
having been made useful to social theory and research agendas. The
exception is the research community and literature of science and tech-
nology studies that have flourished over the last two decades or so, parti-
cularly that in Europe. Her influence is most in evidence in that gathering
of energies which gelled momentarily into actant network theory (ANT),
associated with the work of such notable (if increasingly reluctant)
intermediaries as Michel Callon, Bruno Latour, John Law and Annemarie
Mol (see Law and Hassard, 1999). Here, Stengers’ project finds resonance
in substantive research concerns with the practices and artefacts of scien-
tific knowledge production, and in theoretical commitments to rethinking
the very idea of society as an exclusively human domain distinct from that
of a material world of things. Science studies have long since over-spilled
their early confines as an interdisciplinary niche through lively conversa-
tions with sociologists, geographers, anthropologists, historians, literary
theorists and others (not to mention scientists). Stengers’ philosophical
influence has travelled through such conversations, most forcefully in the
work of Latour. The interweaving of their projects is apparent from
Latour’s frequent references to her work, a compliment that is returned in
her writing, and from his foreword to the English translation of her book
Power and Invention (1997), a book which Stengers dedicates to him (and
Felix Guattari). In light of this, I shall revisit Latour’s essay, ‘Circulating
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reference’ (1999), discussed in the last chapter, as a way of making
connections between what is at stake in the approach you adopt to ‘data’
and the issues raised about constituting the ‘field’.

Without being directly derivative of them, ANT can be seen as giving
methodological expression to Stengerian principles through its trademark
adaptation of ethnographic research methods to the study of scientific
conduct. Originating in anthropology, and now well established through-
out the social sciences, ethnography is distinctive in its approach to what
constitutes ‘data’, paying as close attention to social practices (what people
do) as to social discourses (what people say). It also attaches particular
weight to ‘doing fieldwork’, requiring the researcher to spend significant
periods of time working with those whom they are studying, engaging in
their everyday routines and exchanges — a process formalized as ‘parti-
cipant observation’ (Cook and Crang, 1995). In this sense, ethnography
can be argued to come closest to the notion of ‘generating materials’, as
opposed to ‘collecting data’, of any method in the social sciences. ANT
amplifies two currents in this body of research practices. The first concerns
the spaces of fieldwork or the question of ‘where’ to engage in generating
materials discussed in Chapter 4. Here, emphasis is shifted from working
in single locales, such as a laboratory, to ‘multi-sited’ fieldwork that traces
networks of association connecting several (Marcus, 1995). The second
concerns the objects of study or ‘what’ to count as relevant material. Here,
a ‘symmetrical’ approach is adopted that redistributes attention from
exclusively human actors, what scientists say and do, to the host of non-
human devices, codes, bodies and instruments that are active parties in
‘doing’ or practising science (Callon, 1986).

In this chapter, I want to outline some key elements of Stengers’
philosophy of science and illustrate their implications for generating
materials should you want to follow them through. In particular, T will
elaborate three related elements in Stengers’ philosophical vocabulary,
which, as you will expect of philosophers by now, is uniquely her own.
The first is the idea of ‘mapping into knowledge’, an approach to
knowledge production that by-passes the word-world settlement, and the
constructionist/realist choices it sets in train, by positing research as an
event co-fabricated between researcher and researched. The second
element is her criteria for what constitutes good research, which centre
on researchers placing themselves ‘at risk’ in terms of entertaining, and
even inviting, the non-compliance of those whom they are studying. The
third element is her commitment to what she calls ‘cosmopolitics’, a
politics of knowledge in which the admission of non-humans into the
company of what counts invites new alignments of scientific and political
practices and more democratic distributions of expertise. In the closing
section of the chapter, I will return to the still pressing anxieties of ‘what
data do I need, how much is enough and how should I go about obtaining
it?>> with which I began, to outline the lessons and pitfalls of reworking
these anxieties through Stengers.
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Stengers at work

As a philosopher of science based at the Free University of Brussels,
Stengers has worked closely with scientists, including an early and influ-
ential collaboration with the Nobel prize-winning chemist Ilya Prigogine in
a book published in English under the title Order Out of Chaos (Prigogine
and Stengers, 1984). Her subsequent work, which is only now being
translated, exposes more directly her philosophical allegiances. The first of
these is Power and Invention (1997), a collection of essays, most of which
appeared in French during the 1980s, and the most recent is The Invention
of Modern Science (2000). Here, she refers directly to the philosophers
whose thinking has most inspired her own. These include historical figures
such as Lucretius, Leibniz and Whitehead, about whose work she has
written (see Prigogine and Stengers, 1982; Stengers, 1994), and older
contemporaries such as Michel Serres and Gilles Deleuze, with whom she
has engaged. The common thread she identifies in their work is: ‘. . . the
attempt to speak of the world without passing through the Kantian
tribunal [see below], without putting the human subject defined by his or
her intellectual categories at the centre of their system’ (Stengers, 1997,
p-55).

However, Stengers is anything but an ‘ivory tower’ philosopher and
her writing is alive with a political militancy and scientific passion that
make her a public figure in her native Belgium. These interconnections are
most apparent in her untranslated work, notably the series of essays
published under the umbrella title Cosmopolitiques (1996).

The movement of Stengerian energies through the social sciences that I
sketched in the previous section maps my own journeys into her work too.
ANT furnished a provisional opening that was intensified for me by a
research collaboration with Belgian colleagues on food scares (Stassart and
Whatmore, 2003). I find her writing daunting and compelling in equal
measure. There is something relentless in the rigour of her thinking, com-
bined with a style that obstinately refuses to be read lightly such that, if
you persist (and it can be tempting not to), you find yourself forced to
follow arguments past the comfort zone of your own habits of thought.
Her main philosophical protagonists are not post-structuralists but less
fashionable philosophers of science, such as Kuhn and Popper, and the
science establishment that clings to the authority of the Scientific method.
In this sense, she is not a philosopher who is readily made to serve the
purposes and problems that social science readers bring with them to her
texts. Stengers is also difficult to read for other reasons, in part because
something of the tenor and wit of her writing is lost in translation and in
part because she anticipates a familiarity in her readers with the intricacies
of scientific, philosophical and science studies literatures that is quite
formidable. Nevertheless, if you stick with it, I think her work can be
instructive for connecting enduring debates in the philosophy of science to
the growing theoretical and methodological emphasis in social research on
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knowledge practices as the currency of ‘non-representational’ approaches
to the study of social life (Thrift, 2002).

‘Mapping into knowledge’

For Stengers, knowledge production is not about translating between the
pre-constituted and self-evident constituencies of word and world, mind
and matter, subjects and objects, in which the act of knowing is always an
act of mastery. Rather than taking these divisions as given, she sees them as
particular outcomes of philosophical interventions by eighteenth-century
thinkers such as Kant and the ways in which these were harnessed in the
methods of inquiry institutionalized by professional science as it emerged
in the nineteenth century. Stengers describes this Scientific method (with a
capital ‘S’) as a stance towards knowledge that ‘unilaterally’ makes it
possible ‘to subject anything and anyone at all to quantitative measure-
ments’ (2000, p.23). Such measurement procedures presuppose and
reinforce what kinds of knowledge count, what kinds are forbidden and
what is authorized to be mutilated ‘in the name of science’, like the
‘innumerable animals [that] have been vivisected, decerebrated [brain
removal] and tortured in order to produce “objective data”’ (2000, p.22).
Thus Stengers’ objection to the “Kantian tribunal’, a term which she invests
with Stalinesque overtones, is not just a philosophical nicety but a concern
with the abusive consequences of the word—world settlement. Her alterna-
tive to a knowledge production process engaged in filtering the indifferent
stuff of the world through human ideas, theories and categories is one not
of mastery but of modification, in which all these components are mutually
reconfigured.

Stengers’ approach can be located in the very different philosophical
traditions identified above. In particular, she adopts a Deleuzean term to
describe the way in which all the parties assembled in the research process,
researcher and researched, bodies and texts, instruments and fields,
condition each other and collectively constitute the knowledge ‘event’. On
this account, ‘evidence’ does not pre-exist scientific inquiry (Stengers,
1997, pp.85-6), both the scientist and his/her object of study are (re)con-
stituted through the activity of research. Thus, the philosophical choice
posed by Stengers is, as Latour puts it, between those philosophies that
hold the real and the constructed to be opposites, like fact and fiction, and
those that hold them to be synonymous aspects of fabrication (Latour,
1997, p.xiv). In this vein, the business of ‘generating materials’ becomes
one of how to ‘map phenomena into knowledge’ (Stengers, 1977, p.117).
Here she contrasts the mappings of science-in-practice, the routines and
crafts of scientific work which she characterizes as ‘labyrinthine’, with
those reproduced in (and as) the Scientific method, which she characterizes
as ‘triumphant’. Both are in the business of making connections but, where
Science is looking for ‘interconnections . . . between [already] separated
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research event

populations of phenomena’, science-in-practice is more concerned with
configurations that ‘string together at once all the phenomena and those
who study them without distributing a priori . . . what is significant and
interesting, and what . . . can be ignored’ (1997, p.117).

Latour’s essay ‘Circulating reference’ (1999) provides a vivid illus-
tration of what Stengers means by ‘mapping into knowledge’, emphasizing,
among other things, the complex space—times of the research event dis-
cussed in Chapter 4. In it, he gives an account of a scientific expedition to
the edge of the Amazon rainforest. Describing his own part in the
expedition as that of a ‘participant-observer’, he reminds us of the debt
that his methodological approach to studying this expedition owes to
ethnography. He details in words and images (black-and-white photo-
graphs) the many small but consequential displacements through which the
soils that the scientists are studying are transformed into samples, charts,
numerical and textual records of observations. Each displacement involves
a mobilization of the world, like the maps and aerial photographs from
which a field-site is discerned; the grid squares and markers that organize
the collection of ‘samples’; and the specimen boxes and classificatory
schemas that carry these field-materials away. On this account, the
exchanges set in motion in the research event never seem to separate out
into words (signs) and things as neatly or thoroughly as they are supposed
to, or to begin or end in ‘the field’, but rather constitute what Latour calls a
‘circulating reference’. As he suggests,

. . we never detect the rupture between things and signs, and we never
face the imposition of arbitrary and discrete signs on shapeless and
continuous matter. We see only an unbroken series of well-nested
elements, each of which plays the role of sign for the previous one and of
thing for the succeeding one. (Latour, 1999, p.56)

Latour’s essay makes the consequences of Stengers’ notion of
‘mapping into knowledge’ for the treatment of research ‘data’ more
tangible. Data emerge here not as nuggets of the ‘real world’, or as so
many ‘discursive constructs’, but rather as intermediaries or ‘third parties’
between researchers and researched that are as material as they are
meaningful. What difference might this stance towards ‘data’ make to, say,
the practicalities of interviewing? Among other things, it could enable you
to be explicit about the displacements involved in your own mobilizations
of the talk generated by interviewing as ‘data’. Consider, for example, the
displacements between the interview encounter rich with bodily habits and
cues; the tape-recording that transports its sounds alone; the transcription
process that distils these sounds into words on a page; and the quotations
from the transcript that make an interviewee ‘present’ in your research
account. In place of ‘raw data’ that, so to speak, takes the words out of an
informant’s mouth, the interview/tape/transcript/quotation emerge as
intermediaries constituted between the researcher and researched; talk
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and text; devices and codes that take on a life of their own as they travel
through the knowledge production process.

But it is also worth taking a little time to think about what work the
photographs do in Latour’s account of ‘fieldwork’ (see also Mike Crang’s
discussion of photographs in Chapter 7). Among other things, they provide
snapshots of science-in-practice that show various members of the scientific
team and a variety of devices (like the soil-corer) and documents (like
maps) working together in the making of measurements. The photographs
have the effect of making the ‘doing’ of research present in the text,
emissaries of the energetic exchanges between bodies and instruments, soils
and plants that are set in motion in the research event. In other words, they
extend the register of what it means to ‘generate materials’ from one in
which only human talk counts, to one in which bodies, technologies and
codes all come into play. In direct contrast to Rorty’s insistence that ‘the
world does not speak, only we speak’ (see Chapter 1), Stengers and Latour
are adamant that ‘good’ research practice is

. actually a matter of constituting phenomena as actors in the
discussion, that is, not only of letting them speak, but of letting them
speak in a way that other scientists recognise as reliable. . . . The real
issue is . . . the invention and production of . . . reliable witnesses.
(Stengers, 1997, p.85, emphasis in original)

I now want to look more closely at how Stengers conducts this shift
from ‘data’ as passive evidence in the hands of the researcher to active
witnesses in the collective research event.

‘Being at risk’

Stengers’ principle of ‘being at risk’ provides a litmus test for distinguishing
between well and badly constructed propositions, a term she derives from
Whitehead (1978), as opposed to true and false theories. If you recall from
the first section, theories premised on the word—world settlement bridge
the interval in representational terms. By contrast, propositions admit
many different kinds of element into the company of the research event
(gestures, devices, bodies, sites, etc., and words too) and seek to establish
practical relations between them in terms of the articulations afforded by
their different properties in combination. To pass Stengers’ ‘test’, a
scientist/researcher must demonstrate that ‘the questions raised by [their]
experiment/research are at risk of being redefined by the phenomena
mobilized by the laboratory or theory’ (Latour, 1997, p.xvi). In other
words, the production of questions discussed in Part I is recursively linked
to the business of generating materials. This Stengerian principle applies
equally to natural and social sciences, human and non-human objects of
study, marking out ‘bad’ scientific practice as that which does not give the
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researched a chance to answer back. This might be giving people being
asked by sociologists to complete a questionnaire an opportunity to
redefine the terms of what it is that is being interrogated, or the bacterium
under the microbiologist’s microscope the opportunity to demonstrate
other capabilities than the one under scrutiny. In either case, the crucial
criterion is that the researched are permitted, by the way the research is
conducted, to resist being aligned to only one scientific ‘truth’, as if this
exhausted their potential as either agents or evidence. This is what Stengers
means by ‘univocal’ witnesses (1997, p.87).

One of the examples that Stengers gives is that of the work of the
Nobel-prize-winning biologist Barbara McClintock, who was engaged in
the 1950s’ revolution in microbiology, working on the singularity of the
genetic material of corn. She uses this example to address the question
posed in a short essay entitled ‘Is there a women’s science?” McClintock’s
working practice was not to commence her research as a means to make
the world fit her models, but rather to search for ways of permitting the
world to contradict the theories that biologists brought to bear on it.
Stengers describes the delight recorded in McClintock’s laboratory journal,
and detailed in Evelyn Fox-Keller’s biography of her (1983), ‘when she
knew that the corn had, if I can put it this way, “intervened” between her
and her ideas’ (Stengers, 1997, p.111). For Stengers this joy or passion (she
uses the French term jouissance) of the scientific craft occurs when the
materials the scientist is working with force an unexpected possibility into
the exchange. It is a joy less of knowing than of not knowing that she
argues is a defining feature of scientific knowledge practices, but one that
invariably gets written out of scientific literature and education. This
happens, Stengers suggests, by the unexpected being retrospectively
accounted for as the consequence of an ultimately rational method or
correct theory (1997, p.88). The joy of not knowing is disciplined out of
Science by training and, more specifically,

... learning never to say I but we, never to present research methods as
the expression of choices but the expression of unanimous and imper-
sonal consensus; never to admit that an article’s object is contingent not
. . . the result of what was being aimed at from the beginning. (Stengers,
1997, p.113)

The question for Stengers becomes one of how to hold on after the
event to those moments in which researchers find themselves lost for words
in the face of some unexpected possibility that bodies forth in the
knowledge production process. Her answer lies in shifting the onus of what
it means to ‘know’, such that ‘to understand means to create a language
that opens up the possibility of “encountering” different sensible forms, of
reproducing them, without for all that subjugating them to a general law

that would give them ‘“reasons” and allow them to be manipulated’
(Stengers, 2000, p.157).
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At this point the idea of data as ‘third parties’ in the relationship
between researcher and researched discussed above becomes critical to
acknowledging that, as intermediaries, they are only ever partial and
incomplete mobilizations of the phenomena enjoined as the ‘object’ of
research. Rather than a mute world being rendered compliant evidence of
theory ‘<’ or ‘y’, Stengers insists on the capacity of worldly phenomena to
exceed their alignment in the knowledge production process. It is in this
sense that ‘good’ science should allow ‘phenomena [to] continue to speak
in many voices; [to] refuse to be reinvented as . . . objects in the Kantian
sense’ (1997, p.90). Here, Stengers’ criteria for discerning ‘good’ research
propositions from ‘bad’ ones come very close to the characteristics of the
‘ambulant science’ advocated by Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand
Plateaus (1987/1980), as discussed by Nigel Clark in Chapter 2. There are
also interesting parallels, though not ones that Stengers herself makes, with
Irigaray’s use of the term jouissance and her celebration of an ‘openness to
the new’ discussed in Chapter 3.

While she makes her argument in relation to, and through, natural
science examples, unlearning the conventions of ‘writing out’ the unex-
pected from research accounts is no less significant a challenge for social
scientists. What difference might the principle of ‘being at risk’ make to
how you conduct and use research interviews? One of the implications of
Stengers’ argument, to which she repeatedly returns, is writing research
differently, developing a style that better holds on to the open-endedness of
what is said and done in the research event and the multiplicity of
sometimes incommensurable ‘truths’ that it admits. But this is getting
ahead of ourselves and trespasses into the domain of Part III. In terms of
interviewing itself, it might encourage you to experiment with practices
like cumulative interviews with the same person or collective encounters
like focus groups, which amplify the frictions, discrepancies and silences in
the talk generated between researcher and researched. Such variations on
the standard one-off individual interview also permit more opportunities
for research subjects to engage with, and object to, transcripts of the talk
generated from previous encounters and your analysis of them, thereby
making these intermediaries more ‘reliable’ in Stengerian terms.

If Rorty’s argument that it is ‘language all the way down’ removes any
substantive basis for lending more or less credence to scientific as against
other kinds of knowledge-claim and leads him to resort to irony, Stengers’
philosophy invokes substantiation as an evaluative criterion but appeals to
humour as a bulwark against any scientific claim to a monopoly of the
‘truth’. By humour she means,

. . . learning to laugh at reductionist strategies which in impressing
research institutes and sponsors turn the judgements they permit
themselves into brutal facts; learning to recount histories in which there
are no defeated, to cherish truths that become entangled without denying
each other. (Stengers, 1997, p.90)
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cosmopolitics

The important point here is that the imperative and exercise of such
‘humorous’ tactics is not restricted in Stengers’ account to practitioners of
science alone. It is not a matter of self-regulation within the research
community. Rather, as Latour notes (1997, p.xvii), she looks everywhere
for the conditions where the power of scientific knowledge-claims is
counterbalanced by the intervention of those whom scientists speak for and
about — the ‘lay public’, in whose name science is conducted, and the
objects of scientific study (including people) themselves. This takes us to
the third element in Stengers’ philosophical vocabulary that I want to
outline here.

‘Cosmopolitics’

Stengers’ philosophy of science is bound up with a politics of knowledge
that spills beyond the communities of science and through the wider fabric
of civil society and governance. It is for this strange mix of science,
philosophy and politics that she contrived the ‘beautiful name’ — ‘cosmo-
politics’ (Latour, 1997, p.xi). As the literary theorist William Paulson notes
of her project:

. . it is not enough to decide to include nonhumans in collectives or to
acknowledge that societies live in a physical and biological world as
useful as these steps may be. The crucial point is to learn how new types
of encounter (and conviviality) with nonhumans, which emerge in the
practice of the sciences over the course of their history, can give rise to
new modes of relation with humans, i.e. to new political practices.
(Paulson, 2001, p.112)

As a ‘learning process’, Stengers’ cosmopolitics are thoroughly colla-
borative. On the one hand, they have been elaborated through ongoing
conversations with science and technology studies, and with Latour in
particular, as is evident in the extensive cross-referencing to each other’s
work. Both share a concern with developing a politics of knowledge that is
not restricted to an exclusively human constituency but rather involves ‘the
management, diplomacy, combination, and negotiation of human and
nonhuman agencies’ (Latour, 1999, p.290). On the other hand, the
political in Stengers’ cosmopolitical project is also manifestly informed by
her involvement in activist campaigns, for example, on the politics of drug
(ab)use and the treatment of AIDS, an activism that marks her out from
Latour.

Thus, if Stengers’ philosophy of science is at odds with the Rortyian
inference that scientific knowledge-claims are no more or less intrinsically
compelling than any other, she is no less critical of the stratagems of
scientists who would bolster their authority by exempting their knowledge-
claims from political dispute. As she puts it: ‘Because we now know the
connivance of . . . scientists with all forms of power capable of extending
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the scope of their judgements, . . . new constraints have to condition the
legitimacy of inventions in ‘“the name of science”’ (Stengers, 2000, p.158).

Cosmopolitics, then, is precisely a project about recasting the intellec-
tual and social terms of engagement between science and politics. The shift
it seeks to make is from a problematic that presumes a gulf between science
and politics even as it sets about bridging it, to one that takes their
entanglement as given and redirects attention to the democratization of
expertise (Stengers, 2000, p.160). Here,

. it is a question of inventing apparatuses such that the citizens of
whom scientific experts speak can be effectively present, in order to pose
questions to which their interest makes them sensible, to demand expla-
nations, to posit conditions, to suggest modalities, in short, to participate
in the invention. (Stengers, 2000, p.160)

An example of cosmopolitics in action can, I suggest, be found in the
work of the economic sociologist Michel Callon (1998), whose substantive
research interests lie in the organization of markets.

Callon has been closely associated with ANT (as well as being a
colleague of Latour’s), but has turned its distinctive methodological
energies to the study of economic knowledges and processes. In his recent
work he develops the notion of ‘hybrid forums’ to describe the prolifera-
tion of public spaces in which scientific expertise, and the commercial and
regulatory practices that it underpins, are becoming the subject of intense
dispute. These forums are ‘hybrid’ both because the questions raised mix
economic, political, ethical, legal and technological concerns in new and
complex ways and because of the variety and heterogeneity of social
interests engaged in them (lay persons and experts; parents and consumers;
pressure groups and civil servants). Take the case of the vigorous public
resistance to genetically modified (GM) foods in Europe in the late 1990s.
Callon (1998) suggests that amidst the many counter-currents in play, it
was less the health and environmental ‘risks’ of this technology per se that
fuelled public dispute, than their association with monopolistic corporate
markets and the impoverishment of producer practices and consumer
choices that they entailed. Such forums exposed both the contested nature
of the science informing the assessment of the risks and benefits of GM,
and the relevance of other kinds of knowledge to the terms of dispute. In so
doing, they forced a redistribution of competencies and rights in the
politics of knowledge-making, expressed not least through the explosion of
new market practices like organic, animal welfare and other certificated
‘quality’ food networks that variously proscribed GM (Callon et al., 2002,
p.195).

But Stengers’ cosmopolitics do not just place scientific knowledge
practices on trial while those of other members of the polity are left
untouched, but rather require that concerned citizens also put at risk their
own opinions and convictions (Stengers, 2000, p.160). What difference
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might this stance towards the politics of knowledge production make to
the conduct of social science research? One such difference concerns the
distribution of powers and affects between researcher and researched in the
research event. By way of illustration, you might work through the conse-
quences of reframing the question raised earlier about the methodological
importance of the photographs in Latour’s essay, ‘Circulating reference’
(1999), in cosmopolitical terms. In making the ‘doing’ of research present
in the text, such a framing should encourage you to interrogate more
closely whose eye is behind the camera lens, whether the picture-taker is
singular or plural and to what extent, if at all, they figure in the images of
the research account.

In the case of Latour’s essay, we learn on the first page that the camera
is ‘his” and it is his eye behind the lens in all twenty-odd black-and-white
photographs (1999, p.24). While he is at pains to position himself within
the research event by constant reference to the collective ‘we’, it is none-
theless the case that he never appears in front of the lens. Thus, for
example, he notes that as he ‘snaps the picture’ of the scientific team, the
pedologist René is enlisting him as an ‘alignment pole’ to take a topo-
graphic bearing with an instrument that can be seen pointing directly at
the camera in the photograph (1999, p.41). By the same token, none of the
photographs in the essay is witness to any of the other scientists in the
party assuming the role of photographer. Stengers’ cosmopolitics should
encourage you to work more reflexively with such visual methods (Pink,
2000). This might include harnessing the skills associated with the social
usage of camcorders and disposable cameras by inviting research subjects
to position themselves behind the lens, and by subjecting yourself to their
picturing of the research event. In this, her emphasis on inventing appara-
tuses to democratize participation in the production of knowledge finds
resonance in Nigel Thrift’s discussion of the ethics of Spinoza in the next
chapter, with its emphasis on the affective relationships between manifold
beings. For both of them, ethics (and politics) are better understood as
relational activities and practical accomplishments, rather than as indi-
vidual stances or universal rubrics.

