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Resear ch as Stories: a subjective academic narrative

Abstract

The subject of this paper addresses how the acadeonid depends upon peer reviews of
scholarly narratives. The goals of this paper aggrésent a challenge to how such narratives
are usually performed subject to a strict set fg@and regulations that have become
formulaic since the Enlightenment processes ohsifie methodology dominated the
academy).Over the later part of thé"2@ntury and this early 2tentury, there has been
much debate about the relationship of social seienethodologies and those of the natural
sciences. This debate reveals that the variousatatiences themselves have formulated
different methodologies, and that the social s@erttave moved from aping the natural
science methodologies to an array of qualitativesoit the same time, the refereed peer
reviewed journals almost all ask for Enlightenmstgte articles to disperse social science
knowledge within a continuing paradigm that bow tet the Enlightenment values of Adam
Smith and David Hume. The method of this papeo igractise and to survey the telling of a
research story as a narrative that discusses dotingease studies through recording and
analysing interviews; the case study and/as ngitsgtiand the methodologies emerging
through ethnography and auto ethnography. The ¢fieal perspectives engaged with
include postmodernist deconstruction and the rhaaniext as well as narrativity and the
anecdotal within scholarship.

Introduction: Can a system uncontrol?

There is a wonderful paradox in trying to set ugtesns against the controlling systems, isn'’t
there? In looking at how the academy may benadinfambiguity and the dominance of the
narrative, | propose that it is the power of theapgax that works as a kind of dynamo to
produce energy from the 2 opposing movements. Disevpdernist term of ‘deconstruction’
allows scholars to inhabit this dynamic space. Bédwwbjergquotes quotes Nietchze’s point
about science research: ‘above all one should nish wo divest existence of its rich
ambiguity’ (2006:237). It is this acceptance ofgmpx and ambiguity that underpins my
‘subjective academic narrative’ methodology (Arn@l@l12).Flyvbjerg calls this the ‘casting
off preconceived notions and theories’; this precasts to keep the research ‘case’ open
rather than close it down (2006:236). He rejeces dbalism of qualitative and quantitative
methodologies seeing both/and as superior to éithsaying that ‘...narratives typically
approach the complexities and contradictions of lfeE|a Accordingly, such narratives may
be difficult or impossible to summarize into neatestific formulae, general propositions,
and theories’ (2006:237). For me, the subjectivedamic narrative | propose and practice
accords with Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari'§8pPconcept of the rhizomatic text that
replaces the ideal of the tree of knowledge.l aawirg upon those aspects of their work that
challenge Enlightenment ‘givens’ as templates foademic scholarship as | now discuss
below as the ‘rhizomatic text'..
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Therhizomatic text

In discussing the ‘arboreal text’, Delueze and @uatdentify the ‘aborescent system’ as a
model that shows society and its knowledge to bepi®rically expressed as like a tree. The
aborescent means that theroot system is connextbé main branch which has many minor
branches, fruits and leaves coming from it whilslying upon it. This kind of system is
essentially a controlling one. They reject it agrgthing in this model is controlled and
controlling: it is in its place, in order of its portance. The main tree survives all assaults and
losses. Meaning as well as social activities cdyg take certain controlled paths and certain
circumscribed choices can be made within the sys@mce a choice is made other choices
are unavailable and selected choices lead to nepwadetermined paths. This is a very
patriarchal model of social structures. By thisdam that much academic intervention from
feminists has challenged and continues to challéhgeEnlightenment discourse models so
as to reveal their intrinsically gendered naturigelL Deleuze and Guattari, they discuss how
it dominates advanced western capitalist socialstoations to their detriment as other
means of knowledge-discourse are not advantaged.

