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Introduction: How to do social research with…

Rebecca Coleman, Kat Jungnickel and Nirmal Puwar

How to do social research with… is a book that focuses on the relations 

involved in the doing of critical, creative and interdisciplinary research 

with a range of unusual and unexpected things and people. But what does 

this mean and what does it involve? What does this book contribute to an 

array of interest in and enthusiasm for methodology and method across 

the social sciences? What does it do that is different?

In this Introduction, we address these questions. Our opening sen-

tence posits a number of different entry points.

Doing Critical, Creative and Interdisciplinary Social Research with a Range of 
Unusual and Unexpected Things and People

At the core of the book is an attempt to explore what is involved in doing 

research with a range of relationships and unusual things. The contri-

butions to this book examine how research is done with a variety of 

things –  objects, such as chillies and bowling balls; media, such as i- docs, 

documents and podcasts; materials, such as wax and plastic; practices, 

such as knitting, archiving through crowdsourcing, activism; and what we 

might call living entities, with, for instance, a dog, plants or ghosts, feelings 

and human participants. (This list is not exhaustive; a point we return to 

below.) Focusing on doing research with things, people and other living 

entities highlights relationships, as the ‘with’ functions to alert us to the 

relations through which research is, and must be, conducted. The collec-

tion therefore places these things, people and relationships at the centre 

of analysis, with authors considering, among other issues: when, where, 

why and how they have been doing research with them; and how they 

build on, reconfigure and/ or do something other than what established 



2  |  R. Coleman, K. Jungnickel and N. Puwar

2

methods do. We try to concentrate on the things, people and relationships 

that are central to doing research, but are sometimes –  often –  overlooked 

in reflections and reports.

Given the histories of knowledge making, it is important to consider 

the ethical responsibilities of researchers –  us –  in designing and carry-

ing out research, and in what our attention is drawn towards. In her work 

on decolonising methodologies and methods, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2021, 

first published in 1999) focuses on the long history of the exploitation of 

indigenous peoples in the construction of research; indeed, she details 

how research based on scientific principles has depended upon colo-

nial relations where indigenous peoples have systematically been dehu-

manised and treated as objects of fascination, dissection and knowledge. 

Tuhiwai Smith argues that research methodologies must be fundamentally 

revised so as to ‘disrupt the relationships between researchers (mainly 

non- indigenous) and researched (indigenous), between a colonising 

institution of knowledge and colonised peoples whose own knowledge 

was subjugated, between institutions and communities, and between and 

within indigenous communities themselves’ (2021, p. x). Such research 

involves a shift from seeing research as about outputs and outcomes 

(data, publications, acclaim for researchers, for example) to emphasising 

process. Tuhiwai Smith notes, ‘[i] n many projects the process is far more 

important than the outcome. Processes are expected to be respectful, to 

enable people, to heal and to educate. They are expected to lead one small 

step further towards self- determination’ (2021, p. 115).

What becomes clear with such an understanding of methodologies 

and methods is that our understanding of what has agency in our research 

must encompass the people and non- human entities that have been side-

lined and objectified as sources of extraction. This argument complicates 

the list of ‘things’ we have outlined so far. Traditionally, things have been 

understood as inert and at the whim of people. In this book, we explore 

how different kinds of living and non- living things, alongside our practices, 

lie at the core of the ways in which research is done –  we do research with 

and through them. What Tuhiwai Smith’s work, among others, shows us is 

how certain people have been designated and treated as things and how 

their words, images, objects and land have been extracted by researchers. 

To decolonise methods, it is necessary for certain people to be treated and 
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heard as active agents. We must not overlook people in our move to con-

sider objects, media, materials, practices and non- human entities.

What we try to do in this book is draw attention to the plethora of rela-

tionships involved in research as well as to the ways in which research is 

and might be ethically shaped and crafted with and through them. Indeed, 

Donna Haraway (2016) notes that, ‘it matters what stories we tell to tell 

other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think 

thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It mat-

ters what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories’ (2016, p. 12). This 

book begins from the premise that both people and things matter to doing 

research and that the specifics of these people and things –  what they are 

and do –  are central to the research relationship. Of course, relationships 

and things are forged together. Extractive research relationships have been 

constituted with specific things, such as scribes, imperial archives, tape 

recorders, surveys and cameras.

Doing Critical, Creative and Interdisciplinary Social Research with a Range of 
Unusual and Unexpected Things and People

In focusing on the things and people with which research is done, our 

attention has been drawn to the unusual and unexpected. By ‘unusual’ and 

‘unexpected’ we mean, first, to foreground the often- overlooked diversity 

of things and people with and through which research is done. That is, we 

see the distinctiveness of the collection lying partly in its attention to the 

things and people that are not always reflected upon or understood as part 

of the research process in methods texts –  from recalcitrance to insider 

anxiety to outrageous propositions to performative experiments. Second, 

the collection also draws attention to the unusual and unexpected, weird 

and wonderful things and relations, through which research is done –  from 

sewing to infrastructures to WhatsApp soapies to body mapping. In this 

sense, we aim not only to elevate the overlooked but also to expand the 

repertoire of social research methods themselves.

All of the contributors to the book work and/ or study – or at some 

point have done so – in the Sociology Department, Goldsmiths, University 

of London, a department that has long sought to provide spaces for 

methodological experimentation and the expansion of the sociological 
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imagination, within and beyond the walls of the academy. Multiple 

research centres and units at Goldsmiths have been generating methods- 

related questions, such as the Centre for Urban and Community Research 

(CUCR), the Unit for Global Justice and the Centre for Invention and 

Social Practice (CSISP), which produced the collection that dwelled on 

‘Intimacy in Research’ (Fraser and Puwar, 2008). A key nexus of work with 

methods in the department has been the Methods Lab, a research unit 

established in 2004 to consolidate and build on this history in the depart-

ment of expertise in developing research methods and teaching social 

research. Since then, members of the department have experimented 

with different modes of knowledge making, including curating, which 

has become a central strand of the work of the Methods Lab: exhibi-

tions have been produced on campus, with the Kingsway Corridor in the 

Richard Hoggart Building re- purposed for exhibitions from the Sociology 

Department on multiple occasions since 2006, and installations in inter-

national galleries, museums and in unusual places, such as Coventry 

Cathedral. There has also been a sustained focus on placing practice 

at the centre of research and troubling boundaries between theory/ 

method/ practice as well as between disciplines. Partly as a result of such 

initiatives, researchers are working in interdisciplinary ways that might 

produce and/ or share knowledge, understanding and data in untypical 

ways, producing new methods and means of communicating research 

and shedding light on the value of, and continuing need for, more estab-

lished methodologies and methods.

Doing Critical, Creative and Interdisciplinary Social Research with a Range of 
Unusual and Unexpected Things and People

The terms critical, creative and interdisciplinary social research can be 

over- used and somewhat empty. What we mean by them here is some-

thing quite specific. We see this collection as advancing critical and cre-

ative approaches to social research relationships both in working with 

people and things and in focusing our attention on them.

Taking the term ‘critical’, part of what we understand the book to con-

centrate on is methodology and method themselves. In this sense, meth-

ods are not only what produce data on which we turn our critical faculties, 
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but methods are themselves worthy of our critical appreciation. Here, 

then, just as we might critically analyse a text or argument, or data (e.g., 

interview extracts, ethnographic fieldnotes, responses to a questionnaire, 

statistics from a survey, a photograph or video produced in a focus group), 

we might also critically analyse the methodologies and methods via which 

data are generated. As with the critical analysis of texts, arguments and 

data, a critical analysis of methodologies and methods involves close 

and careful examination and evaluation aimed not so much at criticising 

as exploring, unpacking and appreciating the strengths and limits of an 

approach, why and how it was developed and deployed, and what it does. 

‘Critical’, then, is about cultivating a sensitive comprehension of meth-

ods and methodologies. Here we are building on a plurality of schools of 

thought on the ethics and reflexive process of research making.

Our understanding of ‘creative’ in one sense refers to the wonderous 

relations, weird things and specific people with which/ whom research is 

done. Here, we can identify a creative approach to doing research, in as 

much as creative refers to being imaginative, inspired and inventive. C.W. 

Mills (1959) states that the sociological imagination, when enraptured by a 

topic, tends to ‘roam’ across disciplines, finding insight in the most unlikely 

of places. Speaking of the discipline of sociology in the 1950s, he remarks on 

how the sociological imagination is found in literature, for example, rather 

than in sociology books. Historically, social sciences have consisted of a 

heterodoxy of methods, including the visual, even if these methods are not 

centred in methods textbooks. The visual data portraits of W.E.B. Du Bois 

(2018), as well as Mass Observation and the activities run by the Sociological 

Society in the 1930s at Le Play House (Scott, 2018), being cases in point. 

Writing about geography, Harriet Hawkins clusters ‘creative’ methods with 

‘experimental’ and ‘artful’ ones and highlights the importance of ‘creative 

practice’ ‘including visual art, image- making, creative- writing, performance 

techniques’ to contemporary social research methods (2015, p. 248). More 

specifically, she argues that such creative practice has become important 

as geographers and other social researchers aim to ‘engage, research and 

re- present the sensory experiences, emotions, affective atmospheres and 

flows of life’, ‘grasp the messy, unfinished and contingent’ aspects of social 

life and knowledge production, and enrol ‘non- specialist audiences in geo-

graphical causes’ through ‘the participatory and communicative potential 
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of these practices together with their ability to constitute new and engaged 

“publics” ’ (2015, p. 248).