Conclusion

The urgencies and dilemmas of questions about the kinds and quantities of
research material you need and how best to generate them, do not
disappear with the wave of a philosophical wand. But neither is it possible
to abstain from situating the activities of data generation in philosophical
terms — there is no ‘philosophy-free’ option even in this seemingly most
practical aspect of research conduct. Different philosophical resources are
consequential for ‘doing research’ and for the ways in which you formulate
and address these questions. Working these consequences through the
particularities of Isabelle Stengers’ philosophy of science holds both lessons
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and pitfalls for social scientists, not least because her own scientific
reference points are characteristically those of thermodynamics or psy-
chiatry rather than society. In other words, her’s is not a ready-to-wear
philosophy that fits the questions that social researchers are predisposed to
bring to it. Rather, her work might best be approached as a rigorous
attempt to articulate some principles for ‘good’ research conduct in terms
of the generation and treatment of ‘evidence’ in any field of inquiry. These
principles, notably those of ‘working together’ and ‘being at risk’, have
now been transposed to numerous social research contexts, including
literary studies (Paulson, 2001), economic sociology (Callon, 1998) and
political science (Barry, 2002), as well as science studies, and provide
useful intermediaries for engaging with her work. Revisiting the questions
about ‘generating data’ posed at the start of this chapter in turn, where
might Stengers take us?

The first question — “What data do I need?’ — is clearly one that is
directly linked back to Part I of this book and the ‘kinds of question’ you
want to ask. What Stengers offers here is a way of keeping these questions
open through the research process by allying them to an insistence on the
produced-ness of ‘data’ and the creative and sometimes contrary possi-
bilities generated in and by exchanges between researcher and researched.
Her work has been taken up in the social sciences to emphasize the
importance of non-human witnesses in the research event and to inform
methodologies that extend the register of what counts beyond both the
human and the said. While it is not antithetical to taking language and
cognition seriously as human competences that afford a vital site or mode
of engagement with the world (see Paulson, 2001, p.118), neither does it
privilege them over the bodily repertoire of senses and practices that make
us human. For this reason, many social scientists will always find this a
philosophical pill that is hard to take.

The second question — ‘How much is enough?’ — is in no small
measure a logistical question of how much time you have to spend on
generating materials and ‘being in the field’, given the time and resource
constraints of your research. These, too, are very much part of practising
science, even if they figure nowhere in the rarefied conventions of the
Scientific method or the ‘big questions’ of the philosophy of science. These
constraints might be the schedule and/or budget for the production of a
research report commissioned by government; the institutional regulations
on the maximum allowable period of registration as a student before a
thesis has to be submitted; or the duration of a research grant to support
your activities. But however long or short the time you have to spend on
such activities, you will not be alone if you find yourself feeling over-
whelmed by the sheer volume of materials generated or its recalcitrance in
the face of your efforts to fashion it into some kind of order. But, in
Stengers’ terms, this is not an entirely unhealthy state of affairs, in the
sense that the research objects mobilized in your research should be
troublesome intermediaries in the research process. As Nick Bingham
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elaborates in Chapter 8, it is just such intermediaries that prompt you in
new and unexpected directions and keep your analysis ‘at risk’ as you
engage in what commonly passes for ‘writing up’ your research.

And, finally, the third question — ‘How should I go about obtaining
data?’ — has shifted through this encounter with Stengers from a rodent
activity of ‘collecting’ bits of the world and bringing them home, to one of
generating materials in and through the research event. This has been a
recurrent theme through the whole of Part II. This process of what Stengers
calls ‘mapping into knowledge’ involves, as we have seen through Latour’s
example of ‘circulating reference’, precarious displacements between
matter and meaning, things and signs generated by and through relations
between researcher and researched. It is a process that entails rethinking
the space—times of research in important ways, not least those of ‘the field’
interrogated in Chapter 4. But it is also a process that you might want to
think about more reflexively than is evident in Stengers’ (or Latour’s) own
writing about this process, in terms of how you situate yourself in the
research interventions you describe and the ethical implications and possi-
bilities of so doing. It is these ethical considerations that are brought into
focus in the next chapter.

Further reading

For those interested in a taste of Stengers’ philosophical writing, her essay,
‘Is there a women’s science?’, in Power and Invention: Situating Science
(Minnesota University Press, 1997, pp.123-32) is a useful starting point.
Latour’s essay, ‘Circulating reference’, in Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the
Reality of Science Studies (Harvard University Press, 1999, pp.24-79)
provides a highly readable exposition of the notion of research as a process
of ‘working together’ through an ethnography of a scientific expedition. For
an economic illustration of the politics of knowledge associated with
Stengers’ approach it is worth looking at the article by Callon et al., ‘The
economy of qualities’ (2002).
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Practising ethics
Nigel Thrift

Introduction

One of the questions that bears down on you quite quickly as your thesis
or other piece of research develops, is your relationship with those you will
encounter in the field. “The field’ can, of course, include a wide range of
actors with whom you may have a relationship — not all of whom by any
means will necessarily be human (although until quite recently it was
widely assumed that they were the only actors who could have an active
say) — and a whole series of different methods of inquiry which demand
different kinds of stances to human actors and other others. Similarly, the
field can include numerous, very different kinds of situation in which these
relationships need to be negotiated in very different ways. But one thing
stays constant: that is the need to produce encounters from which some
measure of enlightenment is possible for you, but which is not at the
expense of those others whom you count as respondents (and which may
even be to their advantage). In other words, we need to think about the
ethics of encounters — the effort to formulate right and wrong modes of
behaviour — remembering that responsibility does not end with leaving the
field but lasts beyond (and sometimes well beyond) the end of the thesis or
other piece of research you may be conducting. This chapter is intended to
show up some of the ethical dilemmas that can arise in the field and how to
think them through and think through them. Note the use of the word
‘dilemmas’: you should not expect there to be any easy answers. Generally
speaking, there will be no one right answer and what may often be quite
agonizing situations will not be resolved but rather will rumble on uneasily
and ambiguously through the rest of your life: did I do the right thing? You
will never have the satisfaction of knowing that you did the right thing
because no easy definition of ‘right’ exists.

Because of these dilemmas, much fieldwork can actually be quite
painful. There is not only that sense of dislocation of values which you
take for granted — which comes and goes — but also the difficulty of
negotiating with people when you don’t know all the small and unspoken
ethical ground ‘rules’ that make up everyday life, rules which you have
arduously to construct.
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Though fieldwork is often portrayed as a classical colonial encounter
in which the fieldworker lords it over her/his respondents, the fact of the
matter is that it doesn’t usually feel much like that at all. More often it is a
curious mixture of humiliations and intimidations mixed with moments of
insight and even enjoyment as you begin to imagine the world you have
chosen to try to inhabit. Note the use of the word ‘feel’: fieldwork is often
a profoundly emotional business, a constant stew of emotions, ranging
from doubt and acute homesickness to laughter and a kind of comrade-
ship, which are a fundamental part of how you think the situations you are
in. Note also the use of the word ‘imagine’: fieldwork is also about the act
of imagination, about thinking the powers and limits of the bodies around
you.

But fieldwork comes loaded up with its own mythology. In the early
1980s, when I was a part of a field-oriented School in Australia which
focused on one of the key anthropological heartlands, Papua New Guinea
and the Pacific Islands, fieldwork was a veritable rite of passage which
required the fieldworker to undergo the validation of great hardship in
order to bring back authentic knowledge: I well remember the chillingly
routine discussions about which awful disease (invariably hepatitis) the
fieldworker had barely survived. Encounters with ‘natives’ were a part of
this codifying regime, but those encounters were rarely written about for
themselves: ‘natives’ were informants who told the fieldworker about local
practices and ‘cosmologies’ and then, generally speaking, kept out of the
way as the western shaman worked out what was really going on. Of
course this is, to some extent, a caricature — but not as much of a
caricature as you might think.

But things were already changing. A series of books were appearing
which were attempting to recast fieldwork as a much less certain (and
much less macho) exercise. There was good reason for this. In particular,
fieldwork had, almost simultaneously, moved out of the classical field
territories like Papua New Guinea and the Pacific Islands and into the cities
and back into the West, and had also, in an age of widespread decolon-
ization, become much more conscious of its colonial origins. The result
was that the field could no longer be equated with the past, the classical
distancing move that Doreen Massey notes in her chapter. It is no surprise
that in this context Paul Rabinow’s Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco
(1977), a now classic autobiographical account of a period of doctoral
fieldwork, had become a key work. It was located in the Maghreb in a
barely post-colonial Morocco among people who were a cosmopolitan mix
of native Moroccans and French ex-colonials and it was a work that
concentrated on encounter and the dilemmas that encounter threw up.

I am going to start this chapter by considering Rabinow’s account of
encountering the ‘field” in a little more detail because Rabinow was so
acutely conscious of the dilemmas of encounter that are faced there. His
book is often considered to have started off the great inward turn that
preoccupied many anthropologists in the 1980s, much of which consisted
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of concerns about whether it was possible to have encounters with others
which were not inevitably, in some sense, colonial in form and content and
had some genuine ethical weight.

But then, in the second part of the chapter, I want to move on to
consider how we might use philosophy to begin to think through some of
the dilemmas of encounter. Of course, a lot of philosophy revolves around
precisely these dilemmas, so we hardly have to start from a blank slate. In
fact, so much philosophy is concerned with these issues that it is possible to
get involved with them to a degree that many might see as a fault: whole
theses on the dilemmas of the field have been written which are, in effect,
long philosophical disquisitions. Indeed, for a time in the 1980s, it often
seemed as though a subject like anthropology, which prides itself on being
field-minded, had turned itself over to debates about little else.

I will therefore be approaching the subject of the field through the
work of a philosopher who may, at first sight, seem rather an odd choice,
namely Benedictus de Spinoza (1632-77). Spinoza held a series of views
which are, to put it but mildly, out of tune with our times. He was wedded
to a strict notion of reason, based on logical inference. He believed that the
ordering of the universe was causally logical and deterministic. He held up
as a model of good philosophy the kind of work carried out by Euclid, in
which the world was able to be reduced to a series of simple mathematical
axioms by considering ‘human actions and appetites just as if it were a
question of lines, planes and bodies’ (Ethics, Spinoza, 1996/1677, Part 11,
Pref.). He therefore believed that ‘humankind’s blessedness lay solely in the
applied conclusions of mathematical deduction in every possible arena of
perception, including that sphere of mental activity we call the moral . . .’
(Gullan-Whur, 1998, p.189). As a result, his view of ethics — the effort to
formulate principles of right and wrong behaviour — seems very strange to
us now. Like a number of contemporaries, he wanted to render ethics
scientific, by basing it on an entirely naturalistic and deterministic under-
standing of human passions and behaviour. But he went farther in aiming
to marry ethics to science in one further respect as well, in that:

He sought to construe natural scientific understanding itself (also
describable for him as ‘knowledge of God’) as the highest virtue. . . . His
ethical vision is one in which scientific understanding allows us to
participate in a peaceful and co-operative moral community with other
co-inquirers, sharing and taking joy in one another’s achievements
without being disturbed by one another’s weaknesses. (Garrett, 1996,
p.307)

So why has a seventeenth-century philosopher like Spinoza enjoyed
such a remarkable intellectual comeback in recent years, a comeback
sufficient to be able to paint him as a very modern philosopher indeed? Not
least, I think, because he provides a way in to problems of ethics which
short-circuits so many of the problems that we routinely come up against
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in trying to sort out what can be counted as right and wrong in any
situation. And he did this by imagining a new space in which these
problems take place, which transforms their content and allows us to think
about them in new ways. A brief account of Spinoza’ s work will therefore
take up the second part of this chapter. In it, I want to show, in particular,
how Spinoza, by re-imagining spaces of encounter, has provided a resource
for re-thinking how we are ethically and thus what a ‘good’ encounter
might consist of: I will illustrate this by briefly coming back to an episode
from Rabinow’s fieldwork in Morocco.

But, in the third part of the chapter, I want to move on from
Spinoza’s work to consider how ethical dilemmas are often conceived
now. Back in the 1960s, when Rabinow was doing his fieldwork, ethical
judgement was usually still construed as a matter of individual choice, but
that is no longer the case. Since that time a new kind of ‘audit culture’ has
grown up, based around the production of ‘correct’ templates for prac-
tising encounter, in the shape of the rise of the dictates of the ethics
committee (and the considerable resistance to some aspects of this new
institution put up precisely by anthropologists like Paul Rabinow). I want
to ask whether this new kind of culture of ethical judgement, which you
are very likely to come up against, really promotes good encounters or
whether it actually, in its desperation to avoid mistakes, closes down some
of the main means by which we learn about others and other cultures, and
therefore violates the Spinozan principles I will set out in the second part
of the chapter.

Doing fieldwork

Paul Rabinow’s book, Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco (1977),
described a series of situations which are common to fieldwork — not least
the pretty obvious fact that people around you don’t want to notice you as
you believe that you should be noticed. That sense of disenfranchisement
from a culture sits rather oddly with the other obvious fact that you have
to negotiate a relationship with that culture which will allow you to obtain
the material that will allow you to do your research.

Most particularly, Rabinow, in a long anthropological tradition of
recounting his encounters with just a few individuals (Metcalf, 2002),
stressed that fieldwork knowledge was co-produced from a process of
interaction in which both the fieldworker and the informant participated, a
process of interaction which might well change both participants’ thinking
by building fragile and temporary commonplaces predicated on building
temporary ethical understandings. However, equally, Rabinow was not
starry-eyed about these encounters. He did not believe in the kind of
reversal of roles that was typical of anthropologists who had become
worried that just about every breath they took expressed colonial values,
so that the informant was always right. He was willing to assert his own
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ethical stance in certain circumstances. For example, on one occasion
Rabinow was returning from a wedding early in the morning with one of
his key informants, the acerbic and direct Ali, and another acquaintance,
Soussi. Rabinow was feeling ill and more than a little exasperated at Ali’s
lack of thought for his situation, and the persona of an all-accepting
anthropologist was in these circumstances starting to break down.
Rabinow began, however passively, to respond and ‘push back’, resulting
in Ali insisting on getting out of the car and walking the rest of the way
home. This spat could well have threatened some of the fieldwork, but not
only Ali’s, but also Rabinow’s, ethical codes were being violated:

At the wedding, Ali was beginning to test me, much in the way that
Moroccans test each other to ascertain strengths and weaknesses. He was
pushing and probing. I tried to avoid responding in the counter-assertive
style of another Moroccan, vainly offering instead the persona of
anthropologist, all-accepting. He continued to interpret my behavior in
his own terms: he saw me as weak, giving in to each of his testing thrusts.
So the cycle continued: he would probe me more deeply, show his
dominance and exhibit my submission and lack of character. Even on the
way back to Sefrou he was testing me, and in what was a backhanded
compliment, trying to humiliate me. But Ali was uneasy with his
victories, and shifted to defining the situation in terms of a guest—host
relationship. My silence in the car clearly signalled the limits of my
submission. His response was a strong one: Was I happy? Was he a good
host?

The role of the host combines two of the most important of
Moroccan values. As throughout the Arabic world, the host is judged by
his generosity. The truly good host is one whose bounty, the largesse he
shows his guests, is truly never-ending. One of the highest compliments
one can pay to a man is to say that he is karim, generous. The epitome of
the host is the man who can entertain many people and distribute his
bounty generously. This links him ultimately to Allah, who is the source
of bounty.

If the generosity is accepted by the guest, then a very clear rela-
tionship of domination is established. The guest, while being fed and
taken care of, is by that very token acknowledging the power of the host.
Merely entering into such a position represents an acceptance of sub-
mission. In this fiercely egalitarian society, the necessity of exchange or
reciprocity so as to restore the balance is keenly felt. Moroccans will go to
great lengths, and endure rather severe personal privation, to reciprocate
hospitality. By so doing, they re-establish their claim to independence.

Later in the day, I went down to Soussi’s store in search of Ali to try
and make amends. At first he refused even to shake hands, and was
suitably haughty. But with the aid of Soussi’s mediation and innumerable
and profuse apologies on my part, he began to come round. By the time I
left them later that afternoon it was clear that we had re-established our
relationship. Actually, it had been broadened by the confrontation. I had
in fact acknowledged him. I had, in his own terms, pulled the rug out
from under him - first by cutting off communication and then by
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challenging his gambit in the car. There was a fortuitous convergence
between my breaking point and Moroccan cultural style. Perhaps in
another situation my behavior might have proved irreparable. Brinkman-
ship, however, is a fact of everyday life in Morocco. And finesse in its use
is a necessity. By finally standing up to Ali I had communicated to him.
(Rabinow, 1977, pp.47-9)

Subsequently, Rabinow’s work has been criticized by a number of
writers precisely for this ethical assertiveness, most notably by feminist
writers who have argued that, as a man, Rabinow occupied a privileged
subject-position which allowed him to produce a discourse about the
construction of ethical commonplaces that had never been open to them.
Certainly, Rabinow’s gender and standing as a North American anthro-
pologist had an important influence on his ability to interact relatively
forcefully in Moroccan society and assert his own ethical standpoint, since
each of these characteristics come with particular power relations
engrained in them. Moreover, considerable work by writers like Carol
Gilligan (1990) has claimed that western men and women approach the
question of practical ethics quite differently: whereas men tend to be
oriented to an ethic based on an autonomous sense of self and an associ-
ated morality of justice, women tend to be oriented to a connected sense of
self and an associated morality of caring. (However, Gilligan’s work is not
itself immune to criticism; not only has it been accused, like Irigaray’s
work in Chapter 3, of a certain essentialism, but it has also been criticized
precisely for its insensitivity to cultural difference (see, for example, Killen
and Hart, 1995).)

So how does the work of a philosopher such as Spinoza chime with
forays into the field like Rabinow’s? I want to argue that not only does
Spinoza give us some very useful resources to think a little more com-
plicatedly about the practice of fieldwork, but that through his emphasis
on the construction of common advantages of good encountering through
the exercise of feeling and imagination, he provides an ethical stance that is
much more in tune with what the experience of fieldwork is (or at least

should be) like.

Doing Spinoza

Benedictus de Spinoza has been claimed as a notorious atheist — and as a
‘God-intoxicated man’. He has been adopted by Marxists as a precursor
of historical materialism and by Hegelians as a precursor of absolute
idealism. He is often considered to have been one of the great figures of
continental European rationalism (along with Descartes and Leibniz) and
yet he has also been judged to be a thoroughgoing irrationalist. Some have
argued that he is the founder of modern ecophilosophy (Naess, 19735,
1977), and others that he is some kind of political revolutionary. In the
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light of these and many other widely differing interpretations (Moreau,
1996), it doesn’t seem an awful sin to say that Spinoza was also a kind of
geographer. For his thought consists of a series of propositions that seem
inexorably bound up in spatial figures which are more than incidental in
that they are used to transform how we should think about thought and
consciousness. In particular, for Spinoza, the world is in constant move-
ment, involved in a constant process of self-construction. It is always
becoming because matter is internally disposed to create its own motion.
So Spinoza believed that every corporeal thing was nothing other than a
proportion of motion and rest, so that everything is always to a greater or
lesser degree active.

In his posthumously published Ethics, Spinoza set out to challenge the
model put forward by Descartes of the body as animated by the will of an
immaterial mind or soul, a position which reflected Descartes’ allegiance to
the idea that the world consisted of two different substances: extension (the
physical field of objects positioned in a geometric space which has become
familiar to us as a Cartesian space) and thought (the property which
distinguishes conscious beings as ‘thinking things’ from objects). In con-
trast, Spinoza was a monist, that is he believed there was only one
substance in the universe, ‘God or Nature’ (he actually used this phrase) in
all its forms. Human beings and all other objects could only be modes of
this one unfolding substance; they could not be split off from it as some-
thing else. Each mode was spatially extended in its own way and thought
in its own way and unfolded in a determinate manner. In Spinoza’s way of
thinking, ‘every mode of extension is identical with a corresponding mode
of thought, so that everything is thinking as well as extended’ (Garrett,
1996, p.4). So, in a sense, in Spinoza’s world everything is part of a
thinking and a doing simultaneously: they are aspects of the same thing
expressed in two registers. Individual human minds and bodies, for
example, ultimately derive from a fundamental unity of composition. In a
famous passage from the Ethics, Spinoza puts this proposition baldly:

The mind and body is one and the same thing, which is conceived now
under the attribute of thought, now under the attribute of extension.
Whence it comes about that the order of the concatenation of things is
one, or, nature is conceived now under this, now under that attribute,
and consequently that the order of actions and passions of our body is
simultaneous in nature with the order of actions and passions of our
mind. (Spinoza, 1996/1677, Part III, Proposition 2, note)

In turn, this must mean that knowing proceeds in parallel with the
body’s physical encounters. Spinoza is no irrationalist, however. What he
is attempting here is to understand thoughtfulness in a new way, extending
its sphere of activity into nature. Human activity is no longer, as he put it,
a kingdom within a kingdom. Rather, it is one part of a much greater
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dominion. Spinoza’s metaphysics was accompanied by an original notion
of what we might nowadays call human psychology.

Straightaway, we have to note that Spinoza does not work from a
model of the human individual and then simply power that model up.
Rather, human psychology is manifold, a complex body which is an
alliance of many simple bodies and which therefore exhibits what nowa-
days would be called emergence — the capacity to demonstrate powers at
higher levels of organization which do not exist at others. This manifold
psychology is continually being modified by the myriad encounters taking
place between individual bodies and other finite things. The exact nature of
the kinds of modification that take place will depend upon the relations
that are possible between individuals who are also simultaneously elements
of complex bodies. Importantly, Spinoza describes the outcome of these
encounters by using the term ‘emotion’ or ‘affect’ (affectus) which is both
body and thought: ‘By EMOTION (affectus) I understand the modifica-
tions of the body by which the power of action of the body is increased or
diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same time the idea of these
modifications’ (Spinoza, 1996/1677, Part III, definition 3).

So affect, as a property of the encounter, takes the form of an increase
or decrease in the ability of the body and mind alike to act, which can be
positive and increase that ability (and thus ‘oyful’) or negative and
diminish that ability (and thus ‘sorrowful’). In this way, Spinoza detaches
‘the emotions’ from the realm of responses and situations and indexes them
instead to action and encounters. They therefore become firmly a part of
nature, of the same order as storms or floods: ‘as properties which belong
to [nature of mind] in the same way as heat, cold, storm, thunder and the
like belong to the nature of the atmosphere’ (Spinoza, 1996/1677, Pref.
C492). But affect will present differently to body and mind in each
encounter. In the attribute of body, affect structures encounters so that
bodies are disposed for action in a particular way. In the attribute of mind,
affect structures encounters as a series of modifications arising from the
relations between ideas which may be more or less adequate and more or
less empowering (see Brown and Stenner, 2001).

This emphasis on relations is important. Though Spinoza makes
repeated references to ‘individuals’, it is clear from his conception of bodies
and minds and affects as manifolds that for him the prior category is what
he calls the ‘alliance’ or ‘relationship’. So affects, for example, occur in an
encounter between manifold beings, and the outcome of each encounter
depends upon what forms of composition these beings are able to enter
into. Therefore, as Brown and Stenner put it:

The method begins from a point that exceeds individualism . . ., con-
cerning itself instead with the ‘necessary connections’ by which relations
are constituted. Spinoza challenges us to begin not by recourse to biology
or culture, or indeed any of the great dualist formations, but with the
particularity proper to an encounter . . . (Brown and Stenner, 2001, p.97)
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This way of proceeding from relations and encounters has many
echoes in contemporary social science. It shows up in work which is
concerned to find common complexes of relation, such as that informed by
contemporary philosophers like Gilles Deleuze (who was a Spinozan
through and through, see Deleuze, 1988a/1970, 2001/1981). It shows up
in work that is challenging the nature—culture divide as found, for
example, in the writings of Bruno Latour which, just like Spinoza, ques-
tions a discrete human substance. It shows up in work which is challenging
what counts as thinking, both in arguments that the characteristic of
‘thinking’ should be extended to many more objects and in the emphasis
on affect as a part of thinking. It shows up in the much greater emphasis
being given to expression, as found in work on, for example, performance
and performativity. And it shows up more generally in the way in which
social science is now saturated by metaphors of movement. In other words,
at this time it is possible to say that Spinoza has become a common
philosophical ancestor for many different social science projects which are
attempting to produce architectures which deal in constant reorganization,
redistribution and revaluation and in which space and time are no longer
fixed categories of intelligibility.

But what, you might well be asking at this point, has all this got to do
with ethics? I think it is fair to say that Spinoza’s thought gives us some
tools to think about what makes for right action in the face of ethical
dilemmas, tools which are at a tangent from those that are usually to hand
but which, when brought together, supply us with what Gatens and Lloyd
(1999) so nicely call a ‘vulnerable optimism’, which can offer a freedom to
construct and explore common ground. And I want to end this account by
pointing to just one more element of Spinoza’s thought that up until now I
have kept in reserve, and that is his notion of imagination as a positive
mental capacity.