The post-Enlightenment domination of knowledge tme$s within the academy as arboreal
constitutes anaborescent or tree-likesystem hagimgunquestionable central source that
allows everything to be traced back to its soursesit limits improvisation and innovation
and controls what is considered to be knowledgeddimg so, it restricts the scholarly
conversation as it prescribes pathways and jourtleyaigh it, selects and valorizes only
those things which meet its particular needs amtdeevalues and rejects other models by
allowing templates and processes to dominate humdiniduality and difference.Deleuze
and Guattari propose another way in which knowledgght work which they term
‘rhizomatic’. A rhizome is a root which can be skitat any point and still lead to growth; it
is grass that grows and mats itself. It can expandultiple directions unlike the tree which
is bound by its own botanical conventions that d@ate its use as a metaphor for ‘the tree of
knowledge’. The plants which surface from a rhizoane unable to be traced back to one
root. Many grasses grow from rhizomes: they aresmgular and linear...they are wildly
lateral and intertwined. Deleuze and Guattari psepdhat this is a better model for
knowledge that the root-tree model because it aag®s difference and laterality rather than
conformity and linearity.

The rhizomatic system, then, has multiple possibimbinations to produce meaning and so
permits individual journeys through the same materas it functions without prescribed
pathways. It encourages rather than inhibits orgatibecoming productive rather than
reproductive as it does not follow templates omgraars. Thus it enables the production of
new meanings by making new connections possiblaelamdlops semiotic chains which draw
together meanings and connections in the arts atwielen the arts and their struggles with
organizations of power. So the range of ideas a@hdtizomatic ‘assemblage’ encourages is
greater than that offered arboreally. New connestican be made and differences, including
binary oppositions, overcome. The rhizomatic pesrthie creative bringing together of new
things, elements and sets of ideas. The tree Withys have the same trunk, it will always
produce and reproduce itself in the same way. himme is constantly re-inventing itself
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and allowing others to do so. There is ‘agiomatic hegemonyto disrupt the sense of
multiple possibilities.

This is central to my view of narrative inquiry apdoduction as it builds into scholarly
discourse possibilities that are otherwise not ssibde. There is growing academic
discussion about the importance of inserting théolscly story into the text and
acknowledging the presence of the scholar herselhimself.This resides within the
postmodernist dispersal of certainties. For examnthke Marxist literary critical scholar Terry
Eagleton discusses how Derridaen ‘difference’ @mges tightly held ‘givens’ of cultural
ideologies. In doing so he opens for considerati@npower of the cultural ideology over the
social ‘norms’ and the ‘natural: in scholarly wng such as this, then, a challenge can
reasonably be mounted against a discourse tempjaEnlightenment knowledge practices.
Such qualitative methodologies as | propose anctipeaadd to this scholarly debate.

In doing so, they confront the power of ideolodiesiraw rigid boundaries between what is
acceptable and what is not, between self and nigntisgh and falsity, sense and nonsense,
reason and madness, central and marginal, surfateepth...The tactic of deconstructive
criticism...is to show how texts come to embarragsrtbwn ruling systems of logic; and
deconstruction shows this by fastening on the ‘dpmatic’ points, the aporia or impasses of
meaning, where texts get into trouble, come unstuafker to contradict themselves
(Eagleton1988:133-4).

The concept of the rhizomatic text alters our Whestaindset of ‘the tree of knowledge’.
Instead of arboreal interconnectedness, it proptsgsknowledge may be more diverse in
itself and may be propagated indifferent ways. Theomatic metaphor brings to our
consciousness as one example the way that graskbgsynto a lawn. This provides a model
for the consideration that electronic deliveriesviile a space that is not restricted by the
linear nature of the printed book. The influencedht to the urge for analytico-referential
‘proof’ is thus disturbed.This article adds to ttiscussion of the importance of narrative
discourse and the importance of the self as/in. data

The dispersal of certainties

One aspect of a dispersal of certainties withinattedemy is a fear of ‘mere relativism’. John
Caputo addresses this in looking towards the pas#nmism that Jacques Derrida established
and continues to utilise so as to question metatiaes and givens within culture and
especially within knowledge. Following Derrida, @&p describes the humanities as ‘the
privileged place’ and places this within an imagitgniversity that ‘poses the possibility of
the impossible’ (Caputo2003:11). Caputo asks tledlemging question: what would it be like
to rid ourselves of the theology, the politics d@imel anthropology of sovereignty?’ (2003:12).
In doing so, he claims enacts to enact deconstrueis the dispersal of certainties, as a whole
new way of telling a story. Caputo calls this ‘@wver of the powerless’: the ‘perhaps’ (15-
16).