Les Back (2012), in outlining the contours of ‘live methods’ in sociol-

ogy, refers to the need for social researchers ‘to develop forms of attentive-

ness that can admit the fleeting, distributed, multiple, sensory, emotional 

and kinaesthetic aspects of sociality’ (2012, p. 28). He argues for an exten-

sion to

the range, texture and quality of what passes as academic representational prac-
tice and writing. I want to argue for a more literary sensibility inside the research 
vocation but also for the extensions of sociological form through the embrace of 
multi- media (sound, image and text).

(Back, 2012, p. 28)

Creative practice for Back is a kind of ‘artfulness’; ‘being wily or bring-

ing a bit of craftiness into the craft’ (2012, p. 34, emphasis in original). For 

this collection, some of us came together during online writing retreats to 

allow ourselves to write from the middle of our research happenings, to 

take a close- up view of what we have been up to in our research. We tried 

to create space for writing on research processes in creative ways, away 

from the usual strictures of authoritative social science writing genres. 

Working with creative non- fiction, as a way into our research encounters 

and imaginations, we wrote to a number of writing prompts, including one 

on ‘I was surprised by… ’.

Taking inspiration from such understandings of ‘critical’ and ‘cre-

ative’ methods, we also seek to develop interdisciplinary methods along 

the lines proposed by Celia Lury (2012), who argues that interdisciplin-

ary methods are ‘interactions across and between disciplines’ (2012, p. 1, 

emphases in original), where the interaction aims not for disciplines to be 

integrated or blended together, nor for disciplines to disappear. ‘Instead’, 

she proposes, ‘interdisciplinarity emerges through interferences between 

disciplines and between disciplines and other forms of knowledge’ (2012, 

p. 1, emphasis in original).

While we have noted above that the contributors to this book are in 

some way attached to the discipline of sociology, this is not sociology as it 

is traditionally practised (it is unusual and unexpected), and contributors 

take their inspiration for their methods from the interferences between 
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many disciplines and fields, and other knowledges and practices –  this 

is most evident in chapters on, for example, collaging, comics, curating, 

drawing, music and performance, but also a guiding principle for all of the 

contributions. Another definition of creativity, then, is the resourcefulness 

that comes from roaming across and taking inspiration from other disci-

plines and practices, and in so doing making something new, or making 

something anew. That the title of the book is focused on social research 

rather than sociology is intended to build on such an understanding of 

interdisciplinarity.

Doing Critical, Creative and Interdisciplinary Social Research with a Range of 
Unusual and Unexpected Things and People

Our final word of note –  doing –  might, at first glance, seem to be an innoc-

uous word. However, as with our other words, we see it as pointing to 

something specific –  the hands- on and often messy issues involved in car-

rying out social research. As with the words ‘things’ and ‘people’, we think 

that this aspect of social research can often be smoothed out and cleaned 

up in written accounts of research, where discussion of methodology and 

methods is often perfunctory and descriptive. The liveliness of sociality 

and the things that are involved in making social research data are often 

not included. In keeping with contributors’ interests in methodological 

innovation and craftiness, we asked them to emphasise their practical 

experience of methods, to lead the reader through what they did, why and 

how, and to reflect on their cases and scenarios, including their limits and 

surprises. Our aim was to open up what can be overlooked in the accounts 

of doing social research and make the trials, mess and surprises central 

to the discussion, as well as to highlight how doing critical, creative and 

interdisciplinary social research involves experimenting, failing, learn-

ing and trying again, often resulting in a raft of unusual and unexpected 

insightful happenings.

Overall, what we hope to convey in this introduction and collection 

is that methods are important and exciting. They are involved in consti-

tuting and organising the social world we study, and are central to mak-

ing particular social realities (Law et al., 2011). Methods are not boring. 

Neither are they neutral or insignificant. Insight too often occurs in the 
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unexpected and messy life of methods with everyday and unusual things 

and settings. The range of ways of doing social science in this book are 

heterogeneous and inspired by different theoretical and methodological 

traditions. While each author understands methodology and method dif-

ferently, what they share is a conviction that methods are active relation-

ships in the social worlds at stake in a research project. As a group, we aim 

to share this potential inventiveness and creativity in doing research. We 

hope this collection inspires readers to experiment with their own practice 

and keep adding to the toolbox and library of the many things you can do 

social research with and alongside.
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How to do social research with... activism

Kiran Grewal

Introduction

There have been many conversations recently on how to make the uni-

versity accountable for its privilege (colonial and other) and responsive 

and relevant to today’s challenges. As social researchers we are increas-

ingly asked how our work acknowledges and addresses historic injustices, 

exclusions and silences and what contribution we make to creating differ-

ent futures. For some scholars this has meant openly identifying as activist 

researchers (Hale, 2006). For others it has involved defending space for 

critical reflection separate from action in order to imagine alternatives 

(Brown and Halley, 2002).

This positioning of ‘action’ versus ‘thought’ has established an unhelp-

ful, reductive binary with some of us assumed to be ‘doing’ and others 

‘theorising’ (Osterweil, 2013). In reality, many of us are trying to do both in 

the face of institutional barriers that seek to maintain the divide. The call 

to ‘decolonise’ or ‘liberate’ our knowledge production practices requires 

all social researchers to be at least a little bit activist. Wherever we posi-

tion ourselves in the ‘thought’/ ‘action’ continuum, we all need to critically 

reflect on how we produce knowledge and what our research contributes 

to the world around us. In this chapter I reflect on how I have tried to inte-

grate some of this ‘activist’ spirit into my own research praxis.

Alternative Critical Communities: Examples from Sri Lanka

I first visited the eastern Sri Lankan town of Batticaloa in 2012 as a weekend 

break from a research project I was working on in the capital, Colombo. 

A feminist activist and artist friend had asked me to visit and meet her 
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network and her husband, an academic at the local university and a com-

munity theatre activist. I was eager for an excuse to leave Colombo where 

my life revolved around the university, meetings with bureaucrats and 

wandering the beautiful, over- privileged suburbs of the rich. I wanted to 

see Sri Lanka outside of this bubble and I was keen to visit a town famous 

for its particularly lively local activist scene.

While I have gone on to write about it (Grewal, 2017), I never intended 

to make Batticaloa a ‘research site’. Rather, over the next three years it 

became a site of refuge from the frustrations of my actual research project 

and a site of inspiration and energy, drawn from the wonderful activists 

who became my friends. It was only in 2017 that I first went to Batticaloa 

as a ‘researcher’.

This was a turning point in my research trajectory. Up until then I had 

worked primarily with law and formal institutions. But I was increasingly 

frustrated by the limits of my analysis. What interested me most was not 

what ‘experts’ or legal documents had to say, but how ordinary people 

understood and made use of human rights. I felt that exploring this could 

bypass the stale debates that continue to dominate the field of human 

rights. Whether arguing that human rights were emancipatory or oppres-

sive, too much academic work seemed over- generalised and inattentive to 

the perspectives of the very subjects in question: the victims of injustice, 

marginalisation and violence. I wanted to document the underexplored 

‘everyday life’ of human rights. However, I struggled to think of ways to 

access the ‘subaltern’ perspectives I felt were important but also not acces-

sible via any conventional research method.

At the same time I began to realise that, quite organically, my engage-

ments in Batticaloa had become a form of ethnographic research. I had 

learnt a lot about how different marginalised communities and individu-

als thought about rights and justice even if I had not directed discussion 

on those topics. I had just been a participant in a range of activities: kooth-
thu1 and parai2 rehearsals and performances, art exhibitions, community 

discussion forums, film screenings, book fairs, protests and one large 

1A form of traditional Tamil community theatre, usually retelling stories from Hindu epics.
2A form of drumming associated with the Tamil Paraiyar community, traditionally per-
formed at funerals.
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community arts festival. This participation had come with responsibilities. 

All present were expected to contribute what they could and I was rightly 

asked to do the same. This involved everything from helping community 

groups to identify and use human rights laws in their negotiations with 

local authorities to advocating to government departments about the ben-

efits of investing in certain community activities. Meanwhile my feminist 

activist friends put me on the spot in one meeting, asking me to feed back 

to them what I thought of their group and its activities, given that I had 

followed them around for so many years (!). The ‘everyday life’ of human 

rights in Batticaloa was not an object of study but something I was actively 

being asked to co- create.

This was the ultimate gesture of welcome. I didn’t have to search for 

ways to make my research encounter reciprocal: my friends demanded 

I come prepared to offer something, whether by explaining concepts, 

documenting their work or using the social capital of ‘international aca-

demic’ to add weight to their work. But it also went beyond ensuring I was 

not engaged in the ‘extractive’ research various indigenous scholars have 

powerfully named and critiqued (Gaudry, 2011). We all concluded that 

there was something uniquely valuable in academic–activist–community 

collaboration. This was exciting but also raised important questions.

If research is a joint venture, how does that affect the questions we ask, 

methods we deploy, theories we use and outputs we produce? How do we 

address issues of power and inequality, the risks of diverging interests and 

interpretations, the danger of epistemic injustice and the reality that some 

things may always be lost in translation? I do not have answers but will 

share two examples of my own efforts at consciously doing social research 

with activism.

Essay Books: Translation and Co- Production

As I was finishing the academic book referred to above, I sent copies to 

my Sri Lankan collaborators. I asked them to confirm they were happy 

with what I had included and how, to point out inaccuracies and let me 

know what they thought of my analysis before it was published. Presenting 

back my perceptions and analysis of Sri Lanka –  a place I felt I still only 

superficially knew –  to people whose lived reality I was commenting on 
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was daunting. I felt extremely anxious I would be called a fraud, told I had 

completely misunderstood everything, that I had nothing remotely rele-

vant or useful to say. It was a huge relief when I received generally positive 

responses, even as I worried that my friends were just being kind. It was 

even more gratifying when some told me that my descriptions and analy-

sis allowed them to see their own situation and work in a different light.