For Spinoza, imagination is essential to the flourishing of human
beings. Indeed, it is a touchstone of leading a responsible life. Imagination
may be considered as a set of constitutive ‘fictions’ which are, on the one
hand, an individual way of knowing arising out of different bodies and
their idiosyncratic associational paths and, on the other, the ‘imagery
which becomes lodged in social practices and institutional structures
in ways which make it an anonymous feature of mental life’ (Gatens
and Lloyd, 1999, p.39). Imagination is, then, a continual reworking of
the materials of common perception which ‘reflects both the powers of the
body, over which the mind has no causal influence, and the powers of
the mind to understand it and gain freedom through that understanding’
(1999, p.36). And the exercise of the imagination can, of course, have real
consequences: though they are subject to the same material necessities, the
lives of those who use their imagination well are very different from those
who do not. In turn, Spinoza takes an important part of the exercise of the
imagination to be working on the circulation and concatenation of affects
— understanding and transforming them through ‘fictions’ and by this
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exercise allowing affects themselves to communicate, as well as ideas. The
stress on the importance of the imagination also makes it easier to see that
Spinoza’s notion of ethical responsibility shifts away from simple declara-
tions of praise or blame (which rely on notions of individual sites of
freedom with independent causal force). In its place, we are encouraged to
understand and work with processes of the formation of individuality (so-
called ‘trans-individual’ understanding), in which we take on the respon-
sibility to become something different by expanding our and others’
subjectivity.

How might Spinoza’s Ethics help us here in thinking through field-
work dilemmas? Most particularly, by pointing to the importance of the
imagination in producing good encounters. As you will remember, Spinoza
sets great store by the goal of improving the intellect by improving the
imagination. In fieldwork, it often happens that the best exchanges come
from encounters in which the participants have to exercise their imagi-
nation, thereby producing something hybrid that very likely did not exist
before; new hybrid ‘interface cultures’ can blossom, however briefly,
bringing insight to both parties.

Or at least that is the goal. In reality, what this can mean is a fairly
brutal calculation by the parties to a fieldwork encounter of what they can
get from it (including the possibility that the researcher is deluding them-
selves in believing that those being researched have any interest whatsoever
in the research or believe that it is anything other than a mild nuisance
which they feel it would be polite to humour). But this is too cynical and
I want to return to Paul Rabinow’s Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco
to show that this does not have to be the case. For, in his period of
fieldwork, a genuine friendship grew up with one of the villagers, Driss ben
Mohammed, who continually refused to work as an informant. But
Rabinow and he were able to find a space of respect:

Casually, without plan or schedule, just walking around the fields, ripe
with grain or muddy from the irrigation water in the truck gardens, we
had a meandering series of conversations. Ben Mohammed’s initial
refusal of informant status set up the possibility of another type of
communication. But clearly our communication would not have been
possible without the more regularized and disciplined relationships I had
with others. Partly in reaction to the professional situation, we had
slipped into a more unguarded and relaxed course over the months.
(Rabinow, 1977, p.143)

In other words, over a period of time Ben Mohammed and Rabinow
were able to perform a space of thoughtfulness and imagination, however
temporary and fleeting, different from that of either of their two cultures.

This is exactly what is now being tried across the social sciences and
humanities — in compressed form and often involving more actors —
through the use of various performative techniques. What is being looked
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for is not a new theory, or a new social epistemology, or a new rhetoric,
but rather a theory/method of practical-critical activity which, by its very
nature, is shared (e.g. Deleuze, 1988a/1970; Guattari, 1995; Newman and
Holzman, 1997). The emphasis is put on expression because it is assumed
that the process of sharing requires the construction of new things: there is
no world of already defined things there for the mirroring, but rather the
energy of the forces of bodies — bodies as understood in the Spinozan sense
— heading off for unknown and risky destinations. As Massumi puts it,
when describing the writings of Deleuze and Guattari, two of the chief
modern philosophical inheritors of this Spinozan approach:

They insist on the term ‘ethics’, as opposed to morality, because the
problem in their eyes is not in any primary fashion that of personal
responsibility. It is a basically pragmatic question of how one performa-
tively contributes to the stretch of expression in the world - or con-
versely prolongs its capture. This is fundamentally a creative problem.
(Massumi, 2002, p.xxii, emphasis in original)

The kinds of method that can stretch expression contain something
old (sheer good writing would be one) and something new. Much of the
new is only just being born but it includes methods drawn from perform-
ance and from various kinds of three-way psychotherapy (in which the
researcher and the researched are moderated by a third party who both
acts as a witness and an adjudicator). But it is not being born in the most
propitious of circumstances for, at the same time (and perhaps not co-
incidentally), research methods like fieldwork are being made subject to a
new tapestry of ethical regulation which, if strictly adhered to, would close
down many jointly expressive possibilities because it assumes that there is
only one way of proceeding.

Manufacturing ethics

Across academia new forms of audit culture are growing up (Power,
1998; Strathern, 2000). These forms of culture are means of system-
atizing the academic labour process so that it is measurable and
predictable, and therefore open to greater control. This goal is achieved
through an attendant army of new kinds of audit professional, a number
of whom are ‘dealers in virtue’ who are there to audit academic ethics.
Once these cultures take hold, they tend to grow as the new cadres of
activist audit professionals spread out in search of further fields in which
to apply their skills of scrutiny. Not least among the elements of the
academic labour process that is open to this professionalization of
scrutiny is ethics. For, increasingly, virtue is being audited. Some writers
would go farther. They argue that there is now a global market in ethics,
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of which developments in academia are but a small offshoot, produced by
growing competition to accumulate symbolic capital. So Dezalay and
Garth (1996, 1998), for example, speak of a new global project of “elitist
democracy’ which intends to produce a ‘market in humanitarianism’ by
stressing correct ethical stances, which an elite of professionals will then
enforce. In other words, ethics has become a highly articulated trans-
national form. Dezalay and Garth take the example of international
commercial arbitration as the prototype of a global system of private
justice which allows ethics entrepreneurs to flourish, under the guise of a
lofty disinterestedness. This is a new circuit of accumulation of ethical
capital which will instigate an era of ‘philanthropic hegemony’. Human
flourishing becomes big business.

Whether things are really quite as bleak as Dezalay and Garth — and
other writers like Hardt and Negri (2001) — argue when they write of an
enforced humanitarian universalism circulating in a newly global civil
society — and the ‘surplus of normativity’ that accompanies it — there seems
little doubt about the manifestation that they would choose to concentrate
on as the best example of this tendency in academia, that is the Research
Ethics Committee. The ethical judgements of such committees have their
roots in the so-called Nuremburg code on ethical research on human
beings that was drawn up at the Nuremburg trials following the Second
World War as a counter to the numerous atrocities committed by Nazi
doctors in the name of science. But their main impetus sprang from various
scandals in US biomedical research in the 1960s and 1970s. It did not take
a battery of professionals to identify that unethical practices were rife in
this paternalistic culture (such as the discovery in 1972 that doctors in
Tuskegee, Alabama, had withheld treatment for syphilis from roughly 400
black men since the 1930s in order to document their symptoms) and, as a
result, after a National Commission on Medical Ethics was established by
the US Congress in 1973, a whole new area of bio-ethics appeared
(Rothman, 1991). Ethical linkages were made easily in a rights-based
culture that had already been sensitized to these kinds of issues by the civil
rights movement. They were fuelled by massive increases in the national
bill for healthcare arising out of the increasing application of high
technology (Rothman, 1997) and they were topped off by the interest of
lawyers in extending litigation to new and profitable areas. As a result,
practices of biomedical research that had formerly been tacit became
subject to analysis, scrutiny and regulation. A whole new industry of bio-
ethics was born, at whose centre was the increasingly ubiquitous ethics
committee (or as it is usually known now in the USA, the Institutional
Review Board or IRB) which was meant to screen all medical research for
its ethical consequences for ‘human subjects’. This new ethical/audit
knowledge is enshrined in the Protecting Human Subjects handbook
(Office for Human Research Protection, 1993), a regularly updated secular
bible which is meant to be used to screen all biomedical research for
possible risk, evidence of consent, efficacy of selection of subjects and
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privacy and confidentiality. In turn, the handbook also sets out how to
set up an Institutional Review Board which not only acts as a gatekeeper
but also monitors and observes in its own right (see also Amdur and
Bankert, 2002).

Similar events have happened in many other countries around the
world, though often at a somewhat slower pace. In the United Kingdom,
for example, most biomedical, scientific and social scientific learned
societies have had codes of ethics for a good number of years, covering
issues such as informed consent, deception, privacy and respect for local
cultural values. But it is only now that some British universities are setting
up ethics committees, in part at the prompting of the Wellcome Trust, the
chief biomedical funding body which is insisting on the presence and
enforcement of a code of ethics as a condition of funding.

I do not want to argue that ethics committees are de facto a bad thing
in the biomedical sciences. Given the proven past levels of sometimes quite
appalling patient abuse, that would indeed be a difficult case to make. But
the problems begin when this bio-ethical apparatus is transferred wholesale
into the realm of the social sciences (and so on to activities such as ethno-
graphy and other qualitative methodologies which the social sciences are
increasingly prone to use) and the humanities, as has increasingly occurred
in the USA and now looks set fair to do in Europe. For, in these spheres of
knowledge, what counts as ethical practice may sometimes be very differ-
ent. There have, indeed, been impassioned debates in the USA on precisely
this issue. The growing bureaucracy of some 4,000 ethics committees
operating in US universities, hospitals and private research facilities has
imposed a rule-based biomedical approach generally based on the Protect-
ing Human Subjects handbook. The concern is that this actually violates
certain ethical precepts that only become clear when doing social science
research.

As might be expected, there is a range of positions in the debate. To
begin with, there are, of course, certain situations where most social
scientists would have little difficulty in condemning a research practice: for
example, in anthropology a controversy erupted not long ago concerning
an anthropologist who, in studying indigenous populations in Central
America, was alleged to have staged violent feuds. In another case an
economist introduced money into a currency-less society just to see how
people would react (Kancelbaum, 2002). But while situations such as these
are clear-cut, there are plenty of others that are not.

One position is to argue that there is no real problem: ‘Louise
Lamphere, the president of the American Anthropological Association . . .,
says that it is second nature — and should be — for graduate students in her
department to submit research protocols to the campus IRB each time they
start a project’ (Shea, 2000, p.30). But others would argue that this is too
simple a stance and that there are many ethical instances which are much
more blurred than this. For example, what does informed consent mean if
you are researching crowds of protesters? Asking a crowd of protesters for
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their informed consent is not exactly a practicable option! Another
example, researching contraceptive methods, highlights cultural and
gender differences in what constitutes ethical ground and further com-
plicates what counts as risk (see Kancelbaum, 2002).

A further position would be to argue that ethics committees’ rules and
regulations, originally designed to be applied in closed situations such as
hospitals and laboratories, are very often simply not practicable in the
field. Would many of the classic ethnographic works of twentieth-century
social science ever have made it to the printers if they had been subject to
eagle-eyed IRB regimes? What seems certain, at the very least, is that
research protocols need to be adjusted if certain kinds of urban ethno-
graphic work are ever to be carried out again. And there is a real possibility
that, as one Berkeley academic put it, bodies like the IRB will ‘turn
everyone into low-level cheaters’ (Shea, 2000, pp.31-2).

But it is important to note that some social scientists do try very hard
to interact with those whom they are researching in ways that show that
informed consent can be an ethical position and not just a matter of ticking
the boxes and getting the signatures. Mitchell Duneier’s prize-winning
book Sidewalk (1999), a study of working-class reading habits in Green-
wich Village, New York, is a case in point:

[Duneier] dutifully got IRB permission. . . . But when his project
broadened to include panhandlers and homeless book vendors, [he]
improvised. The booksellers knew he was a scholar, but he did not carry
a backpack full of consent forms. Still, he took steps to protect them. In
his notebooks and diaries, Duneier concealed the identities of his
subjects. He stored tapes of conversations in an out-of-state location,
where they were beyond reach of the police. After he had written a draft
of his manuscript, he rented a hotel room in New York and read long
passages of the book to everyone he planned to mention — sometimes for
eight or nine hours at a sitting. ‘I did get informed consent — in my case it
was really informed’, he says. ‘I showed them the manuscript. I said
‘Here’s what I am doing with the words and photographs’. He then
asked his subjects if they would be willing to sign forms that explained
IRB rules and outlined the risks and benefits of appearing in the book . . .

Duneier emphasizes his concern with research ethics. ‘I think the
procedures I adopted are reasonable and fulfil the spirit of informed
consent in a more meaningful way than the routine signing of advance

consent forms,” he says. . . . But he still wonders whether he could ever
have gotten IRB approval in advance for a study of this kind. (Shea,
2000, p.31)

The example of Sidewalk shows not only the considerable ethical
sensitivity of Duneier’s encounters with others (and, very importantly,
disadvantaged and relatively powerless others), but also something else —
the creative quality of invention which Spinoza so wanted to promote. But
the example also shows just how very difficult it is and will be to slide this
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quality past the apparatus of ethics committees. For, above all, such
committees attempt to render the ethical outcomes of research encounters
predictable. At least on certain dimensions, what comes out of an
encounter must be known in advance. And the apparatus is therefore likely
to smother what is often so valuable about these encounters: the sense of
being there and interacting as something more than just researcher and
researched in ways which must be relatively unpredictable in order to have
any value. Take the case of an activity like ethnography. Part of the value
of the exercise comes from the risky relationship with ‘data’ that Sarah
Whatmore outlines in her chapter, with not knowing what exactly will
turn up and therefore not knowing exactly what ethical stance to take.
Indeed, in certain cases that value may lie — precisely as Paul Rabinow
found in the Maghreb — in having one’s own ethical certainties shaken up.

So what can be done? One task is to work on the rules of research
ethics committees so that they become more amenable to social science
research. The need for informed consent is usually interpreted by ethics
committees as requiring a form signed by the subject (rather like a patient
undergoing an operation), even though the ethical guidelines of a number
of social science organizations offer alternatives and even though most
social scientists would agree that it is the quality rather than the format of
consent that is at issue (Coomber, 2002). Another task is to find creative
ways of getting around some of these guidelines. But it is much easier for
senior scholars, like Paul Rabinow, to do this than for graduate students
(Shea, 2000, p.32). A third is to turn to the rapidly growing body of work,
arising out of or inspired by performance, which tries to make more out of
research encounters and thereby co-construct knowledge by asking ques-
tions that might never have been thought of by either party (Thrift, 2000,
2003; see also Chapter 9). What this work attempts is to provide ways of
coming together which can form new ethical spaces, a theme taken up in
Chapter 9. This is not some grandiose reformulation of the whole basis of
western moral thinking. Rather, it is an attempt, often for a very short span
of time, to produce a different sense of how things might be, using the
resources to hand. In western thinking, for people to achieve ethical
solicitude, they have to have a coherent — for which read bounded -
culture resting on cartographic parameters of considerable antiquity within
which encounters can be resolved (Campbell and Shapiro, 1999). But it is
possible to think very differently — as I have tried to show in the case of
Spinoza — and to allow various aspects of difference to remain dynamic
rather than become definitively coded. The numerous aspects and sensory
registers of performance can allow us to ‘embrace contingency and enigma,
assuming that problems are historically contingent, that subjectivities are
unstable and never wholly coherent, and that spaces need to be continually
negotiated rather than physically or symbolically secured’ (Campbell and
Shapiro, 1999, p.xviii).

Whether they do, of course, is up to us, for thinking alone, as Spinoza
realized, is an impossible act.
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good judgement

Conclusion

The problem I tried to outline in the previous section of this chapter is the
double ethical compromise that developments like ethics committees pro-
mote: on one side, they produce a normative regime that takes respon-
sibility away from the researcher and, on the other side, they promote an
arrogation of responsibility. The researcher only has to think through the
multiple dilemmas that continually infest his/her practices — and which
can become a source of a mutual enlightenment — in a partial and
restricted way. No wonder that these committees produce a certain
unease; there is no easy answer but we live in a world in which the
formulae provided by audit all too often make the answer seem as if it is
just that.

In this chapter, I have tried to think about ethics by heading in another
Spinozan direction. What this means, above all, is cultivating the faculty of
good judgement in the course of encounters. But can good judgement be
cultivated? I think it can — and not only because this is what the processes
of social ordering do all the time. Indeed, it is precisely what some con-
temporary work is trying hard to do, using a variety of affective tech-
niques. In particular, this work attempts to set up good encounters by
training bodies and minds to react in open and constructive ways, taking a
stance of what has already been termed a vulnerable optimism towards the
world (see, for example, Varela, 1999; Irigaray, 2002). Notice straight-
away the Spinozan emphasis on bodies as well as minds. Contemporary
work aims to engrain in the body’s non-conscious being resources for good
encountering (through the use of body techniques learnt from sources as
diverse as yoga and dance) in order to extend the range of thoughtfulness
beyond cognition and into intuition. But it also works to train conscious
thought as well, through the usual academic technologies certainly, but
also through other technologies drawn from performance, such as acting
out encounters in various ways which are meant to both embarrass and
enlighten (Atkinson and Claxton, 2000). Taken together, these trainings
can begin to develop both spaces and dispositions in the field (such as
knowing when to wait for a response, knowing when and when not to
foreclose a situation, knowing when to be playful and when to be serious,
and so on) in ways that can open out the ethical possibilities of an
encounter and allow both the researcher and the researched to trust their
judgement and so be carried along by it. Subjectivity expands when we
take on such responsibility. To come back again to Spinoza’s geometrical
imagination, we must write of restless bodies endlessly making new modes
of thoughtfulness.
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Further reading

If you wish to explore more of Spinoza’s thinking, then a short and helpful
guide is provided by Genevieve Lloyd in her Routledge Philosophy Guide to
Spinoza and the ‘Ethics’ (Routledge, 1996). In the first chapter of
Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco (The University of California Press,
1977) Paul Rabinow reflects on how and why he came to do fieldwork and
how his own sense of ethical behaviour was subsequently moulded. In ‘A
geography of unknown lands’ (2003) Nigel Thrift provides an account of an
ethical project which, in part at least, relies on a Spinozan approach. His
dissatisfactions with moral and political certainty led him towards a new kind
of ethical performance which can remake the world but not in its own image.
This paper can be found in Duncan and Johnson (eds) Companion to
Cultural Geography (Blackwell, forthcoming 2003).



CONCLUSION TO PART Il

The focus of Part Il has been the encounter in the field and how, with the
help of philosophical influences, we may be able to re-imagine the
production of knowledge made through fieldwork: the nature of the
encounter between researcher and the objects of research, and the
ethical issues that arise through such encounters. In Chapter 4, for
example, ‘fieldwork’ was identified as a potent space in the practice and
imagination of scientific knowledge production conventionally associated
with the idea of discovery. Moreover, by working with the idea of fieldwork
as engagement, the space of the ‘field’ is seen not to pre-exist the
research process but actively to be constituted in and through such
activity. If nothing else, the blurring of the all too easily imagined line
dividing field and cabinet has been one productive outcome of an
engagement with philosophical materials.

One of the main ways in which the line was re-imagined was through
a dialogue with the work of Latour, whose approach to the ideas and
materials generated though the research process helped us to appreciate
them as transformed into what he terms circulating references, which
connect the sites of study, field and computer in complex ways. This
theme was taken further in the following chapter, where the research
process was seen to be less an investigation of the world, which
philosophically positions the researcher at one remove from the world,
than an intervention in the world, in which all those enjoined in it can and
do affect each other.

The introduction of such ideas into a reflection on the work that goes
on ‘in the field’ was shown to have further implications. Thus, for
example, what thinking alongside philosophical influences helped to
provoke was a re-appreciation of what is quite often referred to as ‘data
collection’ as instead a process of ‘generating materials’. In Chapter 5 this
alternative take on this stage in the research process was informed by the
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work of Isabelle Stengers. Her work reminded us of the importance of
ontological approaches to framing the relationship between researcher
and researched. This was achieved by working with her principles of
‘working together and ‘being at risk’.

We went on to see how such ideas and what they mean — the
consequences that accompany them — cannot be confined neatly to this
stage of the research. This sort of thinking, its openness to iteration,
upsets a linear view of the process of research. The implications of these
philosophical arguments for the politics of knowledge production and the
distribution of expertise are quite real. This view was reinforced in the
discussion of how different ethical stances inform different research
practices (the subject of Chapter 6). One of the voices engaged was that
of Spinoza. Through a discussion of his approach to ethical thinking and
the implications of his notion of ‘co-existence’, we were able to reflect on
some of the ethical dilemmas that may arise in the conduct of research
and begin to re-imagine them in productive ways. This was achieved
notably by working with the fieldwork accounts of the anthropologist Paul
Rabinow. While such discussion may have at times seemed quite
abstract, it was shown how these issues have very real implications —
consequences — for the formal conduct of research (an issue raised in
part through Rabinow’s work), particularly given the marked move
towards the formalization of concerns with ethics, witnessed by the rise of
research ethics committees in the USA.

The chapters in Part Il have offered a number of ways to recognize
further how ideas developed through an engagement with philosophical
materials, can help us to gain a fuller appreciation of just what it is we do
and what’s at stake when we engage in research, here at the moment
commonly referred to as empirical or fieldwork. In doing so, Part Il has
demonstrated some of the skills and crafts, learnt through working
alongside thinkers such as Latour, Stengers and Spinoza, that should
help you to cultivate and to exercise better judgement in the conduct of
your research as a whole.






PART Il
Writing practices

INTRODUCTION
Michael Pryke

Perhaps you will not be surprised to hear that research has to be brought
to a completion; there has to be an end point; it cannot go on forever.
Although it’s a process that has its own anxieties, there has to be closure
of some kind. You have to write up your research. You’ve worked away at
a research question, slogged your way through secondary materials,
perhaps interviewed numerous people, then listened to the tapes for
hours on end, transcribed them, made notes on notes . . . and now,
finally, you get the chance to practise making sense of it all and to write
your ‘findings’ into the world.

Too often, however, a number of arguably unhelpful assumptions are
made about the whole process of concluding research, particularly what
is expected from analysis and writing — unhelpful because of what the
assumptions smooth over. How often, for example, do you hear ‘Just do
it’" barked when the question of writing-up is raised? The root of the
impatience is perhaps not that difficult to trace. It lies in the viewpoint that
fairly clear-cut rules can be followed, that the task is about plain speaking,
the easy delivery of the facts assembled during the empirical work. In
fact, one gets the distinct impression from those who are persuaded by
this view, that if writing research is to be done properly, executed
effectively, then all traces of the messiness of the research done to date,
all of the mediations followed and explored, should be left outside writing,
at the door of the study, as it were. Much the same points could be made
about the way in which a researcher is often encouraged to view analysis
and the potential audiences for whom the research is written.

The chapters in Part lll wish to tell a different story. They want to
suggest that there are other ways to think about — and to continue to think
through — the situated activities of analysing and writing. Just as a wide
range of questions was seen to be in circulation, so there is a variety of
ways in which to reflect on the last stages of research. Chapter 7, for
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example, demonstrates what might be gained if analysis acknowledges
the very stuff of research — all the notes, the transcripts, and so on, all
jumbled and untidy — and suggests that much might be lost if such
products of research are too rapidly and thoroughly cleaned. Chapter 8
shows that far from being unproblematic, writing — writing up — is an
active method of inquiry, just as much as was engaging in empirical work.
Chapter 9, meanwhile, dwells on the influences that run through the
contexts of writing, and the relationships and responsibilities that are
made in the act of preparing research for reception.

What are the consequences of the philosophical influences
discussed in the chapters to follow? Well, what we hope you will gain is a
range of ways to re-address the mode of thinking that would have us
believe that analysing, writing, the contexts of writing up and the
responsibilities a researcher has to his or her audience are
philosophically unblemished, workaday matters. As you will see in
Chapter 7, we are encouraged, through Benjamin and de Certeau, to
think of analysing as an active, involved, material process, not one that
positions the researcher above and distant from the messiness of
analysis. With their help we are free to fancy such thoughts as ‘Do we
really need to be in total control of the materials we are analysing?’ If we
listen to their ideas we see scope to work into this stage of the research
process such notions as recombination, recontextualization, translation
and transformation of materials — the vocabulary Benjamin and de
Certeau came up with as they ran through their minds what analysis
involves for them. Such a set of ideas in turn gives support (and authority)
to those who wish to re-examine just what it is that makes for ‘good
analysis’ and why conventional approaches might need to be attended to.
From Derrida and Latour in Chapter 8 we learn through their different
styles to think reflexively about writing otherwise. From them (and others)
we at least become aware of the philosophical underpinnings that make
writing seem so matter of fact. We gain the ability to work at alternatives,
should we so wish. Similarly, in Chapter 9 Bourdieu, Fish, Said and
Spivak allow us to gain an appreciation of a range of ways to re-
appreciate the contexts of writing and to entertain other approaches to
the question of researcher and audiences. And while this point marks the
completion of one stage of research, if you are wishing to disseminate
your work, then this is also the beginning of that work and another set of
responsibilities, as well as an extension of those already begun. Overall,
in unmasking what is disguised as a transparent process, Part IlI
demonstrates how philosophies can help us productively to analyse, write
and respond in other ways, otherwise.
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Telling materials
Mike Crang

Introduction

In Part II of this book you have been concerned with fieldwork but now
you are ready to move on and address what to do with material you have
created out in the field. The way this chapter will approach this is by
thinking about the actions involved in analysis: the stage when you make
sense out of the material you have so painstakingly gathered. However, I
am not going to present a discussion of the criteria of a ‘good’ or ‘valid’
analysis, since there are many types of epistemological theory that underlie
different sorts of analysis. That is, there are theories about how we know
what we can claim to know, about how we judge truth claims and assess
the reliability or validity of our work. The sorts of claim you can then
make and the type of analysis needed are thus going to vary according to
your approach, your questions and hence the data, and the sorts of answer,
you need. So rather than work through a list of philosophies and their
assumptions about validity, this chapter will focus on the actual activity of
analysis, as a material process, an idea we will come back to shortly in the
next section. When we write research proposals and timetables we often
pencil some period for ‘analysis of data’. This chapter is going to unpack
this process, first by suggesting that analysis is a messier business than
this suggests and, secondly, by highlighting the tangible processes of
interpretation.