In bringing forward the unconscious behind our comss academic acts, we can identify the
construction of our scholarship and its foundatidrzariers. Caputo describes Derrida as
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123  opening up possibilities through his resistancnéogiven, the authoritative: ‘reason for
124  Derrida is precisely defined by its openness toother, to the event, to the future, its desire
125 for the incalculable and the unconditional, for gnemise’ (2003:19).

126  This is a dynamic challenge to the academy asehspip possibilities. Rather than seeking a
127  conclusion, it marks the knowledge that can be meduhrough deconstruction itself, and

128 accords with Derrida’s determination in his thestime of punctuation not to do again what
129  has already been done.

130 ‘ “Deconstruction is the least bad word for a profdly affirmative undertaking to unearth
131 the most deeply buried and unfulfilled promisesgked in our least bad words-words like
132 *“justice” and “democracy”, the “gift” and “forgivess’, 'friendship” and “hospitality” *

133 (Caputo. 2003:20).

134  In giving up the rule of sovereignty, a disperdat@rtainties opens the academy to new ideas
135 rather than continues to judge such ideas agaitrahisigent methodologies that grew from
136  the Enlightenment. Recognising the personal stattyinvscholarship is one aspect of this

137  that | put forward within this paper.

138

139  Telling our research story

140 In an extensive move from a consideration ofnaritgitas a research methodology,
141 Stacy Otto suggests that literary narratives cantitised as ‘data that might lead to
142 complex understandings of human phenomena’ rallaer ‘langerous, fictitious and
143 subjective’ (Otto2007:73/4). Whilst not lookingm@bclaimed fictional and literary
144 narratives in this paper, | would agree that jgsiitarature embodies a fictional truth,
145 so research narratives embody a literary way bhggestories...another mode of

146 fictional truth. This acts to incur a love of papacand ambiguity in my subjective
147 academic narrative methodology. Otto claims thaedr, rigid classic scientific

148 method'’s pull enjoys its position of privilege iarpdue to human’s desire for

149 epistemic certainty’ (74). Yet fiction enjoys mple sales and readerships compared
150 with academic publications. This paradox placesatte@lemy in a certain position of
151 authority that proposes proof and disproof. Otfeats this stating that ‘the findings
152 from traditional scientific enquiry are not meamirnvoke the researcher’s surprise,
153 but to prove the hypothesis or its exact opposit#y no room for nuance beyond
154 disproof’ (2007:75).The epistemology of narratiwiythin scholarship is still open to
155 some debate, although widely accepted in some atdadeeas.William Smythe and
156 Maureen Murray say that ‘true anonymity is a praia¢ic requirement to meet

157 whenever a person’s story is presented and anaisadvhole and in detail’

158 (2000:319).

159

160  As researchers we bring to our research persosalresitions and reactions as well as our academic
161  reading and thinking. Can the purely personal leeptably utilised as evidence of a more general
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situation? In a postmodernist dispersal of ceriesrds described by John Caputo, this question can
be emphatically answered in the affirmative. Tliaaept follows upon Gregory Ulmer’s idea of a
‘mystory’, Ulmer (1985) identifies a ‘mystoricalp@roach to thinking and research. A ‘mystory’
puts under erasure all claims to fact/authenticityriting. It shows all writing to be both persdna
and mysterious (my story and mystery) whatevetl@sns to authenticity and depersonalisation. It
reveals the academic text to be sewn togethecamailation of the scholarly, the anecdotal or
popular, and the autobiographical. It questiongdirainant analytico-referential model of
knowledge.