However, the more I thought about what it meant to be an ethical 

researcher, the more issues arose. The reality was that only those who 

had a certain level of academic English could in fact access my work. 

But I also couldn’t just send a short summary of ‘key points’. In sending 

my writing to collaborators, I wasn’t just checking for factual accuracy 

but looking to start a conversation: on how my analysis of their reality 

resonated or not with their own, whether the observations of an outsider 

contributed anything new or useful, what they thought about my con-

clusions and where my research should go next. This required that they 

have access to my analysis and an understanding of my theory in order 

to speak back to it.

Meanwhile, because of my friends’ insistence, I had been trying to 

document our conversations and activities in less formally academic 

ways. Contributing short articles to magazines and online blogs, many of 

my pieces had also been translated into Tamil and provided the starting 

point for further discussions whenever I was next in Batticaloa. It meant 

that I had accumulated a lot of short articles and my own journal entries 

reflecting on events I had attended and linking them to theory I was read-

ing. During 2017, we came up with the idea of turning these pieces into 

a set of small books. This would provide more accessible ways for me to 

present back my research and analysis while at the same time offering an 

introduction to certain theoretical concepts and contributing to the activ-

ist work my friends were doing around challenging dominant discourses 

of caste, class, gender and ethnicity.

The essays were a pleasure to produce, offering a chance to speak more 

personally, freed from some of the constraints of academic convention. 

They allowed me to link the theory I was reading with the situation before 

me. More importantly, I had an opportunity to try and explain those links 

to others in a way that opened up possibilities: whether valorising their 

work, linking them beyond their immediate context or posing questions 
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that might provoke reflection. By publishing and disseminating the books 

as widely as we could we also sought to expand our community network.

At the same time, I had to develop new skills. I had to make my writ-

ing less formal and more conversational: something that took a lot of re- 

writing and some fairly robust constructive criticism from non- academic 

friends. I also had to justify why I thought particular theoretical insights 

mattered, making me think hard about how to explain difficult concepts in 

a way that made them practically relevant.

Accessibility also required that we translate the essays into the local 

languages: Sinhala and Tamil. This was tricky as not many people were 

well versed in the theorists I was citing. The friends who took on this 

task did crash courses in subaltern and political theory, watching every 

YouTube talk they could find, reading and discussing with me the texts 

I had referred to and coming back to me with their versions of what they 

thought I was trying to say. Their translations added new dimensions and 

the essay books became co- productions.3

So too, the theory took on new life. We were less concerned with work-

ing out the ‘true meaning’ of this or that theorist than with presenting the-

ory in a way that was meaningful to those reading. We acknowledged that 

the further the interpreter was from the academic discipline, the less likely 

they were to know the implicit, contextual background the theorist was 

drawing on. But rather than seeing this as a limitation, we saw it as liber-

ating – freeing certain concepts to circulate and animate new ideas and 

conversations but also to develop, change and be enriched in the process.

The Feminist House

Alongside cultivating different writing practices, we have also experi-

mented with creating alternate spaces for engaging with and making the-

ory. Over many years my activist friends had cultivated a practice of regular 

informal discussions in people’s homes or public spaces. The topics varied 

greatly and were a space for sharing personal experiences, discussing and 

analysing power and strategising practical responses. What I could add to 

this was theory, concepts and examples from elsewhere.

3Copies of the essay books can be downloaded here: https:// dec olon ial.org/ .



14  |  K. Grewal

14

Some of the best discussions were with young women where we col-

lectively reflected on when we became aware of our gender, how gender 

affected our lives and how this could be responded to politically and prac-

tically. We spoke of shared issues as well as different pressures related to 

sexuality, religion, communal and family norms, post- war politics and 

economics. These spaces provided us all with insights into different lived 

experiences and led to deep friendships. They also offered opportunities 

to discuss concepts and theories that could then help to develop analyses.

We became increasingly conscious that there was a demand for these 

discussions but a lack of space. Very few activists’ homes could accom-

modate large groups and many live in extended families. There was also 

a need for a refuge, where people could have time and space away from 

the pressures of daily life to think and discuss. I was reminded of Gayatri 

Spivak’s (2004) distinction between the critical education offered to the 

world’s elite versus the narrow education given to the world’s poor: pro-

ducing good workers and consumers and discouraging broader question-

ing. Theorising requires a certain luxury of time and space as well as access 

to ideas.

An opportunity opened up when a group of us received two research 

grants in 2019. These included a fieldwork budget to cover accommoda-

tion costs for the team. Using this we rented the top floor of a house on 

Batticaloa lagoon: a lovely place with large balconies that still cost less 

than the expected hotel budget. Keeping our furniture to a minimum –  

mattresses on the floor, mats to sit on –  we now had a nice big open space 

to host discussions, welcome other activists and researchers and create a 

little library.

It became a haven over the next two years until Covid- 19 unfortu-

nately meant we had to give up the lease. We cultivated it as a space of 

retreat from normal life, encouraging people –  particularly women –  to 

come, debrief about their lives and work, read, work on their own projects 

or simply relax, chat, eat, dance, sing, sleep, have fun. We tried to model 

different relationships of care, solidarity and responsibility, to explore how 

to debate and disagree respectfully and without violence. We also tried to 

regularly name and address the hierarchies and inequalities that we inevi-

tably brought with us into that space without allowing them to fracture us. 

This was in turn aided by the discussion of concepts, ideas, theories.
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When one friend turned up with a book on fascism, it launched a 

crash course in critical theory conducted over a week. We produced a list 

of terms and concepts that people wanted to understand –  from hege-

mony to post- structuralism. Every morning was spent preparing: madly 

reading up, often on theory I also had only superficially read and under-

stood in some distant student past. Every afternoon people would drift in 

from 4pm, some coming straight from work, some with children in tow, 

some turning up having heard about our discussion through word of 

mouth. While some had undergraduate degrees, others had barely fin-

ished school. None of them were ‘scholars’. The discussions would last a 

few hours, conducted in Tamil and English, usually ending with a simple 

shared meal. We tested the parameters of concepts, discussed the contexts 

within which they were first named and theorised, pushed them beyond 

their origins, experimented with applying them to make sense of some-

thing topical, reinvented them in ways that felt useful, abandoned those 

that didn’t resonate.

While the gathering wasn’t big (maybe 10– 15 people on any given 

day), it is important to convey the diversity of people who made use of 

and contributed to this space: from across different class, caste, ethnic and 

religious backgrounds. In a highly stratified and ethnically divided soci-

ety, this was no small achievement –  largely made possible by my activist 

friends’ tireless efforts at cultivating alternate forms of community. In par-

ticipating in this process, I offered the few valuable assets I have: my access 

to information, training in concepts and analysis and ability to share these 

with others and contribute to building spaces for reflection, exchange 

and debate. In turn I gained exciting new conversation partners and co- 

theorists who constantly enrich my own thinking while also offering me a 

community and a home.

Conclusion

So why does any of this matter? Perhaps it doesn’t. These spaces and con-

tributions may be of minor significance, really only meaningful to the 

handful of us directly involved. I am okay with this. In making a claim for 

social research with activism I have no desire to reproduce some form 

of elite intellectual vanguardism. As social researchers we have no more 
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important a role to play than others in changing the world. But nor do 

I believe we have none. Rather, like Shannon Speed (2008), I see myself 

as part of a community engaged in struggle, each of us bringing whatever 

resources we have and playing whatever part we can. The examples I have 

offered here are not meant to be exemplary. Many criticisms can be lev-

elled at my approach and thinking; as this is work in progress, I would gen-

uinely welcome the feedback. It is also worth noting that the approaches 

and forms our research takes and the relationship to activism (however 

conceived) will and should vary greatly from researcher to researcher. But 

it is hoped that these examples suggest ways in which social research can 

be done with activism and some of the pleasures to be had in the process.

*Postscript –  As usual I sent this chapter to my friends in Sri Lanka 
for their feedback. Having read it carefully, Hasanah called me early one 
morning with a list of suggestions and reflections. She pointed out that the 
chapter didn’t fully convey the emotional bonds we have established and 
in particular noted a very important detail I had omitted. From 2015 on 
I no longer travelled alone to Sri Lanka but with a small addition who has 
been present in every activity described above. Being a single mother doing 
fieldwork has been incredibly challenging and only possible thanks to the 
generosity and support I have received from my Batticaloa community. It 
has also forged deeper relationships as research collaborators have watched 
my struggles, helped in the parenting of my child and cared for both of us. 
This too has shaped the research. Yet it was only through sharing my writ-
ing –  and others taking the time to thoughtfully respond –  that I was even 
made aware of this. I wanted to note this separately rather than integrating 
Hasanah’s feedback into the text to show both the limits of (at least my own!) 
critical self- reflexivity and the immense value of treating research as a col-
laborative process.
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2
How to do social research with… archiving 

through crowdsourcing

Sevasti- Melissa Nolas and Christos Varvantakis

Introduction

In our chapter, we reflect on doing social research by crowdsourcing 

materials for an archive. Crowds have occupied an ambivalent position 

in public and sociological imaginations – at once demonised as prob-

lems and venerated as problem solvers (Wexler, 2011). Crowdsourcing 

itself emerged from marketing practices and has since been taken up in 

various research contexts (Keating and Furberg, 2013). In this chapter we 

approach crowds and crowdsourcing as neither problems nor solutions 

but as de facto valuable interlocutors, a public (Warner, 2002) who can 

engage and grow our epistemic imaginations through contributing to the 

building of an archive. We play around with the notion of the archive and 

with practices of archiving through crowdsourcing as these relate to the 

creation of an open access online archive of earliest political memories.
Our case study is drawn from the European Research Council- funded 

‘ERC Connectors Study (2014– 2019)’,1 a multimodal ethnographic study 

which explored the relationship between childhood and public life with 45 

six-to-nine-year old interlocutors in Athens, Hyderabad and London, dur-

ing which we focused specifically on children’s encounters, experiences 

and engagement with politics broadly defined.2 In the study, we wanted 

to consider the earlier times in the life course during which ‘the political’ 

might be encountered, the shape it takes, the meanings it acquires, the 

practices it emerges through and out of. Over a period of three years, we 

carried out research with younger children aged six at the time we first met 

1European Research Council Starting Grant 335514 to Nolas.
2A full list of project publications can be found here: https:// child hood publ ics.org/  
dissem inat ion/ writ ing/ acade mic- artic les/ 
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them, and all from very different family backgrounds. This involved mul-

timodal ethnographic research: we asked children to take photographs 

of ‘things that mattered to them’, we walked together around their neigh-

bourhoods and cities, and we spent much time playing and chatting in the 

repeat visits to their family homes.