There is a certain moment of pleasure that often occurs in projects
when we complete fieldwork and with satisfaction look at the mass of
accumulated materials — be they questionnaires or field notes, tape or
transcripts, copied documents, pictures or whatever — and think of what
we have achieved. This is the lull before the storm, the moment before a
rising anxiety starts tapping on our shoulders (well, it does mine anyway)
and asks what are we now to do with all this stuff. How are we to turn this
mass of material into some cogent, hopefully illuminating, maybe even
impressive, ‘findings’? And, of course, we realize the one thing they are not
is findings — findings, like questions, require work. It is better to think that
through analysis we make interpretations, not find answers.

The process I am going to discuss is one of producing order out of our
materials, of making sense. And this making sense is a creative process.
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Now this is not to say that our materials are in total chaos beforehand, as
often quite the contrary is true; our materials are structured by our ques-
tions, our methods, by our respondents, by external forces, say in official
documents, and so on. Yet, to make them work for us, we have to recon-
figure them, perhaps decontextualize then recontextualize different parts to
make them say new things.

This chapter is structured around some of the key tensions in this
process of disciplining our material, of creating order from our work and
sustaining that order. The next section offers a way into these tensions by
considering what counts as analysis. Then we shall look at the way most
accounts see order emerging from data and suggest that some sort of
‘natural order’ does not automatically flow from the materials you have
gathered. We move on to consider the disciplining of materials, by looking
at pre-existing order and disorder in our material using an example of
archival work. In the following section we offer an alternative vision from
Walter Benjamin, who in many ways sought to present disorder as a
finding, or to reveal the fragmentary nature of order. We then present a
critical look at how fragments are made into smoother wholes through the
work of Michel de Certeau. The aim is to think about the implications of
how we shape our material. This is not, then, about assessing the limits or
applicability here of different analytical techniques, but rather the generic
processes of analysis. The chapter is going to suggest that this is a creative
process of producing meaning, and one where we need to be clear about
what is involved in producing order. One outcome of this analysis of
‘analysis’ is to suggest that thinking and analysis are not abstract processes
or theoretical models or rules that occur purely in our heads, but involve
the manipulation and orchestration of a range of materials that occur in
specific places. It suggests that we need to start with the actual stuff of our
interpretations, in terms of how we get to grips with (literally and
figuratively) all the material we so diligently made in the field.

What counts as analysis?

If for a moment you do not believe that the issues of how you store, write
down and recompose material have an impact, then just imagine doing all
your interpretation in your head, as though you were forbidden any notes.
Imagine trying to communicate your ideas without writing or drawing at
all. So if we acknowledge that the techniques of writing, storing and
moving information play a role in ‘processing’ our material, it seems
beholden upon us to understand what role they play. Now with statistics
there are well-worn rules, but my aim here is to think how we get to the
stage of statistics or of a final report. Just cast your eye over an imaginary
desk: scattered about are index cards — perhaps with just a title of a work,
perhaps quotes — elsewhere are long-hand notes from a library book on file
paper, perhaps photocopies marked up with coloured pens, the odd post-it
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note sticking from a book to mark a key passage, all burying a well-worn
and intermittently legible field diary. Let me dramatize it further, let us
suppose we are part of a team. Then we have notes to other members,
notes from other members and photocopies with their red biro, overlain by
our fluorescent highlighter. What the stuff on our desk and our fellow
team-members seem to be asking is: “What counts as “analysis’’?’

We might begin our answer by suggesting that these material objects
are the means through which ideas are bandied about — between team
members most obviously but even just sustaining our ‘internal’ dialogue. In
fact if we look at how ‘information’ has been defined, we can see that it is
linked to a range of specific material practices (Nunberg, 1997). Thus for
example, when we ask each other whether we have got sufficient data, or
in a research proposal we talk of information, what we are actually refer-
ring to are specific forms of acceptable or even permissible data. Thus
conversations, our memory of the weather, often our emotions, or even
gossip we hear, tend not to be counted as information or data. However,
by following certain rules of analysis, say, by putting those observations in
a field diary (bound between covers or maybe just floating on bits of paper)
or when interviews become tapes, which in turn become transcripts, they
become sanctified as information: they become data. To this way of
thinking about analysis, then, what counts is clear-cut. Yet, this approach
tends not to recognize the range of materials from which ideas may
emerge. Some pieces of paper are indeed clearly formal records or ‘calcu-
lations’, but others might be, say, a scribbled note in a margin ‘compare
this idea with X’, some bits of paper might be laser-printed, and some even
with formal headings and citations, but others may be much more
informal, or a formal record might be annotated. There is, then, a need to
think about the variations and types of material used in paper work and
what each signifies — the informality of a post-it note, the finality of a
signed thesis for submission (Pellegram, 1998). Typically, then, if we are to
follow this approach further, analysis tends to be a progression from ‘data’
through informal notes to more and more formal outputs, the shape of
which will be taken up in the next chapter. Yet, what gets dignified with
being ‘data’ is itself an issue worth reflecting on for, as we have seen, the
work of the field itself transforms material into ‘useful’ (to us) information.
So our material has already begun to be shaped prior to analysis. Our
analysis then goes on by phases, becoming more and more formal outputs.
If we recognize this prior stage, then we should question accounts that
divide research into discrete ‘theory’, ‘empirical’ and ‘analytical’ sections —
as though we might say ‘and now the analysis bit’. Instead, we might think
of the analytical approaches as activities, as the practice of weaving the
material into a text.

What this implies is a set of fuzzy rather than clear-cut boundaries
around our ‘analysis’ as a stage in the research project. So let’s keep
thinking of our papers, notebooks with more or less fastidious field notes
and jottings, possibly some newspaper cuttings, maybe our notes on some
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grounded theory

archival sources. All these we might call data (though we might indeed
want to tidy them up before suggesting they were really ready to stand up
to scrutiny as data). Moreover, such tidied notes may well already contain
our reflections, either explicitly or implicitly, for instance in our decisions
on what is worth including or discarding, and quite probably then our
thinking through of the questions we are posing. Our notes thus bear traces
of our starting to recompose them. We may well then have notes speci-
fically thinking through material, specifically notes on reflections. Now,
this suggests a different approach to analysis, one that has been called
‘grounded theory’ (Strauss, 1987). This approach encourages us to keep
writing these so-called theoretical memos as we transcribe and work to
code and mark up materials. They are designed as an aide to our evolving
thought; so we do not forget ideas that seemed important and we can
develop them systematically.

Let’s move this on a stage and suppose these notes and materials begin
to be put together into drafts, by taking, say, lots of informant quotes on a
topic, some bits of literature, all the time trying to develop an argument. If
you are like me, then, you will have one go, look at it with disgust and
move it all around. If you are part of a team, like me, other people will
make suggestions and more or less helpful comments. What we are doing is
reworking, re-working (and re-re-working) drafts. Analysis is not simply
an issue of developing an idea and writing it up. Rather, it is thinking by
writing that tends to reveal the flaws, the contradictions in our ideas,
forcing us to look, to analyse in different ways and rethink. The question
that quickly emerges is how on earth are we meant to separate ‘analysis’
from ‘writing” — a question I often pose to students who say they plan to
finish their analysis before they ‘write up’. And this blurring of clearly
marked sections in the interpretative process has grown greater with the
advent of word-processors. As Jacques Derrida notes, this has enabled a
new rhythm to working through materials:

With the computer, everything is so quick and easy, one is led to believe
that revision could go on indefinitely. An interminable revision, an
infinite analysis is already signalled, held in reserve as it were. . . . Before
crossings out and superimposed corrections left something like a scar on
the paper or a visible image in the memory. There was a resistance of
time, a thickness in the duration of the crossing out. (Derrida, 1999, p.8)

There is now an immediacy, a de-distancing, that brings the objective
text closer to us yet at the same time makes it somehow ‘weightless’. It
seems we can play with meanings almost endlessly, composing and recom-
posing our material. With echoes of Chapter 2, this seems a state of
boundless play, in one sense exhilarating, yet also scaring and debilitating
in equal measure, since after a while it can be quite difficult to recall
whether something occurred to you, when it occurred and how the idea
developed and, amid all these proliferating versions and permutations, we
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must eventually send one final (at least for now) interpretation out into the
world. In fact one of the temptations of analysis is just that: to keep
playing around, to keep seeing if something else better might be done, if
more might not be included, if only there was a little more time. But
whether it be writing a chapter for a book, or a dissertation, eventually
time pressures tend to push to a closure, however provisional, however
many holes we think may still be lurking in our interpretation.

Analysis as building theory

As the previous section suggests, analysis depends on a variety of things
and, as the stress on re-reworking drafts emphasizes, a natural order does
not just leap out of the material. This section is going to develop our
discussion of analysis by looking at thinking through some qualitative
materials. And to ensure that I do not make this into just a token or a foil
for some later ‘cleverer’ approaches, I am going to use research I have
actually done to exemplify this. What I am going to try to illustrate is the
effort and dynamics it takes to produce — what I at least like to think was —
a coherent account from materials. The issues I will be flagging are not to
do with either the mechanics or straight epistemology but with a range of
choices a researcher faces about how they shape the material. In later
sections I will suggest some alternative strategies to the ones I used on this
occasion.

So let us envisage a researcher sitting at a desk. This person has been
doing fieldwork. He/she has, in fact, been told that this stage is complete
and it is time to move on to ‘analysis’. He/she might be quite relieved that
someone else is telling him/her to do this. For this part of his/her research,
he/she is staring at something like 400 pages of transcript, two field
notebooks, some notes from newspapers and observation records (oh, and
an archive of some 5,000 photographs, but that topic is for the next
section). The pile on the desk has a comforting solidity, neatly (and
laboriously) transcribed and numbered by line, labelled by source. Yet it
also has to be made into something that will justify the project to both
academics and the respondents. And, as will be discussed in Chapter 9, the
analysis can be driven by, in this case, two divergent audiences and in fact
two products will come from this analysis — an academic piece and a piece
to return to informants. More immediately, let us suppose we have been
reading something on grounded theory as a style of analysis (for example,
Strauss, 1987, or for my own summary of the approach adopted, see
Crang, 1997, 2001).

We thus set out to read our materials intensely, working through them
line by line, writing notes to ourselves in margins, on cards and so on, as
we develop a set of categories about what was said, categories that form
the building-blocks of an interpretation. Here I want to focus upon a
couple of issues in the background of this process. First, one of ‘where do
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the categories come from?’ and secondly, ‘what we do with them?’ The
first is something of a vexed issue, with Strauss pushing a process of
constant comparison, where we develop categories to describe parts of our
materials and then test them to see if they hold water. Thus we look at the
data, develop an idea and see if it holds true — hence the idea of ‘grounded
theory’. This is somewhere between deduction - testing a previously
formed question — and ‘abduction’. The latter is the term used by the
philosopher C.S. Peirce, for developing knowledge where we are not trying
to falsify hypotheses, but to develop plausible explanations through the
data, to examine which ones are worth following up — what in Chapter 1
we saw discussed as the way in which we pose questions that anticipate
answers. Well here, too, we are posing questions of our data that may lead
us down different paths. This runs counter to what others claim should be
nearer induction, where we let our categories form through the data and
we do not impose our ideas upon it. This is a vexed issue. Indeed, the first
book defining ‘grounded theory’ was written by Anselm Strauss and
Barney Glaser (1967) who later parted company over which way to lean,
with Glaser rejecting ‘forcing’ our concepts on to the data. The issue here is
very much whether, or how far, the analytic framework we develop should
come from our agenda or emerge from our materials. For our researcher
this issue is compounded by the fact that respondents really wanted to see
just what they said, never mind some university-type’s ideas; while for the
academy a different set of rules and audience expectations tend to domi-
nate. So the ethical issues raised by Nigel Thrift in Chapter 6 are not
confined to the field and they are present in our analysis as we think about
our responsibilities in relation to people with whom we worked - to ask
what information different people want, and possibly whether some infor-
mation may harm the interests of some people.

So far we have really been discussing the basic blocks of analysis, and
we now have to think how they are put together. So the next step is to
think through the relationships between these blocks. One obvious pattern
is categories and subcategories, and then sets of continuums and opposi-
tions — so some categories grade across from one to another, others
indicate opposite sentiments, say. So we think, we work, we sift the ideas
as we move large number of bits of paper or text around. If we are using
software to do this on screen then the limits to categorizing and recategor-
izing are fewer, which is both liberating and tormenting. In the end,
however, something must be produced. So our researcher begins to put
related categories together and try to string an argument across them. One
approach is to build directly out of the categories we have used to manage
our data. This results in collating relevant material into a series of sub-
headings based on our categories that form the thematic parts of our
analysis. Our researcher puts all this together and produces a document of
some 80,000 words. It quickly becomes apparent that there is a need both
to select among the material and also to transform the categories into a
linear argument. Sometimes it is easy, for example when one group of
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material leads into another, but inevitably we end up selecting which bits
follow which and which bits are important.

So, as in Chapter 1, which spoke of Rorty and pragmatism, analysis is
not just holding up a mirror to give a ‘true picture’, but a practical action
of describing and relating things to answer specific needs and questions.
And so the crux of analysis becomes transforming these chunks and bits of
material — some empirical, some theoretical — into a plausible and per-
suasive whole. Having broken down our field data into topic-based
‘chunks’ or fragments, they get recontextualized and rebuilt into an
interpretation. In other words, this process of analysis works by taking an
existing pattern of material and breaking it down, and then recomposing a
new one. I want to look at this recontextualizing in a little more detail,
drawing upon work in archives.

Analysis as disciplining material

The sense of contexts and relationships between bits of information can be
examined a little more clearly if we use literature that thinks about
archives — both as an empirical source and as a scholarly practice. You will
recall that confronting the researcher are not only piles of notes but some
5,000 pictures, all archived, and many now collected and published. The
question of analysis does not just mean looking to see what is in the
pictures, but rather to ask questions of why pictures are included or
excluded from the archive, why that one is chosen to be put next to
another, why one is published, in what forum, and so forth. Historical
researchers have thus argued that studying collections means we end up
studying how they label and organize the world. Allan Sekula has pointed
out that this tends to mean creating relationships of equivalence by
reducing knowledge to bits of commensurable information or, as Pinney
put it, the catalogue is a ‘linguistic grid enmeshing otherwise volatile
images’ (cited in Rose, 2000, p.559). As Gillian Rose has argued, we need
to think rather carefully about how cataloguing and archiving work is used
to frame and discipline material, with the result that each document is
classified under a specific scheme, is made uniform and thus into a coherent
collection. Documents and materials, which outside the archive had one set
of meanings, are invested with new ones and are now transformed within
it. Rose (2000) argues that we need to see the archive as very much one
of the areas where knowledge is shaped, but that the ‘disciplining’ of
knowledge through the collection’s categories does not always succeed
since, for instance, the presence of the researcher with his/her own ques-
tions, background and knowledge may disrupt the neat categories. She
suggests that analysis thus combines three sets of orders: that of the archive
itself; the visual and spatial resources of its contents (the actual pictures
held in it); and the desires and imperatives of the researcher. Put together,
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speculative theory

this suggests that the meaning we gain from material in an archive exceeds
its classifications (Rose, 2000, p.567).

Let us take the account of Alice Kaplan (1990) working in Parisian
archives to illustrate the way in which the division of data and ideas can be
over-stated, with archives being all too glibly labelled as ‘data’ over and
against a cerebral, ‘speculative theory’ (1990, p.104), and how ideas, cir-
cumstance and theory come together. She notes that the tendency is to
write up what you found, what you concluded, and not the processes in
between — of finding and thinking. The result tends to be a suppression of
the actual practices of thinking, which again leaves data and conclusions
seemingly sharply divided. This tends to take out what Chapter 1 used
Rorty to describe — the fragility and contingency of our ideas. Hence, we
tend to edit out how our ideas evolved in non-linear fashions, since to
proceed in this way would ‘not only gum up the narrative, it would
threaten its credibility, by showing on what thin strands of coincidence,
accident, or on what unfair forms of friendship, ownership, [and]
geographical proximity, the discoveries were made’ (Kaplan, 1990, p.104).
So archives are not just about disciplining and stratifying meanings, they
are places where connections — between ideas, different kinds of facts and
emotions — are made. In some sense the archives are anti-disciplinary
places where tracking down materials leads to surprising connections, new
sources in obscure locations, even for Kaplan. Midnight walks retracing
the steps of a writer on Montmartre, which gave her new insights on her
subject’s outlook, led Kaplan into a maze of frustrations and sudden
elations as her ideas developed. Kaplan concludes that the ‘archive is
constituted by these errors, these pieces out of place, which are then
reintegrated into a story of some kind . . . [these incidents] are fragile but
necessary contingent ingredients to archival work’ (1990, p.115). She
suggests that developing ideas is not separate from the archive, nor is it
entirely a disciplined process, but one that starts connecting diverging
elements. The issue for us here is to see that in all our work, however
contemporary, in our offices, files and studies, we to tend to be producing
archives, albeit less systematically and more chaotically than official ones.
We, too, are collating documents, taking and transforming them,
reordering them in our new classification schemes, taking ‘ownership’ of
them and making them speak to each other in new relationships.

Analysis as assemblage, ideas as montage

So how might we see this leading to different ways of working, different
ways of making sense of the world? Well one approach is to think about us
writing through materials — both theoretical and empirical. Let us think
how, through the course of a research project, you have developed sets of
notes — maybe filed on a computer, maybe on A4 sheets, maybe on cards,
annotating books and papers you have read. From these you are going to
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try to stitch together an argument and an account about the topic you have
studied. Let’s look at an example of this sort of process.

The theorist Walter Benjamin worked in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s
and is often associated with the Marxist Frankfurt School of critical
theory, though he was never formally a member of it. Benjamin was a
voracious reader of theory, journalism and historical documents — indeed
almost anything became ‘data’ for his project on reconceptualizing urban-
ism. Benjamin offers us an example of interpretation pursued almost
entirely through notions of conjunction and recontextualization, arguing
that it was by taking what seemed common and unexceptional and putting
it in a new context — alongside other unremarkable events and information
— that you could reveal previously hidden dynamics. He spent considerable
amounts of time working through the relationships between finding and
making order, as well as the techniques of representing his ideas. His
working method was to file items from a vast variety of sources in different
registers (called Konvolut). Each responded not to a ‘source type’ but
rather to a theme of analysis. He likened his work to that of a collector
because for him the key element of his work was not finding new material
(though he researched archives tirelessly) but its transformation back in the
‘cabinet’: “The true method of making things present is to represent them in
our space (not represent ourselves in their space)’ (Benjamin, 1999, p.206,
H2, 3). That is, he argues, we reconfigure things, materials from their
original contexts and recontextualize them in new relationships and
thereby produce insights. This transformation is not ‘distancing’ data from
the field but creating it afresh. He describes, perhaps with too much relish,
the ‘dark pleasures of discovery’ (Benjamin, 1979, p.314), working in the
archives, suggesting that these delights are not derived from specific pieces
of information, but are very much created through the process of finding
the archival materials which become invested with meaning and gain
significance through being seen in a new light. As Benjamin put it, facts
become significant ‘posthumously, as it were. . . . A historian who takes
this as his [sic] point of departure stops telling the sequence of events like
beads of a rosary. Instead he grasps the constellation which his own era has
formed with a definite earlier one’ (1973b, p.255).

Benjamin thus argued that the materials developed meaning only in
the tension between their own framework of intelligibility and that
brought by the researcher. In other words, each researcher at different
periods, with different questions, and working in different intellectual and
historical contexts, makes something different out of the same document or
piece of information. Benjamin (1979) focused upon the way in which
information moved through contexts and suggested that we can think of all
our reading and work through this lens, so that even scholarly books, what
we may think of as final products of research, are just a momentary pause
in an endless flow. The books are just an in-between stage, produced from
the author’s collection of note files and waiting to be transformed into
some future reader’s collection of notes. As he put it:
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linear writing style

The card index marks the conquest of three-dimensional writing, and so
presents an astonishing counterpoint to the three-dimensionality of script
in its original form as rune or knot notation. And today the book is
already, as the present mode of scholarly production demonstrates, an
outdated mediation between two different filing systems. For everything
that matters is to be found in the card box of the researcher who wrote it,
and the scholar studying it assimilates it into his own card index.
(Benjamin, 1979, p.62)

Here, then, he highlights both the sense of continual translation and
transformation of meaning, but also a sense of the multidirectional,
complex linkages that he felt were inhibited by a linear writing style.
Benjamin pushed a writing practice that sought to engage with what he
saw as a fragmented and objectified world by using material in the same
style — through fragments and moments. What makes him interesting for
us is that he saw this as necessitating a break from linear styles of con-
figuring arguments. That linearity he saw as imposing a structure necessi-
tated by the conventions of books on to material that was linked in more
complex, multidirectional ways. Benjamin thus highlights a moment of
tension in research felt by many of us when we have to try to push our
ideas into a linear argument. His response was that instead of building a
linear argument, he would work through images of juxtaposition and
collage that would alter the meaning of each fragment and that this pro-
cedure would make new truths erupt, and, he hoped, disrupt the status
quo, from the conjunctures and disjunctures between elements. Notably he
refuses to prioritize either archive or interpreter: ‘It isn’t that the past casts
its light on the present or that what is present casts its light on what is past;
rather an image is that in which the Then and the Now come together in a
constellation like a flash of lightning’ (cited in Smith, 1989, p.50). Thus,
for instance, he would present the latest shopping fad, next to what seemed
a dowdy and obsolescent product to point out that both had made the
same promise. It was a ‘method [that] created ‘“‘dialectical images” in
which the old-fashioned, undesirable, suddenly appeared current, or the
new, desired suddenly appeared as a repetition of the same’ (Buck-Morss,
1986, p.100). The dialectical image sought to use contrast and comparison
between things that were normally thought of as opposites (if put together
at all) — the clashing and jarring of them would, he hoped, spark insights.
Thus, Buck-Morss argues, he deploys historical material on prostitution
alongside material on a rising consumer society to suggest how people are
becoming commodified. As Benjamin himself described this practice:

Method of this project: literary montage. I needn’t say anything. Merely
show. I shall purloin no valuables, appropriate no ingenious formula-
tions. But the rags, the refuse — these I will not inventory but allow, in
the only way possible, to come into their own: by making use of them.
(Benjamin, 1999, p.460, N1la, 8)
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Given the period of the 1920s, Benjamin’s scholarly thinking was linked to
the then emergent aesthetic practice of surrealism and collage. We might
think of the latter, where we have fragments of one material, from one
context, taken and reused in another, with the effect of creating a new
meaning, and Benjamin spent a lot of time exploring devices such as
allegory as interpretative strategies. The task of analysing the city -
Benjamin’s project — becomes one of finding a way of putting together the
material to express the urban reality.

Benjamin thus did not just think through a three-dimensional tangle of
relationships, he also tried to perform it in his text. The method of collage
was meant not just to discuss trends in the city, but to perform, exemplify
and show the fragmented and disjunctural nature of that life, by not having
theoretical approaches standing over, reflecting upon, the world but rather
having ideas emerge from among and through the materials. Now this
approach is not easy, nor is it always successful. Sometimes, it can become
a surrender to the difficult and complex nature of our material, and
sometimes it can be mistakenly taken as an abdication of the researcher’s
role in shaping the material. Benjamin, however, comes close to suggesting
that shaping and juxtaposing is all the researcher really does. This is not
without problems, since it means there is very little explication (as he said
above: say nothing, only show), very little help for the reader who is meant
to pick out the meaning for him/herself. Famously, Benjamin’s friend, the
critical theorist Theodor Adorno, accused his style of standing at the
crossroads of positivism and mysticism, risking just reproducing empirical
data in the hope of producing a revelation for the reader. But that was very
much Benjamin’s point — that the city did combine hard-edged capitalism
along with almost mystical dreams and desires pushed by advertising. In
this sense Benjamin is trying to find a mode of representation and analysis
that fits his ontology — one that, as was noted in Chapter 5, allows the
world to impact on our mode of analysis. The danger with Benjamin’s
method of piling up the actualité of experience and trying to get ideas
to speak through the fragments is that it can come dangerously close to
simply being an empirical assemblage. But it was Benjamin’s answer to
balancing theoretical clarity with empirical complexity, a dilemma with the
twin dangers of surrendering to the ‘mélée’ or forcing things into too
simple a framework. So, thinking through Benjamin is #ot to say ‘anything
goes’. Benjamin himself rather (un)helpfully pointed out that there is all the
difference in the world between a confused presentation and the
presentation of confusion.