Singular and subjective experiences can also beisaghat Jane Gallop proposes as ‘anecdotal
theory’. She sees this as a feminist activity gratbles non-patriarchal ways of thinking and doing
academic work. ‘Anecdotal theory” aims to ‘tie thiegong to lived experience...anecdotal theory
must be...the juncture where theory finds itself celigal -against its will, against its projects- to
think where it has been forced to think.” (Galldp02:15) Her work contributes to our conceptual
methodological attitude.

Personal story-telling as an accepted academicadethenquiry has impacted upon all forms of
knowledge. Narrative non-fiction, narratology andogthnographic methods, for example, are
becoming a more and more acceptable part of acad#istourse. For example, Ellis and Bochner
refer to such narrative enquiry as including : §meral narratives...lived experiences, critical
autobiography...reflexive ethnography ...ethnographimhiography ...autobiographical
ethnography, personal sociology...autoanthropolo@ilis & Bochner2000:739-740)

Of course, positioning oneself as the central playthin the research narrative has its own
demands for scholarship. In their paper settinggoidelines for teachers regarding self-study
research, Robert BulloughJr andStefineePinnegarthat ‘Many researchers now accept that they
are not disinterested but are deeply investedain gtudies, personally and profoundly’ (2001:13)
They note that this approach is ‘quite differennfrthose typically valued by the academy’.
(2001:14)

Case study narrativity

As we have seen, considerations of case studytiverenquiry raise a central question: ‘Who does
own the story?’ Smythe and Murray say:

narrative discourse is structured more temporabiyntconceptually, concerns relations
among particulars rather than abstract genergladdresses the vicissitudes of human
intentions and motivations, and aims to be conwigicnore by virtue of its believability
than in terms of its logical coherence or empirteatability...narrative accounts are
told from multiple perspectives ...narrative meanmagultiple as well. (2000:323)

In reflecting upon and unpacking case studies, weaware of the sensitivities of both researchers’
perspectives and the subjects’ stories. In bringegn together, we practice a narrative qualitative
methodology

Case studies are undertaken so as to identify #ys w which people understand a certain aspect
of human behaviour. For example, case studies nthgate how creativity works in practice.

5



201
202
203
204
205
206

207
208
209
210
211
212
213

214
215
216
217

218
219
220
221
222
223
224
225
226

227

228
229
230
231
232
233
234
235
236
237
238
239
240

(Edmonds et al 2005) Edmonds et al utilised theomterstand how ‘...the application of
knowledge that is highly expert, distinctive in ceter and constantly evolving is a feature of the
way creative people work’ (2005:454). Utilising eastudies of commercial creative studio

members as primary data sources rather than aadiesbf academic-practitioners gave them
particular insights into practice. This also opeopda data source that was outside the academy yet
contributed stories that were important within takevant scholarly conversation.

There is continuing debate about whether caseestade scholarly if they are singular. The
traditional proposition is that multiple case sasdaround a given issue are necessary. What this
method achieves is the compression of the startesone acceptable version.in what Brent
Flyvbjerg sees as ‘rule-governed use of analytatbnality’ that acts to inhibit knowledge
production and ensures that large samples andegbdependent knowledge and experience are at
the very heart of expert activity’ (Flyvbjerg20082). Flyvbjerg rejects this as limiting knowledge
acquisition and discussion.

Case studies as data have been utilised by aceaslemitizin both qualitative and quantitative
methodologies. The richly narrative data has marmnoes and can be unpacked and unpeeled in
many different ways according to the goals of thalg itself and the positioning of the project
members themselves.

