
A MESS…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a real mess.  Interviews, participants, stories, experiences, sense data, representation, interpretation, meaning.  Meaning?!?  I followed a qualitative path of interviewing participants about their experiences.  But then my inquiry took on a life of its own.  Key concepts along my path – data, voice, subject – started falling away, leaving a real mess. My initially qualitative approach deconstructed - self-destructed? - and I had to retheorize key concepts, guided by philosophical ideas.  I started off with a qualitative inquiry and have moved into a space of not-quite post-qualitative.  Is this incommensurate?  Should I have known how post- philosophies would inform my work before I started my inquiry?   
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The purpose of my presentation today is to explore the messiness of becoming-researcher.  This messiness, for me, involved making sense of - what Bettie St. Pierre has termed - conventional humanist qualitative methodology and its relationship to post-qualitative work. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I will walk you through some of the many messes I experienced in my inquiry, using excerpts of free writing (like you’ve just heard).  I explore how bumping up against humanist methodological concepts, and experiencing tension with my shifting onto-epistemology, gave me something to think with, to think through.  Specifically, I describe how troubling “data” and “data analysis” led to shifts in my conceptualization of the human subject and then to new understandings of onto-epistemology.  I argue that thinking and working through these concepts, always partially, in inquiry, is not incommensurate with post-qualitative work but instead, is consistent with deconstructing and retheorizing integral aspects of inquiry in new ways.  For me, it was the messiness that I experienced in engaging in conventional humanist qualitative methodology that catalyzed changes in my thinking and allowed me to re-imagine my inquiry through a post-qualitative lens.  
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Presentation Notes
A mess - As I read through my clean, linear, sharply formatted transcript, I feel my stomach knot.  What did I do wrong?  I thought that producing a verbatim transcript of one of my pilot interviews would allow me to interpret my conversation with the participant in new ways – to see and hear things that I hadn’t recognized before.  I thought the written transcript would demonstrate the vibrant interaction we had, so that I could immerse myself in the nuances of our discussion.  Instead, it just sat there.  Words.  Flat.  Fixed.  Now what?!? Although I put great thought into my methodological approach, I hadn’t troubled conventional qualitative concepts before I saw my vibrant conversations with participants reduced to flat, fixed transcripts.  Prior to engaging in my pilot interviews, I wrote extensively about my intention in interviewing – I explored Foucault’s concepts of power and subjectification and examined how I could be aware of and attempt to mediate power differentials with participants; I explored my own positionality and the social, economic, historical, and institutional narratives I am constructed by; I thought about the interview as an opportunity to co-construct a story, out of a multitude of possible stories; I recognized what I was asking of participants in expecting them to be able to reflect on and share their stories related to their experience of education and work.  I thought about rapport, trust, safety and what could come from participants sharing their experience, from hearing themselves discuss their own trajectories and having those experiences reflected in our conversations.  It was helpful for me to go into my pilot interviews with these thoughts and ideas about the process of interviewing at the front of my mind, and I found the interviews engaging, vibrant, and energizing.  However, I hadn’t put the same intention, guided by theoretical concepts and ideas, into what would happen after the interview.  I hadn’t thought about how my intentions in interviewing may relate to my data analysis.  I transcribed my interviews because that’s what you do with an interview.  Once transcribed, the verbatim transcript did not capture any of the vitality of the interactions and I began questioning what this transcript – a constructed, material, textual artifact - could do for me in my research.  How does it work?  The transcript was somehow supposed to accurately capture what was discussed, in a way that would allow me to derive meaning.  For me, the transcript too heavily emphasized words when so much of our interaction was non-verbal.  I didn’t understand how the transcript could be “accurate” – in relation to what?  To what was said?  To what was intended?  To what actually happened?  As if there were one reality that was being described, discussed, and interpreted and would be stable over time?  And how would member checking help with “accuracy”?  I could somehow ensure that what I heard, the meaning I made, was what was intended in that time and space? 
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Presentation Notes
With doubts swirling, I began reading and came across St. Pierre’s (2013) article on The Appearance of Data.  St. Pierre questions what counts as data and examines the ontological assumptions involved in creating texts to interpret.  As she discusses, words are treated as brute data; categorized, classified, and manipulated as if there is one true meaning to be deciphered.  I approached my interviews as an opportunity to hear one story in a multiplicity of stories, recognizing that meaning was always deferred and shaped by power, theory, practice, and discourse.  Yet, I didn’t initially recognize that my attempt to transcribe and analyze a verbatim transcript was inconsistent with my understanding of meaning.  This tension led me to further question conventional humanist qualitative methodological concepts, and to explore post-qualitative research.  Through my reading, I explored how scholars were retheorizing data, analysis, voice, representation, writing, method, and other key methodological concepts that I had not fully explored.  I knew I wanted to take a critical approach to my interview, my data, my writing, and my inquiry, but I hadn’t troubled what these concepts mean or their ontological origins.  When my traditional idea of “data” was blown up by St. Pierre’s article, everything became questionable.  Deconstructing “data” left me in a mess of swirling humanist methodological approaches bumping up against understandings of knowing and being informed by the posts.  Sitting in tension with conventional qualitative concepts, and reading literature that troubled, deconstructed, and re-theorized these concepts, helped move my thinking forward.  