So how does Benjamin help us think through research? Well, he offers
a sense that the meaning of the materials we develop may burst out of pre-
existing frameworks, that novelty may emerge through analysis, rather
than it being about working out prior theories or prepared explanations.
His analytical practice of using collage breaks down the divisions of
concepts and materials to suggest that we create ideas from the juxta-
position of very different types of materials, producing new interpretations
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doubled narrative

between academic sources, observations, archives, documents and so on.
He does not privilege either the ‘empirical’ or the ‘theoretical’ side of the
material that is involved in analysis. In this sense he begins to suggest our
analysis is crowded with materials, jostling together and he suggests we
need to think about the multiple interrelationships of material, rather than
seeing ideas emerging in some straightforward sequence from question, to
field, to data, to written account.

Analysis as making narratives and coherent stories

Benjamin highlights the importance of how we order our concepts and
ideas and the relationship of that ordering to our analysis. We have seen
that he was unhappy with linear presentations, preferring instead a collage
where elements related in multiple directions rather than just in sequence.
One way of developing this notion of the importance of ordering to
analysis, then, is to think of the ‘fictive’ quality of our work. Using this
term about, say, history has been very provocative, since we normally set
up ‘factual’, scientific or accurate accounts against ‘works of fiction’ which
are implied to be imaginative, creative and simply not reflecting reality.
Yet, we have seen in Chapter 1, and in this chapter, that there is not a
‘mirror’ on reality and that our analysis strives towards making a plausible
account. So I am using the term to stress that all accounts are made, that
fabrication is not a synonym for ‘falsehood’ but a process of constructing
things. The best ‘scientific’ accounts involve imagination, artistry and
creativity and all accounts involve the hard graft of tying elements
together. What differs are the criteria by which differing audiences may
judge an interpretation’s success or validity — as we shall see in Chapter 9.

To give this some concrete substance, let us follow Michel de Certeau’s
(1986) study of the travel-writing of Jules Verne and his critique of ‘those
languages which deny their status as fictions in order to imply (or make one
believe) that they speak of the real’ (de Certeau, 1986, p.28). He argues that
the effect of texts is to regulate and distribute places, through a doubled
narrative — that is, they narrate narration — or, for our purposes, the story
of our research frames the evidence we use. The notion of a doubled
narrative needs some unpacking. Thus in Chapter 1 we saw our questions
begin to pre-empt our data, or in this chapter, as Benjamin would have it,
our way of finding information is perhaps as important as what is found. In
other words, the events and elements of our analysis are framed by the
structure, and made into interpretable instances in the light of the process,
of research itself. He suggests that our materials function as evidence only
because they are bound this way into a narrative. It is a doubled narrative
since it gives meaning to the things it claims are evidence of its truthfulness.
Applying this to the process of research, de Certeau argues that the
structure that gives shape to the analysis is one of going out and into the
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world, then returning home with material that is transformed into data by
being brought home. This is illustrated in Figure 7.1.

In Figure 7.1 de Certeau shows a series of loops coming from a home
base and out into the field. He argues that interpretation is about turning
our travels to and from the field into a stockpile of knowledge, and he
would suggest capitalizing on it, in terms of deriving status, authority and
academic qualifications from it. In other words, he sees analysis as, in part,
being about turning experience ‘out there’ into knowledge ‘back here’ that
brings with it some measure of power and prestige, echoing what in
Chapter 5 was called the ‘squirrel-acorn’ sense of collecting and hoarding
data. Indeed, de Certeau goes so far as to call it ‘an accumulatory
economy’ and sees the research ‘narrative as the Occidental capitalization
of knowledge’ (de Certeau, 1986). The accumulatory pattern of this is clear
in Figure 7.1, as each journey returns to the place of writing and re-
inscribes the centrality of the centre of calculation and inscription.

What this approach adds to the previous chapters is the suggestion
that when we separate finding knowledge and building upon it, this
separation is achieved by denying how analysis creates its own evidence
through denying the twofold narrative of analysis. So in his study of Jules
Verne’s stories, he points out that they are punctuated by a structure of
setting out, having an adventure and returning to base to make sense of it
all. It is perhaps significant that the base is in the library of the fictional
Nautilus. That is, the economy is one of stockpiling and building at the
place where there is a cyclic return to the story’s place of production. The
accumulation consists of building these disparate elements into a coherent
stock of knowledge. He sees this working by binding together the elements
to make a linear progressive line out of a series of circles (see Figure 7.2).
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Figure 7.2
Source: de
Certeau, 1986,
p.146
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Here the stockpiling of ‘data’ at home has to be transformed into an
argument or explanation, linking together material derived at different
points in the research process. So there is a tension between thinking and
production composed of a series of episodic circuits and the need for a plot
giving a forward moving account.

De Certeau argues that this structure of text and data is pervasive not
just in ‘“fiction’ but in how we accumulate and deploy evidence in general.
But what he suggests we do is to look at the obverse of this, like looking at
the photographic negative of this process, so that instead of seeing a solid
accumulation de Certeau sees a series of gaps. Thus de Certeau asks the
disarmingly simple questions: why is there more than one circuit? Why
does the evidence in the first not prove the case? There is, he says, a
moment at the end of each of these cycles where the account seems to come
up short, to not really prove the case, where it says ‘but that is not quite it’
— and thus it commits to a new gathering of material. The issue he points
us towards is whether any amount of data gathering can finally answer a
question, or whether our research journey always stops short of such a
final ‘proof’. At a practical level this may well point to a simple truth that
the number of circuits tends to reflect less an inherent logic of evidence and
proof and more an arbitrary point where we have to stop — for a deadline
set by timetables, funding, examiners, or even publishers. More philo-
sophically, de Certeau suggests the text is not producing solid proof, piling
arguments and evidence, but is what he terms a ‘piling up of insuffi-
ciencies’, putting together things that do not in themselves offer conclusive
proof — or, we might say, stringing together a series of gaps or holes.

The structure of many academic texts is thus a repetitive going out
and coming back, making the world into a story and accumulating intel-
lectual capital all the while. To elaborate, we might note that de Certeau
points out that Verne’s books were based on the work of a researcher,
called Marcel, hired by Verne, who worked in libraries building up
material for the travel stories. He suggests this is a narrative capitalization
of citation, where the process of interpretation conscripts past knowledge
to the current project, meaning that:
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... the narrative displays a multiplication of trajectories, which unfurl an
earlier writing in space, and of documents, which bury one past beneath
displacements of location. But all of this occurs in the same place, in a
book, or rather collection of books, each of which, due to its particular
geography, is different from the preceding one, in other words stands
beside the other, yet nevertheless repeats the same depth effect by placing
itself above or below the other. (de Certeau, 1986, p.140, emphasis in
original)

There is an unfurling sequence of writing and voyaging where both
Marcel and Verne labour on texts only to bury them as ‘foundational’ strata
in their own. It is this creation of foundations that de Certeau highlights and
problematizes. An example is how we bring in previous stories through
citations, leaning our work on someone else’s. The implication is that since
they said something we may take it as proven and as a simple building
block, as foundations from which to argue. But he argues that none of them
necessarily proves anything more than any other. Instead we might see these
stories as alongside each, rather than with some relationship of verticality,
or, after de Certeau, see them not as accumulating layers but as an accu-
mulation of fragments or ruins from previous work — in other words, a
piling up of incomplete parts — and it is the incompleteness that induces
motion to the texts, as we strive to think what might add completeness. One
implication of this is that a quest for a final answer inevitably fails. Our
work may stop but there are always gaps and deficiencies. Not because we
have failed to do things properly, but because the structure of interpretation
is made up of gaps. We could always follow up one more reference in the
back of a source, and in that we could find another, and another; one more
field site might just add something to support an idea, but would also
inevitably bring its own issues and conundrums that might be tested only by
another site. In other words, our interpretation is always shifting, contest-
able and more or less provisional, so that the decision when it stops is more
one of pragmatics than completeness. Inescapably one text leans on a
previous one which in turn leans on a previous one, citation upon citation,
ruins within ruins. De Certeau suggests some recognition of this fragility of
interpretation. But he also cautions that interpretation has often been a
‘violent’ process where parts of the world are cajoled and reordered, made
to speak to new purposes for our work. This reshaping is constructive, but it
also tears apart previous orders. Or as de Certeau puts it:

More exactly that speech [from the informant] only appears in the text in
a fragmented, wounded state. It is present within it as a ‘ruin’. In this
undone speech, split apart by forgetting and interpretation, ‘altered’ in
dialogic combat, is the precondition of the writing it in turn supports.
(de Certeau, 1986, p.78)

The subjects of our work reappear as ghosts — haunting it — or as ruins
and relics. They push us to write, they authorize our interpretation but the
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price is that they are inevitably altered — we interpret in their name but
their voice is lost. De Certeau argues that our analysis does not make the
field present, but rather fundamentally it is about dividing us off from it.
This philosophical perspective thus outlines a scepticism that our concepts
will ever match up to reality and suggests that a deep and inevitable rift
exists between them. Logically, it also leads to scepticism about claims to
interpretations being complete and self-sufficient, since it sees them com-
posed of bits taken from elsewhere — be that the field, the archive or the
library. It thus suggests interpretation is incapable of achieving ‘closure’ or,
as it is often put in the literature, it rejects ‘totalization’, where an inter-
pretation purports fully to explain events.

De Certeau thus draws our attention to what he sees as a problematic
creation of what he calls a ‘logic of the same’, or a monologic account (that
is, all in ‘one voice’ or from one perspective). He suggests our accounts are
shot through with voices from absent others, producing heterologic
accounts. Using his work we might look more critically at the place of
knowledge as making certain things legible — at the expense of silencing
others. As he put it, ‘it would be wrong to think that these tools are
neutral, or their gaze inert: nothing gives itself up, everything has to be
seized, and the same interpretive violence can either create or destroy’ (de
Certeau, 1986, p.135). He is critical of the way in which, what he calls
‘proper’ places of knowledge, try to make the world transparent by fixing
things in an analytic grid. He argues that actually the material always
exceeds this grid. He also looks carefully at this ‘place’ as being one where
we can accumulate knowledge by subjecting it all to the same interpreta-
tion. Instead he sees the process as more itinerant, with us, the researchers,
thinking through different material in different places, in libraries, in the
field, with a sort of textual and theoretical voyaging that complements
empirical travels and travails. As he argues:

... when someone departs the security of being there together . . . another
time begins, made of other sorts of excursions — more secret, more
abstract or ‘intellectual’ as one might say. These are the traces of things we
learn to seek through rational and ‘academic’ paths, but in fact they
cannot be separated from chance, from fortuitous encounters, from a kind
of knowing astonishment. (de Certeau, cited in Terdiman, 1992, p.2)

De Certeau thus provides a critical eye upon interpretation in several
ways. First, he points to the imposition of order as quite often a violent act
through which the interpreter silences others. Secondly, he does this by
linking notions of stockpiling knowledge with linear narratives. Instead he
turns to narrative to undo these stockpiles, to suggest they are full of holes,
and the larger the pile, the more holes. He is arguing that this claim in
interpretation to produce evidence is actually an artefact of our accounts.
The value placed on the evidence comes from the interpretation, and is not
inherent in the data. More positively, he picks up on the notions of
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transformation to suggest we should think of our work not as a bringing
together, not as placing knowledge in the cabinet but as displacing it, not
accumulating but dispersing. It is this, he suggests, that opens our accounts
to multiple logics and plurality.

Conclusion

Overall, then, the theme here has been to think about philosophical
materials as part of an activity — as a doing among our research, not as
reflections standing over and above it. The process of analysis I have tried
to stress is thus an active and material one, one that involves making
connections — and divisions — and where material is combined, recom-
bined, decontextualized and recontextualized. The tension I have been
focusing upon is how we see order emerging and being created. Both
Benjamin and de Certeau caution as to the violence and constrictions of
interpretative frames. Both ask us to think about analysis as a process of
translation and transformation, and I have tried to illustrate this in terms
of processing qualitative data and working with archival material. I have
tried to show that what happens in the filing-cabinet can have impacts not
just in terms of constraining and ordering but also disrupting interpreta-
tions. The sudden and surprising connections of material that Benjamin
foregrounds come from seeing interpretation as flowing through the
movement of information in and out of archives, collections, on to our
desks, into our notes and into our texts. De Certeau, meanwhile, points to
the limits of analyses, and suggests that trying to impose too much solidity
on our analyses is to risk imposing an over-coherent view of the world.
Instead he suggests opening our accounts to reinstate the silences and gaps
as ways of engaging with the field, to see ourselves as journeying through,
rather than standing over, our material.

All these accounts ask us to think about the politics and ethics of
ordering our accounts, to see that this process is often, perhaps inevitably,
one where we balance disciplining our material with allowing it to develop.
The tension and dilemma is, then, often to work through how much the
material is in our voice, or how much we are having others speak through
it — be they informants, other writers or theorists. The chapter has also
tried to suggest that our materials speak back to us; they may resist our
analyses; they may push us in new directions. Interpretation is often a
process where we are not wholly in control. On the plus side there can be
serendipitous discoveries; on the negative side there are ill-fitting elements.
The aim here has been to suggest that the work of analysis — and it is work
— is bringing things together in new ways. I have also tried to show that
this does not start when you ‘return from the field’, nor stop when you
start writing a final report. Rather, it is a process of transformation and
connection that flows through from initial questions and on to writing a
final product, a process which the following chapters take up.
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Further reading

An excellent account of Benjamin’s work is provided in Susan Buck-Morss,
The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (MIT
Press, 1989). On interpreting the city, see Graeme Gilloch, Myth and
Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (Polity Press, 1996) or, for a more
general discussion, Gilloch’s Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations (Polity
Press, 2002). On Michel de Certeau, two good general guides with different
takes on his work are Jeremy Ahearne, Michel de Certeau: Interpretation
and Its Other (Polity Press, 1995) and lan Buchanan, Michel de Certeau:
Cultural Theorist (Sage, 2000). My own preferred outline of his approach is
in the introductory essay by Wlad Godzich, ‘The further possibilities of
knowledge’, in de Certeau’s Heterologies: Discourse on the Other
(Manchester University Press, 1986).
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Writing reflexively
Nick Bingham

Introduction: write at the beginning

Over the last four chapters we have been exploring what is at stake in that
period of the research process which stretches — as conventionally con-
ceived — from the moment that you first ‘enter the field’ to when you
‘analyse the data’ which you collect there. Although we have been pressing
you to do even more, this a period to which even in that conventional
version you are expected to devote a great deal of thought. And not only
thought but words, for it will be further expected that you will provide
evidence of the care you have taken in choosing, justifying and perfecting
your fieldwork and analytical methodologies as part of the final write-up of
your research. But when it becomes time to produce that write-up, some-
thing very curious happens and you will find yourself back in a situation
more like when the issue of how to produce a research question was
presumed to be self-evident. In other words, when it comes to writing up,
you are not really expected to think at all — you are expected to just do it.

Of course, this is not entirely true. Right from the start you already
know that at some stage the movement — from an initial stance of facing
the world, through playing with ideas, pushing limits, exploring, experi-
menting and encountering, right up to the (re)combination and (re)con-
textualization of the last chapter — which characterizes the research process
(at least as we have been explicating it) has to be brought to something of a
stop. Right from the start you already know that, without wanting to make
it sound like too much of a Faustian pact, part of the deal which allows
you to enjoy the literal and metaphorical travelling around what we have
summarized as asking, investigating and interpreting in previous chapters,
is that you will need to bring something back, to present something inter-
esting or even original about your journey. Depending on whether that
thought fills you with excitement or trepidation, you may experience this
need either in the form of a desire or an obligation. Probably it will be a
mixture of the two. Whichever, writing up will be at the back of your mind
throughout the research process.

At the back of your mind, however, is where it is likely to stay. And
this is precisely my point. It is all too rarely as social scientists that we are
encouraged to bring writing up to the forefront of our thoughts in the same
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way as we are other parts of the research process. There is, I want to
suggest, a very simple reason for this. And that is, as sociologist Laurel
Richardson puts it, that ‘in standard social science discourse, methods for
accessing data are distinct from the writing of the research report, the latter
assumed to be an unproblematic activity, a transparent record about the
world studied’ (Richardson, 2000, p.923).

What I will argue in this chapter is that this assumption that writing
up is unproblematic and transparent in practice is a direct consequence of
it being assumed to be unproblematic and transparent in theory. This
assumption — that language gives us easy and direct access to the world we
want to account for — is a big one. As we have already touched upon in this
book during previous discussions of the word—world relationship, it both
carries much philosophical baggage with it and has significant conse-
quences for our ways of working as social scientists. By suggesting (after
Richardson) that, on the contrary, writing up is far from unproblematic
and transparent both in theory and in practice, and is every bit as much as
a ‘method of enquiry’ (2000, p.923) as any of the other steps we have
covered, I hope to convince you that it deserves as least as much ‘thinking
through’.

How successful T am in this will depend to a large extent on whether I
can persuade you not to fall into the trap which is one of the first
consequences of taking writing up to be unproblematic and transparent.
And that is the temptation to leave it until the end. The point is well made
by the sociologist Howard Becker in his classic guide to Writing for Social
Scientists (1986). There he describes a series of graduate workshops during
which he would force students to articulate their views of the process of
writing up a research article, thesis or book. Most, he remarks, had the
view that is:

... embodied in the folk maxim that if you think clearly you will write
clearly. They thought they had to work everything out before they wrote
Word One, having first assembled all their impressions, ideas, and data
and explicitly decided every important question of theory and fact.
Otherwise they might get it wrong. They acted the belief out ritually by
not beginning to write until they had every book and note they might
possible need piled up on their desks. (Becker, 1986, p.18)

Becker recommends a rather different model to his students and
readers: write early and write often. What I want to do in what follows is
add to this simple but invaluable advice the suggestion that it might be
equally as valuable to consider the act of writing itself early and often too.

Why? Because you have something to gain by thinking about writing
up early and often. And that is opportunities. The opportunity, first, to
reflect on why and how writing up makes a difference. We will turn to this
in a moment, as I examine in the next section what is at stake in writing up
and what are the other consequences (in addition to the temptation to
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leave it to the end) of how it is conventionally conceived. And the oppor-
tunity, secondly, to experiment with how and why writing up might be
done differently. We will come to this in later sections of the chapter,
where I explore how the work of the philosophers Jacques Derrida and
Bruno Latour (to which you have already been introduced in this book)
have served to expand what counts as writing up. I would argue strongly
that taking these opportunities (and taking them seriously) will both make
your encounter with the necessity of writing up more interesting and (not
coincidentally) make the product of that encounter a better one.

Writing up conventionally

Even in this brief introduction to the chapter I have already asked a lot of
you. Once again you are being expected to go along with the disruption of
another of your, if not cherished, then at least familiar assumptions about
the research process. By this stage in the book you have a right to pose a
few questions of you own about precisely how much of a difference all this
thinking through actually makes. Regarding our concerns here, you could
reasonably ask, for example, why, if writing up is not actually unprob-
lematic and transparent, is it represented as such? And even more to the
point, if writing is not actually unproblematic and transparent, why does it
feel like it is? Because, let’s be honest, most of the time it does feel as if we
can provide an account of the social that is ‘measured, steady, as if all can
be explained’ to use the concise characterization of conventional social
science writing style provided by Gillian Rose in Chapter 3. In fact, most of
the time it feels natural to do so.

Such questions are both fair ones and good ones, and their answers are
instructive in terms of our aims in this section to establish what is at stake
in writing up and what the consequences are of how it is conventionally
conceived. In order to move towards those answers, however, we need first
to take a step back and revise a little history:

Since the seventeenth century, the world of writing has been divided into
two separate kinds: literary and scientific. Literature, from the seven-
teenth century onward was associated with fiction, rhetoric, and subjec-
tivity, whereas science was associated with fact, ‘plain language,” and
objectivity (Clifford, 1986, p.5). Fiction was ‘false’ because it invented
reality, unlike science which was ‘true’ because it purportedly ‘reported’
‘objective’ reality in an unambiguous voice.

During the eighteenth century, assaults upon literature intensified.
John Locke cautioned adults to forgo figurative language lest the
‘conduit’ between ‘things’ and ‘thought’ be obstructed. David Hume
depicted poets as professional liars. Jeremy Bentham proposed that the
ideal language would be one without words, only unambiguous symbols.
Samuel Johnson’s dictionary sought to fix ‘univocal meanings in
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realism

perpetuity, much like the univocal meanings of standard arithmetic
terms’ (Levine, 1985, p.4).

Into this linguistic world the Marquis de Condorcet introduced the
term social science. He contended that ‘knowledge of the truth’ would be
‘easy and error almost impossible’ if one adopted precise language about
moral and social issues (quoted in Levine, 1985, p.6). By the nineteenth
century, literature and science stood as two separate domains. Literature
was aligned with ‘art’ and ‘culture’; it contained the values of ‘taste,
aesthetics, ethics, humanity, and morality’ (Clifford, 1986, p.6) and the
rights to metaphoric and ambiguous language. Given to science was the
belief that its words were objective, precise, unambiguous, noncontex-
tual, and nonmetaphoric.

But because literary writing was taking a second seat to science
in importance, status, impact, and truth value, some literary writers
attempted to make literature a part of science. By the late nineteenth
century, ‘realism’ dominated both science and fiction writing. . . . Honoré
de Balzac spearheaded the realism movement in literature. He viewed
society as an ‘historical organism’ with ‘social species’ akin to ‘zoological
species.” Writers deserving of praise, he contended, must investigate ‘the
reasons or causes’ of ‘social effects’ — the “first principles’ upon which
society is based (Balzac, 1842/1965, pp.247-9). For Balzac, the novel
was an ‘instrument of scientific inquiry’ (Crawford, 1951, p.7).
Following Balzac’s lead, Emile Zola argued for ‘naturalism’ in literature.
In his famous essay ‘The novel as social science,” he argued that the
‘return to nature, the naturalistic evolution which marks the century,
drives little by little all the manifestation of human intelligence into the
same scientific path.” Literature is to be ‘governed by science’ (Zola,
1880/19635, p.271). (Richardson, 2000, pp.925-6)

The social sciences, then, emerged at a time when belief in the powers
of a certain ‘realism’ was pervasive. The ‘importance, status, impact, and
truth value’ that came from ‘reporting’ ‘objective’ reality (to paraphrase
Richardson) was an aspiration in our field as across many others. Striving
to position themselves as doing an equivalent job for the human world as
scientists were doing for the physical world, early social scientists decided
the best way to achieve this aspiration was to mimic the procedures of
science in as many ways as possible. And that included a way of writing
which was seen to be ‘objective, precise, unambiguous, noncontextual, and
nonmetaphoric’ (to use Richardson’s words again): to put it another way,
unproblematic and transparent.

The consequences of adopting this way of writing in pursuit of an easy
and error-free knowledge of the truth (as de Condorcet would have it),
continue to be felt today, and will affect you when you come to write up as
they do everyone else. For, over time, what we might think of as an envy of
science on the part of those early social scientists has become sedimented in
our ways of working to such extent that we could now call the unprob-
lematic and transparent model the standard discourse of writing up in the
social sciences. As you should remember from the discussion by John Allen
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in Chapter 1, discourses are what the philosopher Michel Foucault called
groups of related ideas which govern the variety of ways in which it is
possible to talk about something. By doing so (as you should also recall)
they make it difficult, if not impossible, to think and act outside them. This
is exactly what has happened with regards to writing up in the social
sciences. Whether you are producing a report, a dissertation or a thesis,
that is to say, it is unlikely (unless you think it through) that you will be
aware of all the work that you are doing to keep up the chase for the ideals
of science — objectivity, neutrality, truth — that, as we have seen, became
the ideals of social science.

In fact, this is so true that it is easier to illustrate the sorts of exclusion
and erasure that I am thinking about when I refer to this work by using
examples from outside the social sciences. A good place to start is Bruno
Latour’s description of a trip into the field, as discussed by Doreen Massey
and Sarah Whatmore in Chapters 4 and 5 respectively. You should
recollect that one of his aims was to document in some detail just how
many steps, transformations, and things were required for him (or anyone
else for that matter) to be able to learn about the soils of Amazonia in a
library in Paris. The other was to highlight that it is only if most of those
steps, transformations, and things are deleted from the final report of the
research as found in that library, that it is considered properly ‘scientific’.