In their health research, seeing interviewees’iesaas providing ‘research interest in the analysis
of stories...to see the world through the eyes oéi®h(2004:226), Therese Riley and Penelope
Hawe have utilised narratives and/as case studiesy. see them as providing ‘a unique means to
get inside the world of health promotion practideis this quality applied to the understanding of
creative studio practice that underpins this prtopaad these interviews with creative industry
practitioners. Riley and Hawe emphasise the ‘kéyrinant’ elements of such interview narratives
stating that ‘narrative methods’ are used to endig@eproduction of ‘new and deeper insights into
the complexity of practice contexts.” This accondi#th our use of studio based industry
practitioner interviews as data.

Narrative enquiry

Of course, the interviewer and the project dimemsitemselves are not anterior to the collection
of such qualitative data through interviews ancecstsdies. Each plays a part in the narrative
itself and in the use of that narrative. Robin Melbtes researchers create ‘...frameworks that
help ground final conclusions within the broaderative environment and context’ (2002:231)
The framework for this project has been establishebe project outlines and further developed
in the work of this team. Mello notes that in ‘raive enquiry’ whilst the interviewee tells their
story, the ‘researcher is currently situated asatitbor of the culture’ (2002:232) For Mello,
academic enquirers have ‘...reduced the role of arkwaway from the hierarchical position of
creating conclusive knowledge to that of interprgtand story-telling personal experience: we do
this with voices that are both idiosyncratic angafedent on individual perceptions’. For this
project, as with other academic enquiry, we no&t the border between the narratives is blurred
and we are able to recognise the importance gbeéhsonal narratives of the researchers as well as
the subjects.



241  Reality and representation are discussed by Mslleghemeral and personal’. Narrative enquiry
242  acts to draw reality and representation togethewmg the text always to be made of multiple
243  individual stories. The researcher is no longenéot, but Mello looks at how the researcher can
244  ‘use these data both reflectivelnd analytically’ (Mello2002:233) reminding academtbst ‘we
245  must continue asking how best to practice analsithat it remains grounded, authentic, and
246  inclusive of the complexity found in discourse piees so that narratives and their meanings
247  remain intact'.

248 It is recognising and maintaining this delicatealnake that enables clarity and validity in the

249 findings of a project such as this. Mello says:eTtarratives we call data are illustrative,

250 linguistically, of perceived human experience. Asls their meaning is dependent on context,
251  time, place of telling, and audience response,elkas the teller’s viewpoint, coupled with the

252 researcher’s findings’ (2002:234). Scholars whoaavare of the complexity of such narrative

253 enquiry are particularly keen to illustrate thes@ghers’ narratives. These begin with the choice
254  of interviewees and the establishment of questiom®velop useful data along the same narrative
255  directions.

256  In the context of this paper, a significant chajlemn unpeeling and unpacking case study

257  narratives as well as researcher narratives isjéctrstandardization and seek epistemological
258 uncertainty rather than the academic straight jaitied is often found even within qualitative

259  narrative enquiry. Mello sees (and rejects) a reethe part of researchers ‘...to standardize
260 analytical practices. The reasoning behind thisnse® be that if one can formalize,

261 technologize,or institutionalize qualitative resdgrone can more easily legitimize findings’

262 (2002:234) In an attempt to clarify the alternasive such practices as breaking data into bitds tha
263 ‘are then reorganized according to perceived cdioreor overarching themes’, Mello suggest
264  that we ‘collocate’ the data (2002:235). Such ‘ecdition’ means that the narrative, the research
265  project, the researchers and the data are anadysedding to a number of ‘operations’ that lead
266 to multiple readings and interpretive practicesellMabjures researchers to:

267 ...carefully place the narratives and perspectivestiodérs alongside our own. We can

268 accomplish this, or at least attempt it, throughraecting and collocating data. In doing so,
269 the researcher becomes the storyteller, a briddddsworking to link the use and

270  production of stories in the field together witle @nalytical discourse of research literature
271 (2002:241).