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Presentation Notes
A mess - I can’t cram these narratives into a coherent story; it nails down just one version of the story.  There is no beginning, middle, and end.  No hero.  No plot twists.  Just becoming in intra-action.  Writing our conversations as a story doesn't allow meaning to be deferred; no already-absent present.  Instead, the story becomes fixed in time, and it is my job, as researcher, to provide an accurate representation of what happened, of what the individual participant experienced – an accurate version of "reality".  But I don’t want truth.  We can never get to the bottom of things, St. Pierre says.  I want to show our conversations as entangled, intra-actions.  The materials created from our conversations - the audio recording, the written notes, the transcript, the narrative summary - are not the conversation. Just partial representations in a multitude of possible perspectives.   I found that a verbatim transcript was not helpful in working with my interviews.  Instead, drawing on critical narrative inquiry, I created narrative accounts.  In attempting to create narrative accounts, I found myself deep in another mess.  How could I create a narrative account without coherence?  Without a beginning, middle, end?  A narrative that would recognize a non-linear spacetimemattering?  Could I create a narrative without framing the story around an agential human subject who navigates different experiences?  Humanism, which carries with it a specific methodology, centers around the self, assuming an independent, self-contained self that exercises agency (St. Pierre, 2000).  The human subject is the center of existence; each agential individual moves through time and space, making choices and engaging in the world.  I wanted the narratives to represent, in some way, the emergent nature of the interview; our intra-action.  Although I was theoretically familiar with humanism and the post-human, the ideas were not fully accessible to me, in terms of how they would be implemented in methodology, through reading alone.  It was in the mess of trying to represent the subject that these ideas became more practical and more real.  I struggled with partial representations of the narrative, trying to decenter the human subject, and began questioning the idea of voice.  I was in the place, that Foucault sees as the goal of inquiry – where I “no longer know what to do”.  This mess – problematics, difficulty, confusion - swirling theoretical concepts and philosophical ideas, methodological questions – was generative.  The mess became something to think with, and think through.  And continue to think through.  
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Presentation Notes
Although I didn’t intentionally approach my research from a humanist perspective, and drew heavily on post-structuralist and critical scholars, my approach to qualitative methodology revealed its foundations in humanism.  In creating narrative accounts of my interviews, I had questions about the subject and representation.  How could I create a narrative account that recognized the story as emerging from the intra-action of the interview?  How could I represent that this was a story, a piece of story, with multiple interpretations, set in a specific time and place?  I worked through a number of variations, all text based, that all had limitations.  I worked from a textual representation (of a piece of a story) along with the audio and notes from the interviews, to try to include different elements of the story that may appear differently in various material arrangements.  I continue to think through how a representation of the interview could look in different mediums and how different representations highlight some elements of the intra-action while obfuscating others.  And how I can move away from representation to explore how I might plug in different experiences/ideas/feelings/concepts to see how things work.    
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A mess - What am I really trying to do?  What can I hope to say at the end of the day?  I’m not seeking to answer a specific question with rational, stable, fixed knowledge.  I can’t remove myself from the research entanglement to take a look at things – to examine phenomena, to solve problems.  I want my inquiry to open up other questions. I want to explore new ways of looking at and deconstructing entanglements.  It is in the space where things can be broken down and rebuilt and broken down again that there is hope. What we are doing isn’t working; we have an ethical imperative to do things differently.  To re-imagine what is possible.    As you can see, my messes escalated into an existential crisis.  What started out as a question about transcripts and what constitutes data quickly developed into questioning the purpose of social research; how we, as researchers, can know; and how we are of, and with, the world.  In my experience, we cannot know first.  I needed conventional humanist qualitative methodology as a starting place – solid ground to begin my inquiry.  I was not able to trouble integral methodological concepts without bumping up against them in practice, and, in the mess, looking to the literature to help me make sense of what I was doing and why.  Working through these messes, in an always incomplete way, altered my understanding of social research and my onto-epistemology.  As becoming-researchers, always shifting and dynamic, messiness is generative and productive – it provides something to think with and think through.  It is this messy process of becoming that transforms knowing/being/doing.  Thank you!
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