The question of earliest political memories was invented in a moment 

of necessity before the study started (see next section); it was not written 

into the study design though it became integral to it. The archive of earli-

est political memories materialised towards the end of the study, as the 

problem of what to do with the rich data we had collected presented itself. 

We have written this chapter in a way that honours this unexpected and 

emergent element in our research, and in this sense, we take you through 

that process. We write at an historical moment in which archives are 

becoming increasingly more public and participatory, and in which social 

researchers are increasingly being required to archive their data, as well 

as to engage publics in their research. As such, this is a time when very 

plausibly a social researcher may inadvertently become an archivist, as 

we did. It is also a time during which calls are being made to democratise 

archives, and crowdsourcing provides one way in which archive making 

may be made accessible to a wider public.

‘Let Us Not Begin at the Beginning, Nor Even at the Archive’3: It Did Not 
Begin as Archiving

In our research, we had not set out to create an archive of earliest political 

memories. Asking about earliest political memories was originally devised 

in response to a crisis. We tell the story of this crisis in different voices, 

starting with Melissa occupying the ‘I’ position before moving to a ‘we’ 

position that better captures our collaborative relationship since March 

2014 (see also Nolas and Varvantakis, 2019).

In February 2013, when seven and a half months pregnant, I (Melissa) 

received the welcome news that a Starting Grant proposal submitted to 

the European Research Council (ERC) had been shortlisted. The interview 

was to be held sometime towards the end of May 2013. My baby was due 

3Derrida, 1995, p. 9.
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sometime in the beginning of April (if he so chose to be on time). In prepa-

ration for the interview and before any formal instructions from the funder, 

I asked previous award holders at my institution about their interviews – 

what and how they prepared. All spoke about PowerPoint Presentations. 

I rallied myself to write what I felt to be a compelling visual pitch about 

why it was important to fund a piece of research on younger children’s 

political participation, at the same time as my energy levels and concen-

tration dwindled. Two weeks before my due date, another email from the 

ERC landed in my inbox with interview format instructions; ‘PowerPoint 
or video presentations are not allowed’ (original emphasis).

In a state of panic, and with little energy or time left to create anything 

from scratch, I found myself thinking of other, powerful ways to convey the 

validity and importance of researching the political with younger children. 

How might I convince what I imagined would be a panel with at least a 

handful of sceptics, in a short space of time, that childhood and the politi-

cal could go together? I thought of my own encounters with ‘the political’ 

that permeated my childhood. Growing up in Athens in the 1980s there 

was always a sense of ‘something happening’, if not actually happening. 

Political conversations, verbal sparring between different family members 

and intergenerational teasing about political identifications were a stable 

backdrop to weekly Sunday family lunches. At the time, I didn’t under-

stand the content of these discussions, but I knew their rhythm and their 

affects intimately, knowing very well the performance of ‘falling out’ and 

‘making up’ at different points in the Sunday lunch proceedings.

I engaged in a proto- crowdsourcing experiment, emailing friends 

and family to find out if memories like these –  that showed how early 

on in our lives political experiences find us –  were salient for others too. 

The responses were fascinating both in terms of the range of experiences 

shared, what counted as ‘political’, and the different orientations that con-

tributors had towards those memories and experiences (humorous, sad, 

ambivalent, allegorical, and in some cases no memories of a political 

nature, however defined, at such a young age). Armed with the confidence 

that these responses gave me, I headed off to Brussels for my interview 

post- partum.

When we (Melissa and Christos) met in 2014 on the now funded 

ERC ‘Connectors Study’ project, poring over the ‘little stories’ of earliest 

political memories that Melissa had collected, we started to think of the 
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question of earliest political memory as an imaginative way to capture 

the attention of adult audiences and to recruit them into contemporary 

children’s worlds, the subject of our research, by reminding them of their 

own ‘earliest political memories’. One of the challenges we faced from the 

outset – not so much from within our own interdisciplinary field of child-

hood studies, but beyond it in our ‘parent’ disciplines (sociology, anthro-

pology, political science, social psychology) as well as in the public sphere 

– was a romantic figure of the child: as innocent, close to nature, in need 

of protection (in retrospect, perhaps also the prevailing idea of politics as 

‘dirty’ and ‘contaminating’). How to create a ‘crack’ (Holloway, 2010) then, 

in such sticky figurations of the child, to open even the tiniest of spaces to 

meaningfully occupy our adult interlocutors’ senses, for enough time to 

fold them into a conversation about children’s political lives?

‘Earliest political memories’ became a cypher (Kraftl, 2015) through 

which to make the ‘political child’ audible and resonant to new audiences 

(funder, colleagues, research participants, ‘the public’), those now per-

haps living in ‘a different country’. Memory is ‘a cornerstone of identity’ 

(Andrews, 2014, p. 3) and ‘the creative refashioning of the self’ (Lambek 

and Antze, 1996, p. xx, quoted in Carsten, 2005, p. 5). It is also a ‘cause-

way’ between the social and the intimate, the private and the public, the 

personal and the political. We appealed to autobiographical memory and 

engaged in another crowdsourcing activity, asking adult people to think 

back to when they first remembered anything that they would consider 

then or now political; and we tried the question out informally, with 

friends, acquaintances and colleagues. The question was arresting, often 

putting our interlocutors into a ruminative space: ‘you made me think…’, 

we heard more than once as eyes glazed off into pasts of varying distances 

from the present. On some rarer occasions, when mentioning the topic of 

the research, earliest political memories were offered up to us unprompted, 

with excitement, a depositor finally finding their archive: ‘Oh, how inter-

esting, I remember when I was eight… ’ .

Memory Fever for Sure, but Still Not Archiving…

These conversations propelled us to continue, and we experimented fur-

ther, extending this proto- crowdsourcing activity into the research. We 

started to formalise the collection of these memories through biographic 
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interviews with the parents of the children in the study; this helped us to 

contextualise ‘the political’ in the study of children’s everyday lives, as that 

circulated within the confines of their homes (Nolas et al., 2017). Then in 

June 2016, we launched our crowdsourcing experiment on Twitter and 

Facebook where we asked members of the public to contribute their ‘earli-

est political memories’ through an online submission form we had created 

on the study blog. The initial 70- odd submissions we received were then 

shared with a designer4 who created illustrations for each of the memo-

ries collected; memories and their illustrations were then, after a period, 

blogged and posted on the study Twitter feed at a rate of one a day. These 

memories landed in subscribers’ inboxes and timelines over a period 

of four months. These ‘little stories’ found a highly receptive audience if 

online submissions to the blog, re- tweets and Twitter thread conversa-

tions are anything to go by. The crowdsourcing experiment was launched 

just after the UK referendum on European membership in June 2016 and 

the re- blogging activity of the collected memories took place through the 

run up to the U.S. presidential elections and the event itself in November 

2016. While we cannot be sure what created this resonance, it would not 

be outlandish to suggest that these illustrated little stories captured a his-

torical moment and facilitated the ‘filtering of the present through ideas 

about the past’ (Sutton, 1998, p. ix).

We really like this notion of ‘filtering’ the present through ideas of the 

past; the idea of a memory as a filter. But it also made us realise that perhaps 

earliest political memories are not part of the usual, everyday repertoire 

that lives are filtered through –  earliest memories, perhaps seeped in stories 

of attachment and loss, but less so stories about politics. Childhoods –  our 

age group –  are not entirely typical starting points for narratives of political 

identity. So perhaps our question afforded our interlocutors a different way 

of remembering themselves and then constructing themselves and their 

experiences in the present. These earliest political memories also served 

another function in our research: it created publics around the study, and 

recruited adults into contemporary children’s political lives.

Towards the end of the study, we extended our crowdsourcing activ-

ity to in- person settings when we staged exhibitions in the study cities.5 

4Nat Al- Tahhan website: https:// nat alt.co.uk/ about- nat
5https:// child hood publ ics.org/ eve nts/ in- com mon- childr ens- photo- stor ies- of- pub lic- life/ 
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The exhibition itself became a crowdsourcing exercise for new memories, 

donated by visitors – members of the public. At these week- long exhibition 

events, we asked for contributions of ‘earliest political memories’ which 

attendees wrote down on small A5 cards and which we displayed on exhi-

bition props, such as a ‘washing line’ and a tree, at the venues we used. 