272 Such storytelling makes the singular narrativehefacademic researcher into a case study as
273 the self becomes data through telling the persacadlemic story. Bent Flyvberg argues

274  against conventional academic wisdom in his disgotleat a case study not only can, but

275  must, provide broader generalisations from a siayldy. Rather than being context specific,
276  a case study might be seen as the basis of geradnitity such as in the (in)famous example
277  of ‘all swans are white’. It will not be paradignatbut an acceptable and probable narrative
278  based on an individual intuition that appears s#@siithin the scholarly conversation. As

279  such it will challenge preconceived views broughit toy the researcher , for ‘the question of
280  subjectivism and bias towards verification appteall methods, not just the case study and
281  other qualitative methods. For example, the elérakarbitrary subjectivism will be
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significant in the choice of categories and vagalibr a quantitative or structural
investigation...” (Flyvbjerg2006:235).Flyvbjerg pdtsward the interesting proposition that
it is more important to disprove and question ttaprove and ratify: he calls this
falsification rather than verification as ‘the rasgher who conducts a case study often ends
up by casting off preconceived notions and theb(#306:236)

Ethnogr aphy to autoethnogr aphy

Ethnography arises from anthropological studiesreinethe ethnos (the people) and the graphikos
(a written story or painting) are understudy thioymoviding a researcher with a narrative about
the group or culture. Philippe Bougois discussé® ‘teproduction of academic habitus’ in
relationship to ethnography and in doing so acceats

Postmodernist critique has been beneficial for egnaphy. It has debunked the
naively positivist enlightenment project of maiestm social sciences and
humanities and has unsettled the essentializingeteies of anthropology’s
culture concept which so easily slide into anotiwversion of racism and

postcolonial domination. The recognized illegitimamf the omniscient

ethnographer now forces even positivist ethnognaptrelocate themselves within
their texts and to recognize that reality is sdgiabnstructed-if not fragmented,
dialogical, and contested. (2002:418)

The ethnographic aspects of anthropology moveddinde self-reflective insights by and about the
anthropologists themselves. This has come todaypgoknown within academic circles as
‘autoethnography’. As we go on to discuss, autaeghaphic practices seem to dispute the closed
nature of academic literacies and scholarly conwestwithin discrete communities of knowledge.

In rejecting the dominance of such ‘academic litexsl and ‘scholarly conventions’, Nicholas Holt
discusses ‘the use of self as the only data souraelationship to feedback from 7 reviewers so as
to develop ‘appropriate evaluative criteria for Buwork’ He premises his discussion on the
assertion that ‘the postmodern research movementaised doubts about the privilege of any one
method for obtaining authoritative knowledge abitat social world.” (2003:18). He identifies that
there is a continuing application of outmoded cpits@nd practices of ‘academic literacies’ to self
as data by referees in the academic publicatioogg Holt sees this as misplaced. Holt states of
autoethnography that it produces texts that are:

...usually written in the first person and featurealogue, emotion, and self-
consciousness as relational and institutional esoraffected by history, social
structure and culture...authors use their own expeesg in a culture reflexively to
look more deeply at self-other interactions. (2093:

Conclusion

propose that such personalized academic authasshifsubjective academic narrative’ wherein the
author is not silent has not gone unchallengedgsiétecause it challenges more traditional academic
modes of discourse. The self as data, then, hasrimea more recognised and accepted methodology
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in academe, even though there is still vigorousatiehbout its academic veracity and standing.(Spry
2001; Pentland 1999; Rappaport 1995; Richardso®)2@bnsiderations of ‘who owns the story?’
are central to ethnology, and the insertion of nheator/scholar as a player in the data collection
and research write-up has become recognised gbnérarrell, J. & Hamm, S. 1998). In her
discussions of the narrative structure of the ssotold in research, Kay Inckle describes her vasrk
evolving ‘into a complex and messy narrative frornickh | am unable to separate myself' stating
that this has led her scholarship to moving pasintdaries usually seen in academic writing as it
‘dissolves the borders of fact and fiction, trutidaepresentation, self and other...this confirms my
initial premise that a separated and objectiveareser is an impossibility’ (2005:227).This paper
acts to further confirm the impossibility of a detad academic researcher.
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