Now, what if I was to say that a similar effacement of most of the
mediations that make possible — even constituted — your research is
expected, if not demanded, in the conventional social science discourse of
writing up (and analysis, as the latter chapter highlights). Just think about
it. Although, as we noted earlier, you will likely be required to produce a
description of your fieldwork and analysis as part of the final write-up of
your research, what is wanted is the clean and tidy, post hoc, rational
version that you will be familiar with from a thousand textbooks. What
usually won’t be welcomed is the messy, changing with events, pragmatic
version that better describes the process as it inevitably actually happened.
The version, that is, which would be the equivalent of the twists, turns and
detours that Latour traced between Amazonia and the library.

By beginning in the sciences, then, we have been able to gain enough
perspective to recognize the first exclusion or erasure that we make when
writing up social science conventionally, and that is that we tend to delete
many of the mediations on which all research depends. To get at the
second erasure or exclusion that maintains as standard the social science
discourse on writing up, I want to start in literature, the literature
described by Richardson as ‘realism’ to be specific. As we saw in her quote
‘governed by science’ (like the social sciences), a whole lineage of French
fiction-writers devoted themselves through the nineteenth century to
producing novels and short stories that represented the truth of the social
world. Despite the avowed purging from this work — in the quest for
objectivity — of all traces of the personal and the use of distorting literary
devices, as with science it turned out that getting at the real was not quite
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as straightforward as it seemed. The twentieth-century French theorist
Roland Barthes, for example, argued with reference to literary realism that
‘no mode of writing was ever more artificial than that which set out to give
the most accurate description of Nature’ (1967/1964, p.56). For him, the
‘style of no style’ was just as much a style as any other. And producing
what he called ‘the referential illusion’ and the ‘reality effect’ (1986/1984)
on which such realism depended for its success, required at least the same
degree of artifice as do all other forms of literature.

My question is this: could the same accusation be levelled at social
science as conventionally written up? Again, think about your own
experience. When you write essays, reports, projects, dissertations and so
on, do you consciously employ rhetorical devices such as metaphor,
synecdoche and so on, or do you just think you are merely describing the
‘way it is’. If the latter, then read what Barthes has to say:

It is perhaps time to dispose of a certain fiction: the one maintaining that
research is reported but not written: here the researcher is essentially a
prospector of raw materials, and it is on this level that his [sic] problems
are raised: once he has communicated his ‘results,” everything is solved;
‘formulation’ is nothing more than a vague operation, rapidly performed
according to a few techniques of ‘expression’ learned in secondary school
and whose only constraint is submission to the code of the genre
(‘clarity’, suppression of images, respect for the laws of argument).
(Barthes, 1986/1984, p.70)

Maintaining the image of writing up in the social sciences requires not
only deleting the mediations of research, it seems, but also repressing the
literary features of our prose, keeping up the pretence that research is
‘reported’ and not ‘written’ in Barthes’ terms. For, once again, it is only by
denying that the forms of our texts are related to their meanings, that
language in any sense constitutes reality, that our products can appear as
unproblematic and transparent (see also Game and Metcalfe, 1996).

With these two exclusions and erasures in mind, I want to return to
the questions with which this section began. I hope that you can now
appreciate why I insisted that the history lesson was needed in order to
answer them properly, for that history, whether you like it or not, is your
inheritance in terms of writing up. Whether you like it or not, writing up
conventionally feels natural because you have inherited a discourse in
which it is natural. Whether you like it or not, writing up is represented as
unproblematic and transparent because you have inherited a discourse in
which it is unproblematic and transparent. And why? Because you have
inherited a social science which continues to base its legitimacy on a
certain version of science in which the world is presumed to be out there in
ontological terms, knowable in epistemological terms, a world that, as a
consequence, the (social) scientist potentially has authority to represent.
And as with science, all the work that we unconsciously do to keep it
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seeming that our writing up is natural, unproblematic and transparent, and
that the world is out there, knowable, goes unrecognized most of the time
both by us and others.

We have established, then, that writing up as conventionally con-
ceived in the social sciences is not as unproblematic and transparent as it
purports to be. Does that mean we should dismiss it out of hand as a way
of representing the world? I would suggest not, if for no other reason then
that we cannot just reject it in any simple sense. As a discourse — and a
very deeply rooted one at that — it enables what we do as social scientists
as much as it restricts us. We would be fooling ourselves if we imagined
we could discard it like a now unfashionable set of clothes. But on top of
the impossibility of dismissing realism tout court, there is also the fact
that it remains entirely appropriate for writing up some things, for some
contexts, communities and audiences (for more on these, see the next
chapter).

We are now a little more conscious of what is at stake in writing up
conventionally and while the consequences of doing so should not lead you
to disqualify this strategy entirely, it should however do two things. The
first is to make you modest about what you claim when using this style —
self-aware, to put it another way, of its effects and effectivity. Then, and
secondly, it should make you ask the question of yourself: ‘How can I
write otherwise?’ If you were still blindly trapped within the discourse of
social science as you have inherited it, that question might sound like a cry
of despair: ‘Otherwise, how can I write?” Now that we have made at least a
temporary escape, however, that same question can sound like the start of
an exploration of how we can represent the world slightly differently:
‘How can I write otherwise?” Or perhaps even: ‘How can I write the world
other-wise?’ In other words, after we make the move of the first part of this
chapter, writing up can no longer be a matter of innocence (as if it ever
was) but another of those issues of judgement that permeate and percolate
through your research process. Or as Barthes puts it, “The multiplication of
modes of writing is a modern phenomenon which forces a choice on the
writer, making form a kind of behaviour and giving rise to an ethic of
writing’ (1967/1964, p.70). But choice requires alternatives and that takes
us to the second half of the chapter.

A moment of reflection

At this point it is only fair that I answer another question which I feel you
will have been asking for a little while now. That question is how, if the
discourse that has shaped writing up as conventionally conceived in the
social sciences is so powerful (as I have been suggesting), is it now all of a
sudden possible to talk about writing otherwise and choices? Again this is
a question worth asking. Luckily the answer is worth giving in terms of my
aims in this second half of the chapter, which is to provide you with the
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representations

basis for experimenting with how and why writing up might be done
differently.

The reason that I can start to talk about writing otherwise and choices
has, of course, very little to do with me. Instead, it has everything to do
with the fact that you are coming to writing up at a very interesting
moment — a moment not just in the sense of a particular point in time, but
perhaps also a moment in the sense of a turning point. For, as Avery
Gordon explains in her wonderful book Ghostly Matters (1997), the
context in which you will be doing your research is one in which a whole
set of issues to do with the adequacy of conventional accounts of the social
are very much up in the air:

[O]ver the past ten or twenty years there has been a veritable assault on
traditional ways of conceptualising, studying, and writing about the
social world and the individuals and cultural artefacts that inhabit that
world. Whether the post-1945 period is conceived as the loss of the
West’s eminent narratives of legitimation or as a series of signposts
announcing the arrival of significant reconfigurations of our dominant
Western organisational and theoretical frames — poststructuralism, post-
colonialism, post-Marxism, postindustrialism, postmodernism, post-
feminism - many scholars across various disciplinary fields are now
grappling with the social, political, and epistemological confrontations
that have increasingly come to characterise it. (Gordon, 1997, p.9)

And these scholars, I would argue, could and should include you.
When you hear some of the phrases used to describe the ‘assault’ that
Gordon describes, such as ‘crisis of representation’ or ‘climate of prob-
lematization’, this may sound like quite an intimidating proposition. I want
to reiterate from the introduction that, as long as you think about writing
up early, such a situation need not be either a crisis or a problem for you,
but instead an opportunity. In the remaining sections of the chapter I want
to spend some time elaborating one very practical way in which you can
begin to take this opportunity, and that is to address the issue of reflexivity.

Though it has now gained considerable currency within the social
sciences, reflexivity is a difficult notion to pin down (see Lynch (2000) for a
review of at least six different senses in which it is used). For our purposes
here, though, you can think about it as a way of interrogating the
relationships between what you are writing about when you are writing up
and the way that you write it (Woolgar, 1988; Ashmore, 1989). All
representations (including the texts of social scientists) make (more or less
obvious) reference to the world (the some-one(s) or some-thing(s) being
represented). At the same time all representations make (more or less
obvious) reference to themselves as representations. Being reflexive means
taking this double sense of representation seriously. In this sense what I
have been encouraging you to do in the first half of the chapter is to be
reflexive about writing up as conventionally conceived in the social
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sciences. In the terms I used just now, we saw that the representations
produced by that mode of writing up are assumed to relate to the social
world that they are representing unproblematically and transparently. As
such it is further assumed unnecessary to make any reference to these
representations qua representations — they are supposed, after all, to tell
things as they are. Thinking reflexively offers you the possibility of
alternative modes of writing as well as critique, however; modes of writing
which can operationalize the qualities of modesty, self-awareness and non-
innocence that I was advocating you should take away from our discussion
in the previous section. It is a taste of these alternatives and their philo-
sophical underpinnings that I want to concentrate on for the rest of the
chapter.

As T indicated in the introduction, I want to do this by making
reference to the work of Jacques Derrida and Bruno Latour. My choice of
these two figures is based on a number of considerations. The first is that
you are already familiar with them to a certain extent after their intro-
duction earlier in the book (Derrida particularly in Chapter 2, Latour
particularly in Chapters 4 and 5). The second is that, because they take and
enact very different positions on the issue of reflexivity, they usefully
dramatize the debate about how to write otherwise. Thirdly, they are both
authors who provide an exemplary consideration of our shared intellectual
inheritance, recognizing that we cannot simply overturn what has become
before. And finally, Derrida and Latour share a common approach to
dealing with that inheritance of realism. They both wish, that is, to add
back some of that work of the world in general and research in particular
which, as you now know, is excluded or erased in conventional social
science writing up.

Each takes a rather different approach to this final task. Derrida tends
to follow and make visible the ways in which language works to provide
our descriptions. Latour, on the other hand, is more inclined to trace and
demonstrate the processes through which we are able to take things into
account. They do, however, share an aversion to the emptied-out approach
to writing up that realism offers. This is not to say that Derrida and Latour
abandon the real. On the contrary, they both profess to be shocked when
anything of the sort is suggested. Rather, they just want us to entertain the
possibility that what seems like the most straightforward (unproblematic,
transparent) way of getting at the world may not be the best way of doing
it justice. And that, instead, other routes or detours may serve us better. In
the next two sections you will get the chance to judge for yourself whether
you agree.

Writing up with Derrida: deconstructive reflexivity

According to Derrida, the fantasy of an unproblematic and transparent
mode of writing up in social science that you are now familiar with as
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deconstruction

‘realism’ is only a minor manifestation — ‘a modification’ (Derrida, 1981b/
1972, p.64) — of a wider privileging of presence and immediacy (what he
terms logocentrism) within western thought. Throughout his career, but
especially in his earlier works of the late 1960s and early 1970s, Derrida
has sought to undermine and displace this privilege. In a series of detailed
readings of key texts by some of the most significant figures in that meta-
physical tradition, including the philosopher Plato, the writer Rousseau,
and the anthropologist Lévi-Strauss, he demonstrates that in each case their
work escaped their intentions or control in ways which they could not
admit. Central to this project has been a recasting of the notion of writing.
This involved radicalizing the structuralist account of language which is
based around the insight that words (and signs more generally) do not have
some necessary link to that to which refer, but mean only by virtue of their
difference from other words in the system (such that ‘cat’ does signify ‘in
itself” but only by its difference from ‘cap’ or ‘cad’ or ‘bat’). Having made
this move, ‘writing’ in Derrida’s hands came to exceed its usual conno-
tations such that it now acts for him as a description of the conditions of
possibility of our knowledge or experience of the world in general.

At the risk of understatement, this is a significantly expanded version
of writing to that which you have been asked to engage with so far in this
chapter. The key to understanding it for our purposes here is the notion of
différance (a neologism coined by Derrida). In many ways, for Derrida,
différance is writing in his broad definition, at least in the sense that it is
the precondition for meaning of all sorts. The term can be thought of as
another way of getting at the movements of play and undecidability that
animate the world, as was described by Nigel Clark who also drew on
Derrida in Chapter 2. By exploiting the similarities between the French
words for ‘differ’ and ‘defer’, what it does specifically is draw our attention
to the fact that representation can never be the simple repetition of a pure
and present (unproblematic and transparent) origin. Instead, it must
always rely on the constitutive spatiality (difference as apartness and
separation) and temporality (difference as delay and postponement) of the
world.

This probably sounds formidably abstract. However, what I am trying
to do is reach a point where you can appreciate that what is particularly
interesting about Derrida in this context is that his questioning of logo-
centrism (and conventional writing up) does not merely influence the
content of his work, but also its form. In this sense his project is per-
formative or perhaps better ‘perverformative’ (Derrida, 1987/1980, p.136).
In other words, when he writes, Derrida does not just theorize about
destabilizing the idea of an unproblematic and transparent relation to the
world, he actually does it. This is the way of writing that has become
known as ‘deconstruction’. It is difficult to give you a sense in a chapter
like this just how different and sometimes disconcerting an experience
reading one of Derrida’s perverformative or deconstructive texts can be,
especially compared to the unproblematic and transparent style with which
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you (and I) are probably more at home. Some of the quotes from Luce
Irigaray’s work used by Gillian Rose in Chapter 3 give a hint of the
challenge, in that she too very self-consciously (reflexively) disrupts the
connection between the represented and the representation. At the end of
the day, without the space for lengthy extracts, my advice is simply to go
and dip into one of his many books (Dissemination (1981b/1972) is as
good a place to start as any).

For now, unless you have already done so, you will have to take my
word for the (at least initial) strangeness of reading much of Derrida’s
output. This bemused reaction, however, is not elicited by accident but by
design. As the literary theorist Barbara Johnson explains in her excellent
translator’s introduction to Dissemination:

Because Derrida’s text is constructed as a moving chain or network, it
constantly frustrates the desire to ‘get to the point’. . . . In accordance
with its deconstruction of summary meaning, Derrida’s writing mimes
the movement of desire rather than its fulfilment, refusing to stop and
totalize itself, or doing so only by feint. (Johnson, 1981, p.xvi)

How exactly does Derrida achieve this frustrating, moving chain
quality to his writing though? According to Johnson, he employs a number
of tactics or mechanisms. These include employing unusual ‘syntax’

Derrida’s grammar is often ‘unspeakable’ — i.e., it conforms to the laws
of writing but not necessarily to the cadences of speech. Ambiguity is
rampant. Parentheses go on for pages. . . . Punctuation arrests without
necessarily clarifying

Or complicated ‘allusions’

The pluralization of writing’s references and voices often entails the
mobilization of unnamed sources and addresses. All references to
castration, lack, talking truth, and letters not reaching their destination,
for example, are all part of Derrida’s ongoing critique of [the French
psychoanalyst] Jacques Lacan

Or texts that are characterized by ‘fading in and out’:

The beginning and endings of these essays are often the most mystifying
parts. Sometimes, as in the description of Plato working after hours in his
pharmacy, they are cryptically literary, almost lyrical. It is as though the
borderlines of the text had to be made to bear the mark of the silence —
and the pathos - that lie beyond its fringes, as if the text had first and last
to more actively disconnect itself from the logos toward which it still
aspires
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Or levels of ‘multiple coberences’:

The unit of coherence here is not necessarily the sentence, the word, the
paragraph, or even the essay. Different threads of Dissemination are
woven together through the bindings of grammar (the future perfect),
‘theme’ (stone, columns, folds, caves, beds, textiles, seeds, etc.), letters
(or, d, i), anagrammatical plays (graft/graph, semen/semantics, lit/lire),
etc.

And finally, the expression of ‘Nonbinary logic’:

In its deconstruction of the either/or logic of noncontradiction that
underlies Western metaphysics, Derrida’s writing attempts to elaborate
an ‘other’ logic. . . . Because Derrida’s writing functions according to this
type of ‘other’ logic, it is not surprising that it does not entirely conform
to traditional binary notions of ‘clarity’. (Johnson, 1981, pp.xvi—xviii)

Once again you might reasonably interject at this point and comment
that this is all very well as far as elucidating how Derrida is able to write
otherwise than unproblematically and transparently, but it does not really
help or convince you why, as a relatively inexperienced social scientist, you
would want to write like a superstar French philosopher. Why indeed?
Certainly not for the sake of it (the worst reason of all). But perhaps
because once you have got past the fiction that there is one right way of
writing up social science, you can start to explore how different ways of
writing — Derrida’s included — are useful for getting at different things (just
as they are not useful for getting as others).

Take, for example, the research done by the critical educationalist
Patti Lather with her colleague Chris Smithies on the issue of women living
with HIV/AIDS that was published in book form as Troubling the Angels
(1997). Methodologically, the work was done in a quasi-ethnographic
style, with the intention of producing a pretty conventional, ‘straight-
ahead’ (Lather, 2001), popular academic story. When it was time to write
up the research, Lather had second thoughts and decided to experiment
with applying what she calls a little ‘Derridean rigour’ (Lather, 1993, also
2001) to the materials that she and Smithies had collected. The result was a
book that combines short chapters based on interviews which give voice to
the experiences of women living with the disease, ‘inter texts’ and illustra-
tions which trace the resurgence of popular interest in angels and particu-
larly their prevalence in AIDS discourses, a subtext commentary where
Lather and Smithies tell their own stories of doing the research, some of
the interviewees’ own poems, letters, speeches and emails, and an epilogue
that updates the reader on the progress of each woman interviewed and
their reactions to a desktop-published version of the book (Lather, 2001).

Now while not only a Derridean text (she also notes the methodo-
logical and stylistic influence of Walter Benjamin which you will be
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familiar with from the last chapter), Lather is quite explicit about drawing
on some of his principles and tactics that I have briefly sketched above. In
‘putting deconstruction to work’, as she put it, the aim was to ‘ask hard
questions about necessary complicities, inadequate categories, dispersing
rather than capturing meanings, and producing bafflements rather than
solutions’ (Lather, 2001, pp.5-6), while still remaining accessible to a wide
readership. In particular, she and Smithies wanted to break ‘the realist
frame’ by including ‘competing layers of the real’, refuse ‘mastery’ by
‘writing in a tentative authorial voice’, use ‘the loss of certainty and
ethnographic certainty to explore new textual practices that enact such
tensions in a way that stages the problem of representation’, and trouble
‘confessional writing and the romance voice’ (all Lather, 2002).

The question you now might like to ask yourself in the context of the
‘why?” issue is whether you think that these aims could have been achiev-
able using the tools offered by writing up as conventionally conceived. If
your answer (as mine would be) is ‘no’, then at least you have been
convinced that thinking through and following through writing up other-
wise has been worth while for someone. Whether there are specific lessons
in Lather and Smithies’ work for your own research is obviously for you to

decide.

Writing up with Latour: reconstructive reflexivity

You will recall that we have already noted that Bruno Latour’s rejection of
an unproblematic and transparent realism shares certain affinities with that
of Derrida. As he himself admits:

It is true that viewed from above and afar they look alike since they both
greatly diverge from the straight line that fundamentalists always dream
to trace. Both insist on the inevitable tropism of mediations, on the
power of all those intermediaries that make impossible any direct access
to objectivity, truth, morality, divinities, or beauty. (Latour, 2002)

The next sentence — ‘Resemblance stops there, however’ — makes it
very clear that, for Latour at least, this is as far as the similarities go.
Indeed, it would be fair to say that he has been at pains to differentiate his
approach to writing about the world otherwise from that of his illustrious
compatriot. This effort became crystallized when Latour (1988) made an
explicit distinction between two forms of reflexivity that he saw as possible
within the social sciences, two forms (to repeat) of taking seriously the
relationship between what you are writing about and how you are writing
it. One, which he terms meta-reflexivity, Latour associates strongly with
Derrida’s influence and rejects wholesale. The other, which he calls infra-
reflexivity, describes what he aspires to in his own work.
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meta-reflexivity

infra-reflexivity

Latour characterizes meta-reflexivity in two ways: first, by its premise,
which he describes as assuming the worst thing that can happen to any text
is to be naively believed by those reading it, and, secondly, by the response
to this premise by practitioners of reflexivity. The latter, he says, is to try to
shift the attention of the reader from the world to the text. Latour, you will
not be surprised to learn, disagrees with both the premise and the response.
According to him, the challenge we face as social scientists is not to
‘debunk’ belief in our or others’ accounts, but rather to ‘slowly produce
confidence again’ (Latour, 2002). And as for the meta-reflexive version of
writing up otherwise, Latour pulls no punches:

The dire result of such a tack is visible in the prose of Derrida. . . . If the
prose was just unreadable, not much harm would be done. But there is
something worse in it; worse that is from their own reflexive point of
view. Deconstructionists . . . consider that if enough methodological
precautions are taken, then better texts (better, that is, in the sense of
texts which solve the absence—presence quandary) can be written.
Derrida really believes that by all his tricks, cunning, and entrapments,
the texts he writes are more deconstructed that the column of a New

York Times journalist writing about the latest plane crash. . . . Derrida
believes that a text can escape from the fate of presence. (Latour, 1988,
pp.-166-8)

This is pretty scathing stuff, and you may judge it at least a little
unfair from what you now know about Derrida. The point, though, is that
it is against such an image of meta-reflexivity as well as against con-
ventional realism that Latour defines infra-reflexivity. He recommends
following a number of ‘principles’ in order to attain this goal. You can
usefully think of these (eight in the original, condensed for reasons of
space down to three here) as offering an insight into the ‘how?’ of infra-
reflexivity just as did Johnson’s list of mechanisms in the case of
deconstruction.

The first principle Latour recommends is spending some time and
energy ‘on the side of the known’. For him, meta-reflexivists spend too
much of both on the side of the ‘knowing’ when what they should be doing
is getting back to ‘the world’. This is not the world of conventional
realism, simply out there and easily knowable however, but the world to
which all the steps, transformations, and especially non-humans that are
deleted in that model have been added back. For Latour, it is one account
that makes the world in this sense ‘alive’ that has more reflexivity than ‘one
hundred self-reference loops that return the boring thinking mind to the
stage’ (1988, p. 173).

The second principle of infra-reflexivity that Latour recommends is
that we generate what he calls ‘throw away explanations’. Instead of
seeking to construct ever more powerful frameworks that can be applied to
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an ever wider number of situations (a pressure like so many others
imported from the natural to the social sciences), he argues:

Our way of being reflexive will be to render our texts unfit for the deadly
proof race of who is right. The paradox is that we shall always look for
weak explanations rather than for general stronger ones. Every time we
deal with a new topic, with a new field, with a new object, the
explanation should be wholly different. (Latour, 1988, p.174)

This is Latour’s way, then, of guarding against that will to authority to
which, as we have already noted, social science as conventionally written
up can tend.

The final principle that Latour recommends that we follow in search
of infra-reflexivity is ‘replacing methodology by style’. According to
Latour, the meta-reflexivists should accept that however devious they are
in seeking to interrupt the relationship between representation and rep-
resented, they will always, like everyone else, be read in practice as saying
something about something. Thus:

since no amount of reflexivity, methodology, deconstruction,
seriousness, or statistics will turn our stories into non-stories, there is no
reason for our field to imitate those few genres that have gained hege-
mony in recent time. To the few wooden tongues developed in academic
journals, we should add the many genres and styles of narration invented
by novelists, journalists, artists, cartoonists, scientists, and philosophers.
The reflexive character of our domain will be recognised in the future by
the multiplicity of genres, not by the tedious presence of ‘reflexive loops’.
(Latour, 1988, p.172-3)

In contrast to realism as conventionally conceived then, according to
Latour, we should employ as many literary devices as possible in order to
make stories ‘lively, interesting, perceptive, and suggestive’ (Latour, 1988,
p.170).

If you are still with me, you should recognize that, having been
introduced to something of the ‘how?’ of infra-reflexivity, now is the time
to ask the ‘why?’, just as we did of Derrida. With Latour we have the
chance to follow theory into practice even more directly, as he is at least as
much a social scientist as he is a philosopher. Although, like Derrida, his
output is prodigious, perhaps the fullest expression of what it means to
write otherwise for Latour (what he calls ‘constructivism’) is to be found in
his case study of the automated train system known as Aramis. That study
focused on why Aramis, having been trialled in Paris during the 1980s, had
such a spectacular fall from grace and was eventually discarded. According
to Latour, in writing up a lengthy period of research into book form he had
three aims: first, to ‘unravel the tortuous history of a state-of-the-art tech-
nology from beginning to end, as a lesson to the engineers, decision-makers
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and users whose daily lives, for better or for worse, depend on such
technology’, secondly, to ‘make the human sciences capable of compre-
hending the machines they view as inhuman, and thus reconcile the
educated public with bodies it deems to be foreign to the social realm’, and
finally, to ‘turn a technological object into the central character of a
narrative, restoring to literature the vast territories it should never have
given up — namely science and technology’ (all Latour, 1996, p.vii).