These further earliest political memories were digitised and subsequently 

published on the blog and Twitter feed, therefore extending the daily 

Figure 2.1 Example of an ‘earliest political memory’ collected through 
crowdsourcing and illustrated by Nat Al- Tahhan.
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digests for a further period. Taken together, crowdsourced and exhibition- 

collected memories, with varying degrees of demographic and contextual 

data on the memory donors, now include about 200 little stories that are 

publicly accessible in a digital online archive.6

And So, to the Archive (at Last): Archiving from Below

As the project end date began to loom on the horizon, the question of 

what to do with these rich and enrapturing records started to emerge. 

The fizz that ‘earliest political memories’ had generated left us with a feel-

ing of obligation: leaving them as memories unfolded on a blogroll, jpegs 

and doc files on computer drives would probably commit them to digital 

obscurity. Surely, we could do better than that? It was in this way that the 

idea of collating them into an openly accessible online archive emerged.7

Born digital archives are those archives where the records have been 

natively created in digital format. The born digital archives represent a 

spanner to the logics of order and provenance that underscore traditional 

concepts and practices of ‘the archive’ as ‘the guardian or keeper of the 

juridical evidence of government agencies’ (Cook, 2013, p. 106). Jarrett 

M. Drake (2016) sees the boom of ‘born digital’ archival collections as a 

disruption to the hierarchies and exclusions of state administration and 

a key vehicle for decolonising the archive (Ranade, 2018, p. 86). At the 

same time, the turn to ‘community’ in archival studies scholarship in the 

early 2000s reflected concern with the politics of representation and col-

lective memory and ethical issues of control, status, power and post/ neo- 

colonialism in the mediation of the cultural record (Cook, 2013).

In many ways, these preoccupations with collective and emancipa-

tory archival practices sit well with a long left- leaning tradition in cultural 

studies committed to documenting history from below, represented by 

the likes of Stuart Hall, Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams, as well 

as with more contemporary feminist thought and practice in and around 

archives (Bruce- Jones, 2020; Moore et al., 2017; Puwar, 2021). In our own 

work, we understood the memories we crowdsourced as ‘little stories’ that 

6https:// child hood publ ics.org/ archi ves/ earli est- politi cal- memor ies/ 
7https:// child hood publ ics.org/ archi ves/ earli est- politi cal- memor ies/ 
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were particularly valuable in the face of grand historiographic narratives 

of the political changes to which those memories referred. As social sci-

entists, we attended to every single one of the stories we heard and read, 

and we realised that these stories, each one in itself as well as a sum of 

their parts, were a form of personal historiography, invaluable in that they 

melded together history, memory and affect. We were also conscious that 

the people who were submitting their memories to us (either in discus-

sions, in interviews, via the online submission form on the blog or dur-

ing the exhibitions) were sharing their present selves’ understandings of 

what constitutes the ‘political’, by deciding (defining) today what counted 

as political in their childhoods.

In terms of the archive itself, this was an unintended but no less par-

ticipatory outcome of the study. Our archive was constructed processu-

ally over time. As mentioned, we had not intended to create an archive of 

such small bits of personal histories and views on the political (indeed, 

we never intended to pose the question in the first place). Nor had we 

intended to do this through crowdsourcing. But realising the value that 

this question held for us and our interlocutors, near and far, kept us ask-

ing that question. As such, the process of crowdsourcing earliest political 

memories for an archive- yet- to- be at the time of collection was entangled 

with the process of ‘continuing to pose the question.’ And ‘continuing to 

pose the question’ was never separate from creating the space for reflec-

tion, by asking that question of parents in the study, and the public. In this 

sense, an archive was grown organically, its resulting categories, the very 

navigational devices of the archive, the outcome of this bottom- up, crowd-

sourced, process. The proliferation of these little stories coalesced into and 

eventually gave shape to an archive.

Conclusion

Researching with archives exercises our epistemic imagination: the past 

may well be a different country, but so might the future. Archives allow 

us to play with temporality in our thinking, encouraging us to simultane-

ously think backwards (from the present to the past) as well as forwards 

(from the present to futures- yet- to- come); in archives we both find and 

lose ourselves, and in the process discover that other worlds are indeed 
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possible (for better or worse). Our research, described above, took place 

in pre- pandemic times. Arguably the approach to archiving that we’ve 

described has since 2020 become more widespread as researchers have 

(largely) been stuck at home, in a collective moment of crisis for social 

research methods, that has led many of us online to create projects for 

crowdsourcing experiences of the pandemic across the life course. In this 

chapter, we have shown how crowdsourcing relates to archiving and how it 

enables the assembly of a flatter and more democratic archive, one which 

is ‘live’ (Giannachi, 2016) and public, and in constant conversation with its 

crowds and audiences.
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How to do social research with… body mapping

Fay Dennis

Upstairs in a south London drug service, we are gathered around a collec-
tion of trestle tables covered in encrusted paint, splayed out magazines, and 
various collaging, painting, and drawing materials. I am talking to Jamil,1 
asking him how he plans to use the session, when I spot a piece of ‘gauze’ 
(enmeshed metal wire broken off from a scouring pad). What are you going 
to be using this for? Jamil, surprised by my question, starts scanning the 
table looking for something, then stretches out, and grasps a plastic ‘Bigga’ 
bottle another participant, Sam, had brought in. Holding it up, he explains 
how he would use the gauze and a piece of foil from a Kit Kat to assemble 
a crack pipe. With this, Alicia, sitting next to us, who had been listening 
silently until this moment, says: ‘Last week, when he brought the gauze in, 
I started sweating’. An object that was once so familiar to her had affected 
her body in an unwelcome and troubling way.

The gauze then started to gain wider attention as other members 
wanted to know what we were talking about, triggering an exchange of sto-
ries, which led Jamil to conclude: ‘See, there’s a lot of stories around a little 
bit of metal’.

This fieldnote is based on an encounter that happened during a series 

of body- mapping workshops that took place in the summer of 2019. The 

participants were all clients at the hosting drug service and hoping to 

abstain or currently abstaining from drug and/ or alcohol consumption. 

The workshops sought to explore participants’ experiences of ‘living with’ 

and ‘without’ drugs/ alcohol and, through this, alternative ways of thinking 

1All names of participants have been changed for anonymity.
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about substance use and recovery beyond addiction.2 By zeroing in on the 

body and embodied practice, I hoped to bypass addiction narratives that 

focus on the ‘diseased brain’. Defined by a loss of control and agency, an 

addiction diagnosis and the infrastructure that surrounds it, like its treat-

ment systems, can shut down an imaginary on what else substances can 

do and be part of –  for example, the many stories a little bit of metal can 

tell! –  and the lives and identities people can have outside of addiction. As 

an individualised pathology, addiction also works to depoliticise depen-

dency and the multiple forms of oppression it intersects with such as the 

war on drugs, poverty, racism and sexism.

Trying to open up this imaginary on what substances can do and 

be part of beyond addiction, in the two projects I describe in this chap-

ter, I wanted to pay attention to the skilled embodied ways participants 

negotiate substances’ effects. Rather than thinking of substances as having 

inherent properties and linear causal effects, body mapping traces where 

these effects materialise and continue to reside after the event as a com-

plex interaction of substances, bodies and environments. This approach 

was initially inspired by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s (1987) imagin-

ing of the body as an assemblage in A Thousand Plateaus and as notably 

developed in relation to the drug- using body by Peta Malins (e.g., 2004). 

For Deleuze and Guattari, bodies are not independent of their environ-

ment but are made up of it and are defined and gain their capacity to act 

in relation to it. Body mapping was a way of mapping these assemblages, 

while also becoming part of the assemblage itself, in terms of body map-

ping’s own power to prompt memories and stimulate embodied feel-

ings. What becomes important, then, for body mapping, as I use it in my 

work, is not simply how accurately it can represent the substance- using or 

recovering body. This is a question of validity that I return to later. Instead, 

what is important is what it can enable us to think and do in this interac-

tion. For example, what more ethical alternatives to addiction might body 

mapping generate? With this, I have been more recently helped by Donna 

Haraway’s (2016) notion of storytelling as a more- than- human practice of 

2The workshops formed part of a broader early- career fellowship research project that sought 
to observe and create its own methodological ways to ‘make people who use drugs matter’.
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return and relay. Using string figuring as her metaphor, Haraway describes 

the giving and receiving of patterns to not only tell stories but construct 

more liveable futures.

Playing games of string figures is about giving and receiving patterns, dropping 
threads and failing but sometimes finding something that works, something 
consequential and maybe even beautiful, that wasn’t there before, of relaying con-
nections that matter, of telling stories in hand upon hand, digit upon digit, attach-
ment site upon attachment site, to craft conditions for finite flourishing on terra, 
on earth.

(Haraway, 2016, p. 10)

Body mapping, and its constituting parts, therefore, are very much part 

of the stories that can be told, and the realities made possible for how 

we can live with substances. In this chapter, I look at three ways this 

opening has emerged –  through the materials, the act of drawing/ image 

making and the images –  before revisiting the aforementioned question 

of validity.