These are lofty ambitions, certainly more lofty than anything you
should be attempting this early in your research career. That is not the
point, however. The point is that, as with Lather, Smithies and decon-
struction, for Latour the only way to meet these aims was to write
otherwise than is conventional in the social sciences:

What genre could I possibly choose to bring about this fusion of two so
clearly separated universes, that of culture and that of technology, as well
as the fusion of three entirely distinct literary genres — the novel, the
bureaucratic dossier, and the sociological commentary? Science fiction is
inadequate because such writing usually draws upon technology for
setting rather than plot. Even fiction is superfluous, for the engineers who
dreamed up unheard-of systems always go further, as we shall see, than
the best woven plots. Realism would be misleading, for it would
construct plausible settings for its narratives on the basis of specific states
of science and technology, whereas what I want to show is how those
states are generated. Everything in this book is true, but nothing in it will
seem plausible, for the science and technology it relies upon remain
controversial, open-ended. A journalistic approach might have sufficed,
but journalism itself is split by the great divide, the one I’'m seeking to
eliminate, between popularising technology and denouncing its politics.
Adopting the discourse of the human sciences as master discourse was
not an option, clearly, for it would scarcely be fitting to call the hard
sciences into question only to start taking the soft ones as dogma.

Was I obliged to leave reality behind in order to inject a bit of
emotion and poetry into austere subjects? On the contrary, I wanted to
come close enough to reality so that scientific worlds could become once
again what they had been: possible worlds in conflict that move and
shape one another. Did I have to take certain liberties with reality? None
whatsoever. But I had to restore freedom to all the realities involved
before any of them could succeed in unifying the others. The hybrid
genre I have devised for a hybrid task is what I call scientifiction. (Latour,
1996, pp.xiii-ix)

In practice what this means is that Aramis the book contains not only
versions of different classic narratives, including at least the whodunit, the
Bildungsroman (a story of a pupil learning from a teacher), and Franken-
stein, but also a range of characters that includes a young engineer and his
professor, who are given the task of establishing the reasons for the
project’s failure (who appear through dialogue reported by the former), the
company executives and elected officials associated with Aramis (who
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appear through interview transcripts and other documents), an unnamed
sociologist (who appears through a metacommentary on events), and last
but not least Aramis itself (which appears to answer back to the con-
structions of everyone else). In short, from the very vivid presence of the
world, through the one-off framework, to the mix of styles, Aramis the
book is very consciously infra-reflexivity made flesh.

Once again, whether there is anything specific in this example that you
might find useful in your own work must be for you to decide. By now,
though, the general principle that I have been illustrating through the use
of the work of first Derrida and now Latour should be clear. And that is
simply that different ways of writing up can serve to draw attention to
different aspects of the world. Although both our examples — Troubling
the Angels and Aramis — might be described as polyphonic (or many-
voiced) texts, the different sorts of reflexivity advocated by Derrida and
Latour means that they are designed to do very different jobs. While in the
former, the device of multiple points of view is employed to destabilize the
notion that there can ever be a single univocal account of an event, in the
latter, as you have just seen, it is intended to affirm the richness and work
of the world. Which one better gets at the ‘reality’ of the situation is, of
course, a philosophical question.

Conclusion: pleasurably write

This chapter has not been about how to write up any more than the other
chapters have been about how to formulate a research question or do
fieldwork. Heaven forbid if you feel that you now have to produce texts
like Derrida’s or Latour’s. Rather, it has been about how (and why) to
think about writing up (and what we might learn about that from Derrida,
Latour and others). We have come a long way now from our starting point
of the assumption (even if it was only mine) of the process as unprob-
lematic and transparent, to a place where I hope you feel that there are
other ways of writing up than those which we have inherited that are both
possible and legitimate. If that makes you want to go away and learn more
about generating these alternatives all well and good, but if it just means
that you are a little more sensitive to the workings of the realism which we
perhaps inevitably inhabit most of the time, then that is fine too. I would
not want to end without making one final, important point, however. And
this is that, while I have been urging you throughout the chapter to take
writing seriously, I would not want you to go away thinking you have to
take it too seriously. For all their differences, one of the qualities that
Derrida and Latour share is their obvious enjoyment of the craft of writing
and their quick eye for the productive pun or the judicious joke. If nothing
else, then, they stand as excellent examples of the fact that taking pleasure
in your texts (to paraphrase Barthes, 1975/1973) need not be an obstacle
to good social science but may be the best way of achieving it.
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Further reading

Passionate Sociology by Anne Game and Andy Metcalfe (Sage, 1996) is an
accessible and very enjoyable read about many of the issues covered in
this chapter (and in Chapters 7 and 9). The writing is, as the title suggests,
impassioned and, though written from within sociology, has far wider
applicability. To follow through debates about writing strategies, it is worth
seeking out two excellent texts: Laurel Richardson’s Writing Strategies:
Reaching Diverse Audiences (Sage, 1990) and E. St Pierre and W. Pillow
Working the Ruins: Feminist Poststructural Theory and Methods in
Education (Routledge, 2000).
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Situated audiences
Michael Pryke

Introduction

Earlier chapters in this part have taken you through some of the philo-
sophical quandaries of analysis and techniques of writing. This chapter sets
out to raise a number of issues and questions surrounding writing your
research ‘into the world’ as it moves from the specific confines of the
university.

The chapter begins by reflecting on the academic context in which
much research is carried out. And so the next section takes us into one of
the main spaces of academic writing — the university. It is in such a context
that you will set about the task, the activity and thus the practice of
writing. As the last chapter has highlighted, writing your research is not
just a case of ‘writing up’. And if we reflect on this very particular
environment in which much research writing is done, it becomes clearer
that what you write, indeed how you write, is strongly shaped by the
qualities — the conventions and the expectations — of the spaces of the
university. To make sense of how this works we can draw upon the ideas
of the late Pierre Bourdieu, whose insights into what he calls ‘habitus’
caution us about how the academy fashions research, researcher and
writing alike.

We then go on to consider how you think about and write for your
audience. Because of all the work that you have put into your research, you
will have definite views about what you want a reader to take from it. As
this implies, you may think the audience is ‘just there’, ready made, as it
were, and that the interpretation of what you write is just a matter of fact.
However, as this section suggests, the processes involved are not so
straightforward. In part, this is because of the existence of what Stanley
Fish, a leading literary critic, calls ‘interpretive communities’. This notion
takes further what Bourdieu has told us about the characteristics and some
of the practices of academic habitus. If we follow Fish, then the existence
of such communities impacts not only upon what you write and for whom,
but also the interpretation of what you write.

The ‘context of practices’ of academic writing, of conventions and of
interpretation, is developed further in the following section. Here we
return to Edward Said (from Chapter 1) and work with what he has to say
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about particular aspects of interpretation. Through Said we introduce into
the inner workings of the academic habitus and interpretive communities
wider authoritative webs of power, be they cultural or political. These
webs, he feels, shape the possibilities of certain types of interpretation.
What Said cautions us against is the desire to demonstrate ‘mastery’ of
your field or the desire to achieve the status of ‘expert’ as you write your
research into existence, and how you conceive your relationship with your
audience.

The last section provides another angle on the researcher—audience
relationship as we set about the task of writing. Here we continue with
Said to consider another aspect of this relationship. This time the focus is
on how the movement of ideas creates audiences. In the latter part of the
section we take up Gayatri Spivak’s suggestion to think of your audience as
‘co-investigator’ and use this idea to re-work relationships and respon-
sibilities that run between researcher and audiences.

In sum, the chapter offers work drawn from a number of philosophers
and writers within the humanities and social sciences. In their own, com-
plementary, ways each helps you to reflect on the transit of your research as
it nears reception and potentially travels among a range of audiences. While
Bourdieu, Fish, Said and Spivak offer different readings of reception and
they place different emphases on what they feel to be its key moments, there
is a common thread to be found in the way each of them highlights the
importance of reflecting on the contexts of writing research, cautions you
about the characteristics of the communities you write into, and notes some
of the responsibilities you owe to your audiences.

Contexts and academic authorship

This brief section outlines the significance of certain contexts to writing
research. The context of the university is going to be our starting point, as
to begin here allows us to reflect on how strategies, conventions and
expectations of writing your research into the world are established,
almost from the outset. Yet how best are we to engage the workings of
such spaces, how might they shape the writing, the authoring, of research
as we ‘redirect energy from “the world” to the page’ (Said, 1978, p.24)?
Authoring is italicized simply to underscore the importance of this activity.
Its importance arises because it involves producing or crafting into
existence something that you are responsible for. The responsibilities begin
to emerge if you think for a moment about what is entailed in bringing
your research into the world. To take a few examples, and as the previous
two chapters have signalled, in writing you are ‘versioning’ the work of
others, adapting ideas, pulling in quotes from canonical texts and perhaps
interviews, too. To be an author thus furnishes you with the potential to
acquire and exercise authority, that is, the power to authorize: for
example, to control — whose ideas make it to the page — or to silence —
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certain interviewees, rather than others. These are all significant respon-
sibilities and should affect how you think about readers, communities and
audiences, as will become clearer as the chapter develops. But maybe this is
taking us too far, too quickly. We still have to get a better feel for how
such potential authority is shaped, at least initially.

So, let’s see where the ideas of the French social theorist, the late Pierre
Bourdieu, might lead us. In his book Homo Academicus, published in 1984
(English translation 1988), he focused on the ‘social space in which
academic practice is accomplished’ and although his research attended to
the practices of the French academy, what he highlights in the organization
of this space has wider applicability and is of interest to us. The approach
adopted in Homo Academicus was influenced by his earlier work published
in 1980 (English translation 1990) under the title The Logic of Practice. It
was in this book that he developed the concept of habitus.

What is central to habitus is the idea of a system of ‘structuring
dispositions’ (Bourdieu, 1990/1980, p.52). This is not exactly a user-friendly
term but, as we shall see, it is key to his argument. Its significance begins to
unfold once we learn that dispositions are made, ‘constituted’ is Bourdieu’s
preferred word, through practices — the ways we set about accomplishing
certain tasks. A word of caution is needed, for while Bourdieu uses the term
‘structuring structures’, this is not to imply that the habitus is full of clunky
regulations that work mechanically to organize practices. For Bourdieu,
quite the opposite holds: in his words, the habitus is ‘Objectively “‘regu-
lated”” and ““regular” without being in any way the product of obedience to
rules’; it is a space that ‘can be collectively orchestrated without being the
product of the organizing action of the conductor’ (1990/1980, p.53,
emphasis added). In our words, what goes on in such spaces seems natural if
not necessary; you simply find yourself conforming, going with the flow.
And it is in just this way — through the passive absorption of seemingly
natural procedures — that, for us, the significance of habitus emerges.

We now begin to have a feel for what impact the academic habitus
might have on what is deemed acceptable research procedure and what is
not. Bourdieu is suggesting that it is possible to view the space of the
university, the site of much research, not as a context in which all thoughts
might be entertained — the presumed autonomy of academia — but as an
arrangement of practices that work to limit such discursive freedom. The
closing down of such freedom is the result of the way habitus generates
‘thoughts, perceptions, expressions and actions’ (1990/1980, p.55): in
other words, the academic’s ¢““common sense” behaviours’.

This gives some flavour of the academic habitus in action. Yet, how
does the idea of habitus apply in the ‘concrete’ situation of writing your
research? Maybe in writing a dissertation, for example, you have become
aware of how certain requirements are mediated by particular
authoritative figures and that a degree of ‘self-censorship’ and an ‘obliga-
tory reverence towards masters’ (1988/1984, p.95) have already crept into
your research methods. If this is so, then the academic habitus is working
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its magic. And if we follow Bourdieu’s line of thought further, then what
we can take from habitus is the reminder that the writing of research is an
activity that takes place within an atmosphere where practices and con-
ventions pressure us towards ‘confirming and reinforcing’ rather than
‘transforming’. We are reminded of all of these points as Bourdieu
unmasks the ‘cult of brilliance’:

The cult of ‘brilliance’, through the facilities which it procures, the false
boldness which it encourages, is less opposed than it might seem to the
prudence of academica mediocritas, to its epistemology of suspicion and
resentment, to its hatred of intellectual liberty and risk; and colludes with
appeals to ‘reliability’ (le sérieux) and its prudent investments and small
profits, to spoil or discourage any thought liable to disturb an order
founded on resistance to intellectual liberty or even on a special form of
anti-intellectualism. The secret resistance to innovation and to intellec-
tual creativity, the aversion to ideas and to a free and critical spirit,
which so often orientate academic judgements, as much as the viva of a
doctoral thesis or in critical book reviews as in well-balanced lectures
setting off neatly against each other the latest avant-gardes, are no doubt
the effect of the recognition granted to an institutionalized thought only
on those who implicitly accept the limits assigned by the institution.
(Bourdieu, 1988/1984, pp.94-5)

In many ways this quote condenses much of what this section has had
as its focus. Our aim has been to establish the importance of reflecting on
the context of research writing, the fabric of the academic habitus. It
should be stressed, however, that what we have outlined is not that the
specifics of one academic habitus, such as the Sorbonne (the site of
Bourdieu’s work), may be applied universally. Our understanding of the
workings, the practices, of the habitus, ‘as embodied history, internalized
as second nature’ (1988/1984, p.56) is portable, yes, but to appreciate its
full effects requires knowledge of how the habitus is embedded (Chun,
2000, p.60). What is generated in the academic habitus, its products —
ideas, research agendas, and so on - is mediated through historically
specific cultural and political conditions. You might like to reflect on your
own experience in the university system simply to appreciate better how
such mediation of, say, conventions and certain practices works. The
impact of such embeddedness, how the habitus is formed more fully
through exposure to wider networks of influence — how the university and
business collude, for example — does have very real consequences, as we
will discover in the next two sections.

Interpretive communities

This section now moves from the consideration of one very particular
community, the academy, to the very real possibility that there may be a
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range of communities for your research. It is concerned with the idea of
different audiences, the different interpretations each may place on your
research and how figuratively you stand in relation to them. There is, no
doubt, a number of ways to think about such relationships. One is
captured by Stanley Fish’s notion of ‘interpretive communities’. Fish came
up with this term in response to the question: ‘what is the source of
interpretive authority: the text or the reader?’ This question emerged in the
circles of literary studies. While this specific context and the debates that
surround Fish’s response, first aired in his book Is There a Text in this
Class? (1980), need not concern us here, the relationship between inter-
pretive communities and forms of authority is something worth exploring.
Although this is a theme shared with Bourdieu, we are not running over the
same ground in the same way. For what Fish provides us with is another
approach to the workings of habitus and how the norms and expectations
of any one of them affect the reception of research. Fish’s ‘anti-formalist’
or ‘anti-foundationalist’ approach achieves this, although not without
problems, as we will see shortly, through the manner in which he high-
lights not simply the existence of interpretive communities, but how the
interests and beliefs held by any community affect how a text is read,
interpreted, let into the fold, as it were. More of this in a short while.

A useful way into this notion of interpretive communities, and one
that frees us from the risk of exposure to the history of fierce debates
within literary studies that surround this term, is to begin by understanding
such communities as contexts of practice, another phrase employed by Fish
to deliver the same message. This draws attention to how interpretive
communities become constructed as contexts where certain practices and
beliefs gain authority and can thus be employed to influence interpretation.
This again, as you will recognize, contains echoes of Bourdieu and his talk
of habitus, and reminds us of the consequences not just of engaging in
research, but of the impact of specific contexts in which that research is
written and how it is written for certain audiences. By using the term
contexts of practice, however, Fish draws our attention to how ‘the self’,
you or me as a researcher, is always constrained. And as he argues in
another text, Doing What Comes Naturally, such constraints are not to be
picked up or thrown off at will — the self free from restraints, he stresses, is
a myth — simply because they are ‘constitutive of the self and of its possible
actions’ (1989, p.27). What this means is that constraints will always be in
place; to be without them is unthinkable.

Yet for Fish these constraints are not fixed and the reason for this is
that they are interpretive. They are interpretive practices ‘forever being
altered by the actions they make possible’ (1989, p.27). Central to such
practices is the claim that we live in a rhetorical world, a claim to which
Fish and others subscribe. This position, he wishes to argue, ‘is inevitable
once one removes literal meaning as a constraint on interpretation’ (1989,
p.25). A number of implications follow from this approach, several of
which speak directly to how we wish to employ the idea of interpretive
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communities in thinking about the relationship between researcher and
her/his audience, and it these to which we will now turn. The first is that
intention, what you intend for your research and how you wish it to be
made sense of, is not a straightforward process. Intention must be inter-
pretively established and this is something, Fish insists, that can only be
achieved through persuasion. Secondly, the ability to persuade is some-
thing that is always contingent; dependent, that is, on the context of
practices informing the realization of intention. Thirdly, and this is in
many ways where we came into this discussion of interpretive communi-
ties, preparing the reception of your philosophically informed research is a
practice which is already constrained by the character of the community in
which you have conducted your work. This community has shaped you
and given you direction, Fish would argue.

To take us back for a moment to the issue of one’s position in relation
to an interpretive community, Fish argues that ‘understanding is always
possible, but not from the outside’. To be inside a community facilitates an
important degree of intelligibility. With echoes of earlier discussions of
Latour, he reaffirms this point in addressing one of his critics, Meyer
Abrams, an academic from the world of literary studies:

The reason that I can speak and presume to be understood by someone
like Abrams is that I speak to him from within a set of interests and
concerns, and it is in relation to those interests and concerns that I
assume that he will hear my words. If what follows is communication or
understanding, it will not be because he and I share a language, in the
sense of knowing the meanings of individual words and the rules for
combining them, but because a way of thinking, a form of life, shapes us,
and implicates us in a world of already-in-place objects, purposes, goals
and procedures, values, and so on; and it is to the features of that world
that any words we utter will be heard as necessarily referring. (Fish,
1989, p.41, emphasis in original)

In the way he highlights ‘ways of thinking’, ‘purposes’, ‘goals’ and
‘procedures’, Fish reminds us, as researchers, of the need to reflect on how
we perform research within the specific habitus of the academy, what such
a performance entails and the consequences. And it is not too difficult to
turn this argument further towards our concerns and to address some of
the issues that Fish’s position raises for us as we consider writing research
into the world. To engage in academic debate, for example, about the
significance of a particular research ‘finding’ (say, the changing gender
composition of unemployment or the influence of industrialized farming in
the latest outbreak of BSE), to put forward your arguments, to offer
counter-arguments to the criticisms of other academics, to argue over what
counts as suitable evidence, can be done, Fish would say, only because
there is an agreed discourse shared by the researcher and the research
community. And, as we have already learnt from the discussion of
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Foucault in Chapter 1, the existence of such a discourse allows these and
other actions in the performance of academic research to proceed, and
proceed only because they are ‘already assumed’.

If we accept Fish’s thesis, then it raises the problem of how research
written for one community is translated, made available, to another. One
obvious suggestion might be to provide (seemingly) clear definitions;
guidelines on how to make sense of the research. But the provision of such
definitions, to ‘someone on the outside’ of an interpretive community, as
Fish argues, does not help either. Why? Well ‘because in order to grasp the
meaning of an individual term, you must already have grasped the general
activity [a particular area of academic research| in relation to which it
could be thought to be meaningful; a system of intelligibility cannot be
reduced to a list of the things it renders intelligible’ (Fish, 1989, p.41). It is
here that the importance of being in or out of particular communities has a
significant effect for Fish. To ‘grasp the general activity’ it is necessary, he
argues, to be within a context of practices. Understanding is determined, he
says, within the confines of a community. What is more, ‘it is only in
situations — with their interested specifications as to what counts as a fact,
what it is possible to say, what will be heard as argument — that one is
called on to understand’ (1989, p.41). And, for this reason, understanding
is in a sense locked into situations, particular contexts, and cannot be
expected to move unproblematically across interpretive communities:
different communities hold different beliefs which contextualize the
process of understanding.

There are, as his critics have pointed out, a number of problems with
the way Fish understands the workings of beliefs, how these become
situated in, and indeed are separable into, particular communities (Graff,
1999; Michael, 2000, pp.81-3). For Fish, interpretive communities and the
beliefs held by each have a definite inside and outside. As one critic has
pointed out, this leads to a position where understanding — how under-
standing is pulled from a text, as it were — is ‘always specific to particular
systems of intelligibility’ (Graff, 1999, p.39). Each situation produces
practices of interpretation that are context-dependent. But this does
depend on knowing exactly where one community, system of intelligibility
or situation ends and another begins. The task of recognizing where the
limits of a purely academic community lie is possibly eased by the existence
of some fairly explicit coda; after all, the academic haunt contains very
particular, if not peculiar, practices associated with a certain kind of
knowledge production, as Bourdieu has reminded us.

What does this mean for the doing and writing of research and where
might it lead us? As we have begun to broaden our focus from the isolated
academic habitus, so we have had to take in the webs and flows that
entangle any simple notion of writing up. If you consider the arguments
that underpin the notion of interpretive communities as an extension of
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, then the two combined help you to reflect
on what might be involved should you wish to write your research into a
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number of communities, not just an academic one. You may wish to think
for a moment what this implies for your work. Fish’s arguments, for all
their faults, lead us — if not force us — to take the issue of interpretation a
step further. More immediately, we now move on to consider your
responsibilities to audiences, and your relationship to them. These are the
issues to which we now turn.

Interpretation: from mystical to open communities

By now you should have a sense of the contexts in which you write and
how these contexts work to create you as a researcher. We now take our
discussion of the influences of ‘conventions, habits and traditions’ shaped
in the academic habitus, a stage further. Here our focus broadens. In this
section we ask how the specific context of the academic habitus and the
inner workings of interpretive communities may be influenced by wider
flows of power, be these cultural or political, and how, as a consequence,
the researcher’s relationship to wider audiences may be altered.

To do this, we consider the work of Edward Said, introduced in
Chapter 1. His approach to understanding what he refers to as the ‘politics
of interpretation’ helps us to develop a fuller view of the processes at play
as your research gets written into wider communities and to grasp how
wider communities may affect the interpretation of what has been written.
Said follows Fish’s argument about the importance of interpretive com-
munities and how this notion rightly shifts the focus to the moment of
impact where the text meets the reader. What is more, Said notes, in
accordance with Fish, this moment of interaction should not be seen as a
private affair. For if understood in this way, the encounter simply inflates
‘the role of solitary decoding at the expense of its just as important social
context’ (Said, 1982a, p.8, emphasis added). Indeed the use of words such
as ‘audience’ or ‘community’ reminds us, Said notes, that no one writes
simply for themselves. There is always ‘an Other’ and this turns writing
into a social activity which has ‘unforeseen consequences, audiences,
constituencies’ (1982a, p.3). Said pushes what Fish has to say about
‘interpretation being the only game in town’, a little further. He does this
by asking why it is that some interpretations or persuasions, to follow Fish
more exactly, are more powerful than others. And this is why Said
emphasizes the politics of interpretation. For both Fish and Said (and with
echoes of Rorty from Chapter 1) persuasion is key. It is on this rhetorical
act, rather than, say, scientific demonstration, that (much of) the social
sciences and humanities depend. The researcher is always writing to
persuade. Yet what influences act on the process of persuasion and how do
they get to limit some writing and promote others? Said offers some clues.

He commences his essay on interpretation with three short but
exacting questions: “Who writes? For whom is the writing being done? In
what circumstances?’ (1982a, p.1). While these are questions worth
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carrying with you as you reflect on much that has been noted in this
section, we want to pursue some answers to them here. Said uses these
questions and the issues they raise to gain a better understanding of the
‘ingredients’, as he terms it, of making interpretation. In doing this he
draws our attention to the wider context into which, and the ‘cultural
moment’ through which, the writing of research takes place. Said helps us
to develop an appreciation of the influences active in the shaping of
research as it moves from the academic habitus into wider audiences. He
reminds us of the bridge that has to be negotiated as your research — and
think here of your research performing the role of emissary — moves
between ‘the world of ideas and scholarship’ and ‘the world of brute
politics, corporate and state power’ (1982a, p.2). Such a reminder has real
purchase in today’s world, as an example from the USA illustrates (with a
referential nod to Bourdieu and our earlier discussions):

The kind of institutional setting that has fostered symbiotic relationships
with business in a US context of corporate restructuring differs from that
found elsewhere. In essence, these a priori conditions have a direct
influence on the production, management, and circulation of knowledge
not only because they shape at an unconscious level the relevance of
certain kinds of acceptable knowledge but also because they regulate the
norms, rites and strategies through which academic ‘subjects’ construct
knowledge and maintain the system. (Chun, 2000, p.53)

Now, from our standpoint — one almost wholly preoccupied by the
anxieties of reception within the confines of the academy - all this just
might seem quite dramatic and of little purchase to what we have to say
through our research. Nevertheless, Said pulls at our attention by high-
lighting two important ingredients of interpretation: first, what he calls
‘affiliations’ that ease the transit between worlds; and, secondly, the
‘culture of the moment’ which is an ingredient, he argues, that helps to
mask the collaborations involved.