Two Studies

In this chapter, I focus on two research projects that used body map-

ping as a drawing method during in- depth interviews and as a collaging 

method in a series of workshops. Both took place in London drug ser-

vices. The first study (Study 1: 2012– 2016) used body mapping to explore 

experiences of injecting drug use (predominantly heroin and crack 

cocaine) with a particular interest in pleasure.3 Using an A1 piece of paper 

and a selection of drawing equipment including felt- tip pens, crayons and 

highlighters, I invited participants to draw a picture of their body before, 

during and after injecting drugs, and mark on and around the body what 

would be going on at the time (who and what would be present, includ-

ing people, objects, sounds, smells, etc.) and what they would be feeling 

(for more details, see Dennis, 2019). The second study (Study 2: 2018– 

2022) used body mapping to explore experiences of abstaining and liv-

ing without substances. A group of seven participants were invited over a 

3I will always be indebted to Ruth Lewis for suggesting body mapping to me for this project.
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series of four three- hour workshops to produce images about ‘living with’ 

and ‘without’ substances. They drew outlines of their bodies formed by 

the shadow of an overhead projector and then populated these outlines 

with various collaging materials, including paint, magazine cuttings and 

objects brought in by themselves, myself and an artist working on the 

project (see Figure 3.1).

Rather than focusing too much on the mechanics or the ‘about’ ques-

tion of the method (which can be found elsewhere; see Dennis, 2019), in 

this chapter I want to think more about what body mapping does. This 

is a different kind of question. Method, here, is seen as an active part of 

the research process, rather than a tool for accessing the world ‘out there’ 

where its purpose is to interfere as little as possible, in the pursuit of objec-

tivity. In this, I want to think about some of the ways body mapping actively 

changed the research encounter, enabling new thinking and ways of being 

to emerge.

Figure 3.1 Photograph of workshop showing participants engaging with the 
collaging materials and making their body maps.
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Materials

For my first example, I ask the reader to revisit the fieldnote at the top of 

the chapter. In this excerpt from Study 2, we witness an exchange of things, 

bodies and affects. Jamil is prompted by the fizzy- drink bottle belonging 

to Sam, while Alicia’s body acutely responds to the gauze Jamil brought 

in, and a series of stories are exchanged. Although there is not the space 

to expand on these stories here (for full details, see Dennis, 2022), they 

explored the skill, pleasure, harm and friendship involved in smoking 

crack. As with Haraway’s (2016) conceptualisation of storytelling as a 

mode of more- than- human ‘string figuring’, body mapping is operating as 

a practice of return and relay. While Jamil had brought the gauze to the 

workshop to tell a story of repetition, sticking it to his body map and writ-

ing ‘lost my gorze 4 my pipe again’, it takes on a life of its own, and we 

soon witness the many stories ‘a little bit of metal’ can tell in this collective 

setting.

The Act of Drawing/ Image Making
Mid- way through an interview with a participant named Jim in Study 1, 

I nervously re- introduced the idea of body mapping. While people are 

familiar with the verbal interview, reminiscent of a key- working session or 

doctor consultation, asking them to draw changes this dynamic. There is a 

disruption to the order of things as the drawing equipment is brought out 

but also as the room layout is changed to facilitate the activity. There is also 

an intimacy as we move in closer so I can see what is being drawn. Body 

mapping opens out the interview, allowing for a different kind of knowing 

to be produced. In Jim’s case, he audibly uses the mapping as a mode of 

embodied remembering. He draws an outline of his body and says:

There was me. I was sort of thinking, today, to give you an example, I was thinking 
about the clinic (he writes the word clinic on the piece of paper), and the time that 
it’s going to take for me to flush this beer through me [metabolise it], and, should 
I even have the beer … I’m hoping that I blow below [on the breathalyser]. I know 
I’ll blow something. Normally, I go back to zero because I drink at like half nine, 
quarter to ten, but I’d have had a Special Brew. Today, I only had a Kronenburg, 
which is 5% [alcohol], which is nearly half the percentage … So, I was hoping, I’m 
balancing all of this up in my mind (he draws a set of scales), and then I was think-
ing … ‘aha, I’ll get some money if I go down there’. … And this was another question 
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as well (he draws a thought bubble), because, I was thinking, ‘aha’, here’s the (he 
draws a £20 note), ‘bubububum’ (he makes noises to accompany the drawing). 
And, I mean, the question is, am I gonna go straight and ‘bum’, straight back into 
the needle [inject heroin] (he draws a needle)? In fact, I’ll do that in a red one (he 
chooses a red pen), more of a dark red one, it’s more dominant, it’s sort of playing 
a big part on my brain at the moment, I don’t know why, but it is…

(Dennis, 2016, p. 136)

In this physical act of drawing, we are introduced to an intricate network 

of entities and processes informing Jim’s use (or not) of licit (diamorphine, 

alcohol) and illicit (injecting heroin and crack) substances on the day of 

the interview. We get a real sense that Jim is not acting alone in the research 

process or events he describes as he depicts a complicated negotiation of 

timings, objects (breathalyser, money, syringe), substances (beer, her-

oin) and bodily processes (‘flush the beer through’). As Jim relaxes into 

the practice, there is a rhythm to this drawing- remembering as he makes 

accompanying noises. There is also a representational element in which 

he thinks about the colours to represent what he is trying to communicate. 

Unlike a verbal interview, there are prolonged points of silence as partici-

pants concentrate on the drawing and can become attuned to what they 

are describing. One man even broke into song as he remembered some of 

the joyful ways heroin had affected him. The act of drawing/ image making, 

therefore, affects and opens up the body and what is possible to think and 

feel in these moments.

Images
The images in themselves should not be imagined as an end point of the 

body mapping process but part of the relay of bodies, things and affects. In 

Study 2, we exhibited the body maps to the general public alongside an art 

installation made by two artists, Isla Millar and Penny Maltby, in response to 

them (see https:// sites.gold.ac.uk/ sociol ogy/ i- am- a- work- in- progr ess/).  

By inviting the body maps to be perceived as art and inviting artists’ and 

publics’ bodies into the storytelling, there is an opening out of what the 

maps can mean and do.

In what Nirmal Puwar and Sanjay Sharma have called a ‘call and 

response’ between sociology and art, textiles, like the gauze, became par-

ticularly important as a material and metaphor for understanding and 
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representing the fragility of people’s lives without substances. This follows 

Puwar and Sharma’s conceptualisation in which researchers and artists 

collaborate in a process of exchange that involves stages whereby materi-

als are passed and returned, transformed, only to be carried over to the 

next practitioner involved in the relay of co- production (2012, p. 54).

In this relay of body maps, textiles, metaphors and bodies, we became 

attuned to the tensions, burdens and the unending ‘work’ of recovery, 

encapsulated in one participant’s phrase: ‘I am a work in progress’, which 

became the title of the exhibition. In this, the exhibition challenges a 

narrowly- defined addiction disease and treatment system that is often 

time- limited and considered successful as soon as the person is ‘drug free’, 

highlighting the need for longer- term support and diversifying what suc-

cess and recovery mean for those they concern.

Through this process of working with the body maps in curating the 

exhibition we had to think through the kinds of affects we wanted them 

to have: how they should be hung, arranged, under what lighting, with 

what information and in what space. But this is only ever a suggestion. The 

images and installation will affect people in different ways as visitors to 

the exhibition are invited to use their bodies in moving around and getting 

a feel for them. By becoming affected, publics too are weaved back into 

this relay and re- imagining of what substance- using and recovering bod-

ies can be and do after addiction.

Returning to the Question of Validity

The question is not: is it true? But: does it work? What new thoughts does it make 
possible to think? What new emotions does it make possible to feel? What new 
sensations and perceptions does it open up in the body?

(Massumi, 2004 [1987], p. xv, emphases added)

As we have seen, body mapping is not an inanimate, window- like portal 

into the world, but rather works to bring about new constellations of bodies, 

things and affects. As with Brian Massumi’s (2004 [1987]) often- cited reflec-

tion on validity inspired by Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, the 

question is not whether method can access truth but what it can do in the 

process: how it affects and moves us. In this, we have witnessed how bod-

ies are opened up by the materials, the act of drawing/ image making and 
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the images themselves. With the materials, we see how the gauze and bottle 

affect the group and provoke different stories. In the act of drawing, the tradi-

tional interview participant who is deemed to be in control of their decision 

and meaning making quickly gives way to a wider form of participation with 

the drawing and with the entities and processes they describe. Moreover, in 

working with the body map, images as art threads are added to the storytell-

ing relay, meaning that drug- recovering bodies become knowable as ‘works 

in progress’ and publics are invited into this understanding through a care-

fully curated exhibition.

Having focused on studying drug practices with body mapping, I now 

want to briefly extend this focus to social research more broadly by looking 

at where this opening up of the body –  to new thoughts, emotions, sensa-

tions, perceptions –  could be useful for researching other kinds of disem-
bodied, heavily narrativised, hard- to- verbalise and sensitive practices.

Body mapping may be particularly useful for topics where the mind 

has tended to dominate and yet the body holds memories, like trauma and 

grief. By extending the research subject through the body, we get to know 

these ‘problems’ differently. This is similarly the case for phenomena 

that are heavily researched or narrativised, especially where discourses 

of pathology prosper. Furthermore, due to our oral Western ‘traditions’ 

tied up with colonial and patriarchal power relations, word- based meth-

ods may find it hard to avoid discriminatory and stigmatising stories and 

tropes. By introducing drawing or a creative practice that focuses on the 

body, we can help to circumvent these dominant ways of knowing.

By asking participants to map out various entities and forces, we get 

to see how bodies are constituted and curtailed, and where to intervene. 