What Said is driving at is something that he and others feel to be at the
centre of the ‘constitution of modern knowledge’ and this is the role of
‘social convention’. This is a process that affects both writing and inter-
pretation of what is written. Conventions, uniformity, he argues, following
Foucault in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972/1969) congeal into
disciplines, fields or territories (see Chapter 1). It is these techniques that
shape the character of a discipline. These ‘protect’ the field and its ‘adher-
ents’, Said says, by offering coherence, integrity and social identity. What
this means for you as you prepare to write — and this is simply a
continuation of the affects of procedure you have been working through
within the institution of the university — is that your writing must in many
senses conform to the practices, or ways of going about such a task, that
dominate your field. As Said comments:
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You cannot simply choose to be a sociologist or a psychoanalyst; you
cannot simply make statements that have the status of knowledge in
anthropology; you cannot merely suppose that what you say as a
historian (however well it may have been researched) enters historical
discourse. (Said, 1982a, p.7)

How you write your statements, how you lay out your research, has,
then, to conform to certain disciplinary techniques. Indeed, as this implies,
what you write about has already been affected by the disciplinary field
you occupy within the academic habitus, and in turn has limited the ways
in which you view your research object. Moreover, as this suggests, Said
here speaks directly to and reinforces our earlier discussions of the impact
of the habitus of the university. He flags again the power and authority
that make the context of research and writing:

You have to pass through certain rules of accreditation, you must learn
the rules, you must speak the language, you must master the idioms, and
you must accept the authorities of the field — determined in many of the
same ways — to which you wish to contribute. (Said, 1982a, pp.7-8)

This may well lead to a situation whereby the interpretive community
becomes ever more rarefied, its language impenetrable to outsiders, and
ensures that ‘stability and orthodoxy’ prevail and remain unassailable.
Said’s particular example helps to illustrate this. It is the growth of what he
calls the ‘cult of the expert’, the producer of ‘specialist knowledge’. Such
specialists, whose knowledge becomes privileged, Said suggests, have been
encouraged because of their closeness to corporate and state powers
(1982a; 1982b, pp.21-2; 1994). Yet it is worth pointing out, a similar
outcome — as you are no doubt aware — may just as easily be produced by
self-made avante-garde cliques, those academics wickedly satirized by
Frederick Crews (2002) as ‘tribalizing proponents’ of deconstructionism,
post-structuralist Marxism, to give just two examples.

This is a slightly romantic view of the university-based intellectual. We
live, after all, in societies dominated by the ‘ethos of professionalism’,
where to be a ‘credentialled expert’ in your field is rapidly becoming the
only way to be heard (Michael, 2000, p.10). Nevertheless, the point Said
wishes to draw to our attention is how, through a cumulative effect,
intellectual landscapes may be altered completely with the result that only
certain notions and concepts may be legitimated. Our concern, however, is
less with shifts in whole landscapes. It is rather with what makes expertise
and what acquiring it means for your relationship to audiences, and how
we might wish to rethink the researcher—audience relationship at the
expense of disciplinary codes. This line of argument suggests that there is a
danger — the danger of losing any glimmer of ‘humanistic obligation’
(Bové, 1986, p.185) — in thinking only of your academic audience, of



SITUATED AUDIENCES 173

caring about little else, desiring only ‘abstract correctness’ at the expense of
communicating with other audiences.

The question then, for us, becomes: what does a researcher do if he/
she wishes to write in a way that acknowledges a wider interpretive
context? This should not be read to imply that a straightforward answer
exists; that a set number of steps can be followed which lead beyond a
situation where the research is read by the discipline alone ‘to everyone
else’s unconcern’, to use Said’s phrase. Perhaps, instead, it is a case of
becoming aware of the existence and effect of practices that work hard to
ensure that research remains within a ‘fiefdom forbidden to the uninitiated’
(Said, 1982a, p.9) and a recognition of the need to reflect on how such
practices work and how, bit by bit, they might be eroded, however
gradually: in sum, a context of practices — the adoption of certain accepted
techniques of writing and analysis, for instance. So let us run with Said a
little further and consider what he has to say about the possibility of a
more open community of interpretation, one less bound by the religiosity
of the academy. One way in which such an opening might be thought
about brings us back to Said’s three questions and to the issue of
persuasion.

Said reaches for Gramsci and through him reminds us of the con-
structed nature of reality, in particular that as

[a]ll ideas, philosophies, views, and texts aspire to the consent of their
consumers, . . . there is a set of characteristics unique to civil society in
which texts — embodying ideas, philosophies and so forth — acquire
power through what Gramsci describes as diffusion, dissemination into
and hegemony over the world of ‘common sense’. (Said, 1982a, p.11,
emphasis added)

What does this all mean? Well, to begin with it suggests strongly that
texts do not automatically have authority, granted from on high, as it
were. Your piece of research does not, simply by virtue of being ‘your
research’, have seniority over other accounts. On its own it is only so many
typed pages. Something more is required if it is to gain legitimacy within
and beyond the academic habitus. Said gives us a clue as to how authority
is operationalized. Intellectual authority, for him, is made through a ‘web
of filiations and affiliations’ (1982a, p.2). This idea certainly offers the
possibility not only to help us to understand something more of the
operation of academic authority, but also to take us outside the confines of
Fish’s interpretive communities. Interpretation, when viewed along these
lines, should be thought of as taking place through a criss-crossing of
efforts, as Said puts it; we should be open to a heterogeneity of interpretive
skills and techniques. For Said, then, it is not possible to think of one
authority, no single centre of interpretation and thus no one explanation.
This already asks us to think outside the ‘rigid structure’ of specialist fields
where ‘licensed members’ revere words like expert: “To acquire a position
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of authority within the field is, however, to be involved internally in the
formation of a canon, which usually turns out to be a blocking device for
methodological and disciplinary self-questioning” (1982a, p.16). Said’s
emphasis on expertise and the way that communities create the ‘cult of the
expert’ is a reminder of just how ‘institutional affiliations with power . . .
assumed unquestioningly’ (1982a, p.18) enable the emergence, the possi-
bility of, expertise in the first place. To retreat into academic interpretive
communities, rarefied constituencies, is to close off the possibility of open
interpretive contexts and thus limit the way you can think about writing
about the objects of research. How might interpretive communities, then,
be opened?

For more secular interpretive communities to be created ‘requires a
more open sense of community as something to be won and of audiences as
human beings to be addressed’ (Said, 1982a, p.19). Said holds strong views
on this. A politics of interpretation, he states, demands a replacement of
non-interference and specialization with ‘interference, a crossing of borders
and obstacles’ (1982a, p.24, emphasis in original). Where this leaves us is
not with any firm answer but maybe a first step in rethinking your
relationship as a responsible researcher and communicator of research with
not just one, but many audiences. In Said’s words:

... we need to think about breaking out of the disciplinary . . . to reopen
the blocked social processes ceding objective representation (hence
power) of the world to a small coterie of experts and their clients, to
consider that the audience . . . is not a closed circle of . . . professional
critics but the community of human beings living in society, and to
regard social reality in a secular rather than a mystical mode, despite all
the protestations about realism and objectivity. (Said, 1982a, p.25)

This shift from the enclosed, mystical community to the open and
secular is one of the responsibilities of intellectuals, Said argues (again with
the support of Gramsci), those who produce research agendas. The next
section takes us further into this sense of re-attuning oneself to one’s
audience.

Ideas—movement—audiences

Ideas move. They travel. And as they move, so they constitute new
audiences. The aim is to consider how, in their movement, the ideas that
you have shaped in the processes of research have contributed to the making
of an audience. This is our main concern. In exploring it, however, we need
to consider the associations or ‘affiliations’ we have become involved in
during the research and how these influence the types of audience we make
and how we address each as we write research to a conclusion. This will
serve as a reminder that even at this point in the research, at its reception,
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we still cannot escape ‘intellectual’ responsibilities — the responsibilities of
being read, responsibilities owed to communities and to audiences alike —
and consequences that follow (Said, 1994).

Let us take one step back. Think for a moment about how you have
got to this stage of writing. You have crafted and re-crafted a research
question; you have engaged in work in the field; you have begun your
analysis; and you are thinking through your writing. All the time there has
been movement; you have been exposed to and been enabled by ideas that
have travelled. You have taken ideas written in one context, read them and
applied them in another, and are now set to write them into yet another
location cum audience. Put slightly differently, in undertaking your
research you have transported ideas, you have put them to work to suit
your research needs (and maybe added some new ones, too!), and, in
writing, you are due to set them off on further travels. Yet they are not the
same ideas; they have been inflected to meet your needs, reworked to fit
with your disciplined research techniques, and now they are set to be
released. And because of these diversions and concerns, some explicitly
disciplinary, another audience has been in the making. The general point is
that, in researching and writing, you are participating in the movement of
ideas and that this movement transforms ideas and thereby helps to make
new audiences.

All this begins to suggest that there are a number of things we need to
think about in the transition ‘ideas—movement-audience’. One is to attend
to what such travels say of ideas — their ‘limits, possibilities and inherent
problems’, to borrow from Said (1983, p.230). If ideas are moved and put
to work in ways and in circumstances often far removed from the context
in which they were conceived, what should we be mindful of at this stage
of research, as it is written into new travels, as it is taken up by a variety of
audiences?

There are, no doubt, several ways to think about such travels, such
movements of ideas. Yet we need a way of thinking that keeps in focus the
relationship between ideas and audiences, and one that does not lose sight
of the researcher/writer. One way is to remind ourselves of the stages Said
sees as common to the movement of any idea (and here you may well note
similarities with Doreen Massey’s discussion of the spatialities of
knowledge in Chapter 4). There is a ‘set of initial circumstances in
which the idea . . . entered discourse’. A second stage is the distance
traversed. Here he is referring, in his words, to ‘a passage through the
pressure of various contexts as the idea moves from an earlier point to
another time and place where it will come into new prominence’ (emphasis
added). The third stage is the conditions of acceptance or resistance that
greet the moved idea. The last stage is where the partly or wholly
‘transformed’ idea arises from its ‘new position in a new time and place’
(Said, 1983, all quotes from p.227). We need not linger on each of these
stages. For our purposes what is particularly interesting is what Said has to
say about the second and third stage, the contexts through which ideas
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move and settle, and how such movement is conditional in part on their
acceptance in a new environment. One of the risks of such movement is
that of misreading and misinterpretation, both on the part of the researcher
and the reader of the research written with the travelled ideas. We will
simply note this now for, as Said remarks, to understand movement of
ideas simply in terms of possibilities of misreading and misinterpretation is
to overlook a central influence that is of interest to us at this stage of
thinking through research. And that is the influence of situation (Said’s
preferred word for context). Situations or contexts have important parts to
play (Said would insist that their role is in fact the determining one) in
changing ideas and thus helping to constitute audiences.

As you may have already sensed, the issues that Said raises here are
not far removed from those raised in our earlier discussions of habitus,
contexts and communities. A significant if underlying emphasis in what
Said notes is precisely the way situations, places that is, wider than those
identifiable with, say, the institutional practices and conventions of
the university, ‘condition’, ‘limit’ and ‘apply pressures’ to which each
researcher—writer, to use another of Said’s words, responds. It is tempting
to say that situations help to produce ideas through a controlled process of
refraction. This is something that we should be aware of as we write
through influences and try to persuade under altered circumstances.

Said makes his position clear in his acclaimed book, The World, the
Text and the Critic (1983), where he states that texts are what he terms
‘worldly’; they are ‘events’. For him, a text is of the social world - it is
secular — and hence located in historical moments of human life (1983,
p.4). He secures and illustrates this point by drawing attention to the
circumstances in which Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis (1953) was written. This
was a book written by a German author exiled to Istanbul at the time of
the Nazi regime. To write in exile is to risk losing ‘the web of culture’,
as Said phrases it. Culture here, for Said, is ‘symbolized materially by
libraries, other scholars, books, and research institutes’. These and other
forces embed an author in a very particular process and environment or
habitus. And culture — ‘possessing possession’ is one of Said’s translations
— works in an authoritative manner through the ways it ‘authorizes limits’
to what may be written. The power of this form of culture lies, then, in
what is permitted in fields of knowledge, in research, in writing, and so on.
Arbiters, those in ‘elevated or superior positions’, thereby possess the
authority to ‘legitimate, demote, interdict, and validate’ (1983, p.9), to
dominate, in other words, knowledge production. Both Auerbach and Said
refer to how, in their workings, these cultural processes work on the
researcher/writer like a grid of techniques, almost ensuring as a result that
canons of scholarship surround and ‘saturate’ the research/writing process.

Said draws our attention to how some of these cultural influences are
acquired not by birth or nationality, for example, in which case the writer/
researcher is bound to them filiatively, but are worked at affiliatively. Such
affiliative relationships, associations struck up during the research, for
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example, might be the product of deliberate political or social convictions
or the circumstances of your research in the field. In other words, some of
our actions that as researchers we wish to address, those whom we wish to
make our audience, are decisions we make; they are down to us. Both
filiative and affiliative relationships impose pressures on us. We may
choose which affiliations we wish to work ourselves into and respond to:
the research that is conducted and the text that gets written are both
worldly, remember. Like the texts, we too are part of the social/natural
world. And responsibilities and consequences are very much part of that
world. Said is simply reminding us of the responsibilities to audiences we
have as researchers/writers. It is another prompt to reflect on the rela-
tionship that may exist, and which we may wish to alter, between
researcher, in the cloistered academic world, and the ‘world of events and
societies’. This is also a conscious reminder that what we are engaging in is
always situated. We need to be mindful of the ‘political, social and human
values entailed in the reading, production, and transmission of every text’
(1983, p.26).

Again the emphasis is on responsibilities and the encouragement is to
look beyond the immediate habitus of writing and to think about con-
sequences of preparing research for reception. Here Said is moving Fish’s
interpretive communities into a more worldly and critical environment. For
what Said is saying is that we need to be mindful of the historical, political,
and social ‘configurations’ that enable interpretive communities to emerge
and exist. This echoes Said’s position in Beginnings, as you will recall,
where he argues that we always make a start in the ‘in the ‘always-already’
begun realm of continuously human effort’ (1983, p.26), as he puts
it. Writing then is not something that takes place in isolation, on blank
sheets of papers, and without consequences: ‘any text . . . is a network
of often colliding forces . . . a text in its actually being a text is a being in
the world; it therefore addresses anyone who reads it’ (1983, p.33,
emphasis in original). What Said writes can be read as a plea to think
about the type of space into which you are writing and the types of space,
audience, that you may wish to contribute to creating as you move, and are
moved by, ideas.

Audiences as co-investigators

If Said offers a way of developing Fish’s notion of interpretive communities
not as closed, semi-religious gatherings but as ‘open, secular, affairs’, then
maybe we can take this one step further. Another writer, Gayatri Spivak,
offers an opportunity to broaden what we have discussed so far. In an
interview in the journal differences, Spivak provides us with another strand
to help think through the researcher—audience relationship, and thus ways
of negotiating the transit between communities — between researcher and
audiences.
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co-investigator

Some of the anxieties noted earlier, such as how you might write in
accessible, inclusive ways, might be approached differently (but not neces-
sarily eased!) by reflecting on the researcher—audience relationship. One
step may be to take up Spivak’s suggestion that, among other things, the
audience is invited to become, as she names it, a co-investigator. In the
interview she was asked to reflect on the ‘question of the audience’ and
how she has come to think about her relationship to it, or perhaps more
fully, to them. Her comments are informed by her theoretical position, one
influenced by the contemporary French philosopher, Derrida (see Chapters
2 and 8), and her desire to ‘build for difference’. The quotes, although
long, are worth sticking with as they contain her own way of talking/
thinking about writing alongside philosophical influences:

. one thing that I will say is that when one takes the representative
position — the homeopathic deconstruction of identity by identity — one
is aware that outside of that representation of oneself in terms of a
stream, there are areas completely inaccessible to one. Of course, that’s a
given. In the same way, it seems to me, that when I said ‘building for
difference,” the sense of audience is already assuming that the future is
simply a future present. So, to an extent, the most radical challenge of
deconstruction is that notion of thought being a blank part of the text
given over to a future that is not just a future present, you know. So in
that sense, the audience is not an essence, the audience is a blank. When I
was speaking of building for difference, I was thinking of the fact that an
audience can be constituted by people I cannot even imagine, affected by
this little unimportant trivial piece of work, which is not just direct
teaching and writing. That business displaces the question of audience as
essence or fragmented or exclusivist or anything. Derrida calls this a
responsibility to the trace of the other, I think, and that I find is a very . . .
It’s something that one must remind oneself of all the time. That is why
what I cannot imagine stands guard over everything that I must/can do,
think, live, etcetera. (Spivak, 1989, p.152)

There’s a lot going on in this quote, much of which is rooted in her
movement of ideas. Yet what’s telling about it is that clearly she has not
left behind — in the research ‘proper’, it’s almost tempting to say — the
philosophies and philosophers with whom she has worked in her research.
In fact her talking and contemplating philosophically about her audience
provokes and perpetuates for her a big question of where the research stops
and further confuses the issue of the researcher’s identity shaped alongside
the research. As she goes on to say:

... when an audience is responsible, responding, invited, in other words,
to co-investigate, then positionality is shared with it. Audience and
investigator: it’s not just a binary opposition when an audience really is
an audience. That’s why, I mean I hadn’t thought this through, but many
of the changes I’'ve made in my position are because the audience has
become a co-investigator and I’ve realized what it is to have an audience.
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You know what I'm saying? An audience is part of one. An audience
shows us something. Well, that is the transaction, you know, it’s a
responsibility to the other, giving it faces. (Spivak, 1989, p.153)

And an important element in this responsibility is to reflect on the
whole process of communication. This in part provokes consideration of
what it means to be read. As Spivak, herself a bit of an academic superstar,
dwells on her relationship to her audience, she begins to suggest a way of
writing that seems to ask ‘what is the purpose of my writing?’ This for her
becomes a method:

. where one begins to imagine the audience responding, responsible
and invited to be co-investigator, one starts owning the right to have
one’s invitation accepted, given that the invitation is, like all letters, open
letters intercepted and that people turn up in other places for other
occasions with that invitation, so that we begin to deconstruct that
binary opposition bit by bit. I don’t see that particularly as de-
essentializing. It’s something else . . . (Spivak, 1989, p.153)

A number of words and phrases that Spivak employs strike me as
worth reflecting upon. For instance, her phrase the ‘audience as co-
investigator’ is a gesture to us to adopt other styles of ‘writing’ — writing
‘otherwise’ as it was put in Chapter 8 — and to rethink the relationships
and connections, and the various inequalities they contain and maintain,
actively made through research. To view, like her, your research as an
‘invitation’ to an audience, encourages you to work away at the divide that
separates the researcher and the audience. As the audience is imagined as
‘responding’, so ‘responsibilities’ begin to emerge and in many ways, as we
have learnt from Said, have to be pre-empted, anticipated and written into
the account of your research.

Yet perhaps this imagining comes too easily and needs to be thought
through with more caution. For instance, we should not forget that our
identities — importantly here taking the guise of researcher — are very much
active in the act of responding. When we engage in research, just as with
every other aspect of our lives, we are ‘performing identities’ that are ‘both
raced and sexed’ (and classed) and through them we ‘enact affectively
embodied realities that are necessarily purblind to the extent of the [highly
unequal] risks [we] run, the exclusions [we] perpetuate — in order to exist
at all’ (Dhairyam, 1994, p.43). To ‘deconstruct the binary opposition’
between researcher and audience, to promote co-investigation, as Spivak
does, is admirable but requires a degree of reflexivity as we remember the
unequal powers and visibilities — not everyone, for example, has the same
ability or authority to ‘turn up in other places’, literally or metaphorically
— that make both sides of the divide. These issues, and the many other
responsibilities noted in this chapter, are significant; others, too, will no
doubt emerge as you mull over the contexts, communities and audiences
entangled in your research. They all call for responses.
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Conclusion

We started this chapter with a reasonably simple proposal: that the context
within which academic research is practised impacts upon what gets done,
as research, and what gets written, as research. We explored this with the
help of Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of the habitus and thought about how this
might be applied to the academy. This helped us to appreciate why
preparing the reception of research is not a straightforward affair. Why
this is so was developed as the discussion moved on to reflect on the
influence that not just disciplinary but wider communities might have on
the interpretation of what you write as research. By working with Stanley
Fish’s notion of ‘interpretive communities’ we were able to see something
of how such groupings affect not only what you write but how what you
write is interpreted.

One advantage of thinking about interpretive communities in this way
is that the act of writing is seen as part of wider, influential webs and flows
that lie beyond the academic habitus. This idea was taken further as the
chapter unfolded. Edward Said reminded us of the authoritative webs of
cultural and political power that inform the politics of interpretation and
restrain the possibilities of particular kinds of reception. The latter part of
the chapter developed this theme of the researcher—audience relationship by
considering Said’s notion of the interplay between researcher and audience
achieved through the movement of ideas. The chapter concluded by
working Spivak’s suggestion to think of the audience as ‘co-investigators’
into our concern to contemplate the contexts, communities and respon-
sibilities entangled in the reception of research.

Further reading

Anxious Intellects: Academic Professionals, Public Intellectuals and
Enlightenment Values by John Michael (Duke University Press, 2000)
provides an instructive engagement with many of the themes of this
chapter: Chapter 3 provides an engaging critique of Stanley Fish (and
Richard Rorty). Edward Said’s Reith Lectures (Representations of the
Intellectual) (Viking, 1994) will take you through many of his chief concerns
and reflections of the role and responsibilities of intellectuals. Said’s
Beginnings (The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978) is well worth a read
as it establishes much of the terrain he explores in his later texts, some of
which are cited in this chapter. In The Spivak Reader (Routledge, 1996) the
editors, Donna Landry and Gerald Maclean, provide a useful collection of
Gayatri Spivak’s writings, together with an interview during which she
reviews her work over recent years.



CONCLUSION TO PART Il

The aim of Part lll has been to invite reflection on the assumptions that
have been worked into accepted approaches to analysis and writing. As
you will have realized, the focus has not lingered on the practicalities of
writing and of making sense of fieldwork, but has rested rather with the
issues surrounding what is at stake in writing and analysis. And what is at
stake are ideas and their place in this stage of the research process. Just
because research is coming to end, with the fruits of empirical work sitting
in front of you, does not mean that ‘thinking’ is over and done with. The
chapters have shown that this is far from the case. With echoes of earlier
chapters, thinking is to be extended through acts such as sifting through
and recombining your data (to follow Chapter 7), while, in the spirit of
Chapter 8, in the act of writing the task of forming and shaping ideas is to
be exercised and stretched still further; the responsibilities that attach to
writing for different audiences and that arise from the movement of ideas,
for example, also need to be philosophically reflected upon (Chapter 9).
Put slightly differently, and with a mind to the consequences of thinking
approaches, what the chapters have tried to do is to show how the
outcome of the research process bears the hallmark of particular
assumptions about the world.

For, as we have seen from earlier chapters, philosophies are, in a
sense, incriminated in research from the start and research always bears
the hallmark of particular persuasive rhetoric. Hence to work with and use
a certain set of ideas, is to analyse and write into existence, as it were,
one philosophically laden outcome rather than another. To adopt an
alternative set of thinking tools may well lead to a different outcome,
although the data, the same empirical starting point, may be shared by
both approaches (as we saw in Chapter 7). This may be a simple point
but in itself it has significant implications. Its importance grows if we recall
what it means (to use some of the language of Chapter 7) to recombine
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our thoughts about analysis and writing in such a way as to allow other
philosophical influences to work with us as we work away at the materials
gathered in the previous stage of research. The dialogue with other
approaches has, we hope, allowed us to be exposed to ‘new’ ideas, to be
provoked by alternative moves. In Chapter 8, for example, ‘traditional
thoughts about writing up were asked to justify their assumptions about
just what is involved in this stage of the research process. This was
explored further in Chapter 9 where the contexts of writing, the movement
of ideas and researcher—audience relationships led to the possibility of
reflecting on how the reception of research might be reworked. Similarly,
in Chapter 7, the task of making sense of materials was rethought in
terms of what analysis might involve if the vocabulary coined in one
philosophical school, such as ‘certainty’ and ‘completeness’, was
replaced by another, one that began to sketch analysis in terms of
recontextualization, translation and transformation.

All of this, as the Introduction to Part Il noted, is about taking time to
think through what effect the differences in philosophical assumptions
make to the conduct and outcome of the research process. And here
perhaps it is important to note that we are not suggesting, in our
encouragement to play with ideas, to ruminate with the help of a range of
philosophical materials, that in the place of the demands of, say, rigour,
precision and accuracy, we offer approaches that say ‘anything goes’.
For, as we have already seen at various stages of the book, these other
philosophical lines establish their own procedures that are just as
demanding in terms of what they imply for the conduct and consequences
of research. In Part Ill the words of caution relate to the responsibilities
and practices of analysis and of writing. In the case of Chapter 7, to take
one example, we saw how Benjamin’s idea of literary montage offered a
form of analysis where prepared explanations were replaced with a call to
see what might come of the juxtaposition of different types of material,
where neither the empirical nor the theoretical is to be privileged, yet
where — and this is a significant reminder of what this approach entails —
a ‘confused presentation’ is a world apart from Benjamin’s sought-after
‘presentation of confusion’. The difference, both in research practice and
outcome, is what the philosophical line demands from the outset.

In both Part Ill and in the book as a whole we hope to have
encouraged you to adopt a variety of thinking crafts and skills so that you
will feel confident enough not always to want to hug the shore of the
familiar, and to know why you may wish to think philosophies through the
research process ahead.
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