This may be useful for understanding how even small acts, of violence, for 

example, or things, can cause what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) might 

call a ‘blockage’, inhibiting what bodies can ‘become’ (see Dennis, 2019, 

p. 133 for examples). However, by the same token, in treating bodies as 

assemblages, the method is intrinsically hopeful about how bodies might 

become otherwise and where openings may appear (Gunaratnam and 

Hamilton, 2017). Therefore, researching with body mapping, as seen here 

through its materials, practice and images, is not only useful for studying 

subjugated bodies and what might be deemed ethically or politically sen-

sitive topics but for imagining and enacting more liberated futures.
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4
How to do social research with… a bowling ball

Emma Jackson

Introduction

This chapter reflects on the experience of conducting participant observa-

tion between 2015 and 2017 in a London bowling alley that is used by a 

highly diverse group of people. At the time of the research, the area sur-

rounding the bowling alley was undergoing redevelopment and the build-

ing, earmarked for demolition, had become central to arguments about 

the future of the area. As a threatened diverse and well- loved local leisure 

space that was out of step with the official future vision for the neighbour-

hood, the bowling alley provided a lens on how ideas of urban diversity are 

deployed to make competing value claims in moments of urban change 

(Jackson, 2018). In order to understand how the bowling alley was used 

and valued (or not) by those who frequent it, I took to the lanes.

This chapter focuses on the ethnographic research process, explor-

ing how the object of bowling ball acts as a tool for participation for the 

researcher, while also being imbued with layers of social, aesthetic and 

performance- focused meaning by those who use it. I ask: how does tak-

ing part in an activity like bowling with research participants offer insights 

into the social world of bowlers? How does this help us to access the mean-

ings attributed to objects, like bowling balls and bowling shoes, by those 

who use them and how do they ‘act back’ on the bowler?

I am not the first sociologist to lace up my bowling shoes. Back in the 

1930s, William Foote Whyte (1943) explored how social status and hierar-

chy were reflected and confirmed through bowling performance as part of 

his highly influential Boston- based study Street Corner Society. I decided 

to read his account of bowling one night before leaving my office as some 
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sociological bowling inspiration, but instead it brought on profound jeal-

ousy. According to the book, Whyte was instrumental in winning a key 

game and was henceforth known by the men in his study as ‘The Champ’. 

This reminded me of Loïc Wacquant’s Chicago- based boxing ethnography 

Body and Soul (2004) where he becomes a boxer, nicknamed ‘Busy Louie’. 

I noted in my field diary (29 May 2015), ‘Do all male sport- related studies 

involve the researcher becoming amazing at said sport? I’m determined 

to be both a better ethnographer and a better bowler tonight.’ Somewhere, 

deep down, I imagined a personal ‘journey’ involving high scores and an 

earned nickname. These aspirations do not reflect favourably on me, but 

also provide a window onto issues in doing research that involves taking 

part in an activity where the researcher might lack technical skill, and also 

are revealing of the prevalence and attraction of masculine heroic tropes 

within ethnography.

My (lack of) bowling skills aren’t the only difference between my own 

and Whyte’s approaches to research and writing about bowling. Whyte 

provides an account of what the bowling competition between two rival 

gangs means in terms of establishing the reinforcement and hierarchy in 

the social world he seeks to understand. Like me, he was interested in the 

social uses of bowling. But there is no description of what it feels like to pick 

up a bowling ball as part of his research –  was he nervous? Did he manage 

to concentrate? –  which is in step with sociological ethnographic writing of 

that period. Whyte does, however, provide a more reflexive account of his 

fieldwork in the later (1955) methodological appendix to the book, which 

gives a much more visceral account of the challenges and small humilia-

tions involved with ethnographic research.

A more contemporary sociological bowler can be found in Douglas 

Harper (2004), who writes about a rural league in New York state. Harper 

reflects on what his all- male league participants discuss at bowling and 

the relationship to their working lives while also discussing the embodied 

rituals of bowling. However, Harper was already a member of the league 

and so didn’t have to become a bowler as part of the research process. 

But what happens to ‘doing research with…’ when the researcher does 

not possess the technical skills of those she is researching? How does she 

balance keeping an eye on the ball and on the wider field that she hopes 

to observe?
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Embodiment and Picking Up the Bowling Ball

The contradiction at the heart of participant observation has long been 

discussed by ethnographers. Ruth Behar (1996, p. 5) writes that the prac-

tice is ‘split at the root’ while Pierre Bourdieu (1993) describes it as an oxy-

moron. This paradox –  of being ‘with’ while also attempting to document 

and analyse –  resonated strongly in this research project, from the prac-

ticalities of combining observation with forging relationships while also 

trying to gain the skills to knock down ten stubborn pins, to the classic 

methodological and ethical questions of the extent to which I was in the 

league or a researcher, and the blurring of the boundaries between these 

positions. These practical and methodological issues have also been a fea-

ture of my previous projects, but the bowling study brought the embodied 

aspect of this process into particularly sharp focus.

While Wacquant advocates for a ‘carnal sociology’ (2015, p. 5) where 

the ethnographer puts their body into the situations of research partici-

pants in search of a sociology ‘from the body’, his theorising of what this 

means can slip into an account of ethnographic heroism. Can someone 

researching homelessness really get closer to the homeless experience by 

Figure 4.1 A league member skilfully goes for a ‘spare’ (photo by Andy Lee).
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putting their body through staying out overnight on the street as he sug-

gests (2015, p. 6)? Researchers have to be very careful about the claims 

they make and what can become a performance of authenticity. Wacquant 

also overlooks other traditions in feminist research, where an embodied 

approach (for discussion, see Pitts- Taylor, 2004) has long been advocated. 

However, while we may want to steer clear of heroic ethnographic tropes, 

the body is nonetheless a resource and can offer clues and avenues of 

inquiry for the researcher. The rush of getting a strike, the increase in size 

of my right bicep and the onset of a foot problem exacerbated by the fre-

quent wearing of ill- fitting bowling shoes – all of these experiences show 

how the body is a tool for the researcher, but also how this is not a one- way 

process; research acts back on the body of the researcher.

Bowling alongside my participants gave me insights into the embod-

ied rituals and etiquette of bowling as they are experienced and interpreted 

by the bowlers. As a pure observer I might have noted the high- fives and 

fist bumps or the flashpoints of excitement when bowlers stop their games 

to gather around a particular lane. But I would not have the same sense of 

what it feels like. My own struggles with becoming a bowler also provided 

insights into the experiences league members described to me. For exam-

ple, Tom1 explained the issues of trying to improve while also maintaining 

a conducive headspace.

I had this period of time I was so frustrated, nothing was going my way and one 
time John [league organiser] came to me and he was like ‘the thing is about bowl-
ing you need to get around ten different things right to have a perfect shot. And if 
you have something on your mind, something stressing you out outside of this, 
you are not relaxed’ and it’s absolutely right. And some of the best nights you are 
relaxed and you haven’t planned anything in your head. Don’t think about your 
shot … and you just clear your mind basically, and that’s where it happens.

This proved difficult advice to follow when bowling as part of ethnographic 

research where the mind inevitably wanders over to the next lane.

Bowling alongside participants also enabled discussions about what 

participating meant to bowlers in the context of their lives. One bowler, 

Robert, explained the importance of progressing as a bowler:

1All names have been changed for anonymity.
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For me, the competition is … is how much better can I be than I was last year? 
That for me is what’s important. Can I do what I couldn’t do last year. And I don’t 
have any improvements in my work or social life so it’s nice to have that one thing. 
(emphasis added)

Going into the project with a set of research questions about space sharing, 

urban multiculture and city space, I had not thought about this motivation 

of improvement as a reason for people going to the bowling alley. Through 

conducting participant observation, I was challenged to think about how 

these individual aspirations and practices of belonging that embedded 

people in a group were linked (Jackson, 2020).

As well as taking part while observing, the other aspect of research 

that the ethnographer must juggle is how to document her thoughts and 

observations. Taking extensive notes while participating in the league was 

not practical or appropriate. I would note down the odd prompt for later 

and then would sit on the East London line train on the way home, furi-

ously typing on my phone and then filling the notes out the morning after. 

This strategy worked for the most part, but on one particularly eventful 

night, I noted in my field diary (20 April 2016), ‘I have that “ethnography 

feeling” where you feel brimming with stories and like if you don’t write it 

down you will burst.’ Others have got around this problem by periodically 

diving into toilet cubicles, giving rise to the expression ‘ethnographer’s 

bladder’ (Dingwall, 1980).

I never did become The Champ. There was no cool nickname waiting 

for me and the doors that becoming a better bowler might have opened for 

me –  invitations to bowl elsewhere and the respect of my bowling peers –  

never materialised. The challenge, then, was to find and accept my place in 

the league. That of enthusiast and that of the researcher. At one stage of the 

research, I also found a role in doing some of the admin of bowling night. 

A tradition peculiar to this particular league is that when someone gets a 

‘Turkey’ (three strikes in a row), they are given a novelty hat in the shape 

of a turkey to wear. This gets documented with a photograph that is posted 

on the league’s Facebook page. The tradition was initiated by an American 

bowler, Amy, who moved back to the USA during the fieldwork period. Amy 

bequeathed the role to Lisa, an enthusiastic, relatively new member of the 

league but the hat duties kept interrupting her game. I started helping out, 

fetching the hat from the store cupboard, taking a photo and then sending 
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that to the league organiser, John. This is one of the many examples of how 

objects play a vital role within the league –  and how researchers sometimes 

find their place in a group by making themselves useful.

Cursed Balls and Other Objects

I unfasten the velcro and slide my feet into the shoes and feel the familiar 
sensation of shoes moulded by other people’s feet … I enter my name on 
the console then try to find a decent 10- pound ball on the racks –  and fail. 
They all look a bit bashed up. Some are heavily chipped and resemble the 
boulders that The Flintstones use for bowling. I try a couple of goes with a 
rubbish ball. Clunk, clunk, clunk it goes down the lane.

(Fieldnotes: 15 April 2016)

Balls and shoes –  alongside trophies, bowling shirts and other pieces of 

equipment and ephemera –  are part of the rich material culture of bowl-

ing. Often reflecting the aesthetic of 1950s Americana, in keeping with 

bowling alleys across the world, these objects can be read as expressing 

the bowler’s sense of identity (‘If lost return me to … Lane 17’ reads a t- shirt 

worn by three of the bowlers) but they also circulate in place, reaffirming 

group identity –  and at times causing friction.

Putting on a pair of shoes from behind the counter of a bowling alley 

and selecting a ball from the racks is part of the ritual of bowling for many 

people. However, some league members came to the league with their own 

balls (and shoes), or else, once they became serious about bowling through 

regular league attendance, chose to buy their own. Going to get a first bowl-

ing ball drilled to fit the bowler’s hand was an important part of becoming a 

bowler and honing a personal technique and style. It also means not having 

to rely on the variable quality of ‘house balls’ (see above). I noticed that at 

the end of a few of my interviews with league members they would ask me if 

I was going to get my own ball. I read this as a query about my own relation-

ship to bowling. Was I sticking around or just passing through?

The bowling balls of others were read by other members of the league. 

To bring your own ball to the alley was a marker of seriousness and com-

mitment as a bowler. League members described how they had come to 

the bowling alley on a regular night and having their own ball was a cause 
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for comment from the league regulars who then suggested they come 

along to the league. Robert recalls,

I took some friends to [bowling alley] for a party. Pete [league stalwart] was like 
‘Oh you have your own ball but you’re not very good!’ Something like that. He 
said, ‘you should come upstairs and get better’. So, I thought, ‘OK yeah that sounds 
like fun’.

Interestingly, Robert, who liked the vintage Americana aesthetic of bowl-

ing, did not get his own shoes because he disliked the trainer style of mod-

ern bowling shoes, and because getting shoes would mean trading in his 

traditional 1950s bowling bag (which fits one bowling ball) for a contem-

porary wheel- along bag which did not fit his preferred aesthetic. Bowling 

balls are also passed on. Robert generously offered to give me one of his, 

but I could not get used to the fingertip style. And Lisa who took over the 

hat responsibility from Amy also inherited a glittery red bowling ball at the 

same time. It was as if Amy was passing on her league role through the ball.

While house balls were sometimes blamed for bad scores, others took 

on meaning as particularly lucky or unlucky. The most extreme example 

I came across was relayed by Tom who told me about a ‘cursed ball’.

I had a friend back in the day who was really into it. I think he was the first one to 
buy his own ball and after he bought his own ball he went way, way, downhill. He 
could not get over 40 in 10 frames. Forty! And he was literally struggling with it. 
He even took lessons and it was terrible. Like, what happened? He’s trying so hard. 
He got a ball. It doesn’t make any sense and one day he’d just had enough. He said, 
‘I’m done’ and he left the ball in there and nobody wanted to touch it because 
everybody thought it was the cursed ball … There’s no other explanation why the 
ball doesn’t reach the end and knock something down.

Here the ball itself becomes imbued with agency by the frustrated bowler 

and his friends. Such abandoned balls would sit in the store cupboard 

until a clean out. The ball thus acts back on the bowler in terms of the feel-

ings attached to it, but also physically. A change in ball can destabilise a 

bowler as they adjust to the new object. Making sense of this a little more 

pragmatically than in the tale of the cursed ball, Steve told me how retriev-

ing his own ball that had been drilled for his hand from his parents’ house 

and bringing it to bowling night had initially had an adverse effect on his 

scores, ‘The ball I have is much more of a hook ball so it’s trying to find the 
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skill that I had before and trying to bring it back’. His reunion with his ball 

thus took some work.

At the other end of the spectrum, bowlers deploy strategies to hang on 

to ‘good’ house balls. One bowler used to stash a particularly unmarked 

and shiny 12lb house ball in the store cupboard. When he stopped coming 

to the league, I started to use that ball and rather guiltily carried on keep-

ing it in the store cupboard. Eventually, the ball was put back out into gen-

eral circulation. Through these strategies, bowlers attempt to make pieces 

of the communal furniture their own.

The circulation of objects both cements a sense of belonging to the 

league while also potentially generating other kinds of feelings – annoy-

ance and possessiveness over shared equipment, frustration at a ball that 

must be cursed.

Conclusion

The example of the bowling ball shows how objects become imbued with 

meaning within this social scene. Bowling alongside others, with its com-

bination of participating in a physical ritual, chatting between games and 

relating to the same kind of objects, allowed me to experience some of 

the shared emotions and physical experiences of others in the league. 

Albeit with a different kind of intensity and motive –  I never did end up 

getting my own ball. Despite being a poor to average bowler, picking up 

a bowling ball was crucial to my research. By getting to know the bowling 

league, I became more at home in the space of the bowling alley. Bowling 

alongside others gave me insights into the kind of micro- interactions and 

processes I describe here, but also into the space of the bowling alley and 

its place in the neighbourhood. Through taking to the lanes, I was able to 

explore what places like the bowling alley mean to those who use them 

and contrast this with how the bowling alley figured in official accounts 

from local government, which framed the bowling alley as an impedi-

ment to progress (see Jackson, 2018; 2020). Doing research through join-

ing in a physical and social activity like bowling poses challenges for 

the researcher, but can also provide an entry into understanding rich 

social worlds.
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5
How to do social research with… a chilli

Alex Rhys- Taylor

Figure 5.1 Chilli cultivars and their origins, The Festival of Heat, London 
(author’s own photograph).

17.00, late November in East London. An elderly man with rose pink skin, 
an even rosier nose and a full head of bright white hair enters the neon 
lit Bengali canteen just off Whitechapel High Street. He rubs his hands to 
warm them as he stands in his long black woollen coat behind a young 
British Bangladeshi woman and her ten- year- old daughter. The mother and 
daughter are ordering their dinner on the way home from an afterschool 
club and are arguing over their order.
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‘I don’t want that one.’
‘You’re sharing with us all.’
‘The chicken is too spicy.’
‘Ok. What about…’
‘I want chips!’
‘It’s something from here, or you go hungry.’
The mother, looking around her, suddenly self- conscious, catches the 

eye of the older man behind her who offers a polite grimace. An acknowl-
edgement of the universal truculence of children.

She pays before pulling her daughter aside to a nearby table where they 
wait for their order.

The elderly man approaches the counter.
The server smiles ‘Good evening sir’.
‘Good evening. Good evening.’ The old man speaks with the enuncia-

tion typical of monied residents from a nearby cluster of Georgian terraces.
‘What can I get for you?’
The old man jabs his finger towards one of the large dishes beneath the 

glass service counter ‘Is this … this one here … is this the garlic chicken?’
‘Yes, it is sir. You want one of those? With rice?’
‘What? Um. Is it spicy today?’
‘A little sir. Not very I think. No, not really. I think you’ll be ok.’
‘Oh. Oh. No. No.’ The man shakes his head, apparently in disappointment.
‘Oh. Haha. Ok. Sorry sir. You want it spicy? You can have this one here. 

But this one has bones in. Or I can serve you the garlic chicken with some 
chopped up green chilis if you like.’

‘Oh. Yes! That would be much better. Yes.’ The man rubs his hands 
together again. ‘I’ll have that to eat here if you don’t mind.’ The man gestures 
to a small table in the corner. ‘Will you bring it over to me when it’s ready.’

‘Yes sir.’
As he hands over his money to the cashier, another man comes up 

some stairs behind the counter carrying two large ghee- spotted brown bags 
that he hands to the waiting mother.

As they leave the shop the mum smiles again at the elderly man as he 
moves towards his table.

After five minutes of banging microwave doors and mechanical buzz-
ing noises the man is served at his small Formica table with a small porce-
lain bowl of steaming chicken curry, a plate of rice and saucer of chopped 
green finger chilies (Jawla). The server returns with some water and a cup. 
The old man appears to pour the chilies over the curry before hunkering 
down over the bowl. Even from behind it’s possible to see the heat from the 
bowl spreads through his body, the pale rosy flesh of his ears turning ever 
closer to fuchsia with each mouthful.
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Whatever the strain of materialism that they subscribe to, the realm of 

‘objects’ plays a well- acknowledged part in mediating the social world. 

Over the years, the sociology of objects has revealed a number of key mate-

rials around which 21st- century human life is organised. Of the gaggle of 

objects accused of making social worlds, those that are digestible –  food-

stuffs, drinks and pharmaceuticals –  seem particularly capable of influenc-

ing humanity’s collective existence. Whether it is through sating the raging 

desperation of hunger or stirring sentiment, the act of eating and digesting 

can radically change the way in which an individual body, or a collective, 

acts. In this respect, foodstuffs might be the most important class of objects 

in human history. Look at any history of bread, for instance, and you 

will see how hunger for bread and revolution are common bed- fellows. 

Beyond stirring revolution, food also brings bodies together and connects 

them through production, markets, procurement or otherwise some sort 

of cultural ritual related to their consumption. This was certainly the case, 

for instance, for a range of spices and comestibles, upon which the brutal 

circuitry of colonial trade was founded (Mintz, 1986; Schivelbusch, 1993). 

In this sense we might think of foodstuffs as what the philosopher Michel 

Serres (2008) famously referred to as ‘quasi- objects’; objects that become 

intertwined with multiple individuals and, in doing so, catalyse social rela-

tions between them.

However, to really understand how human history is nudged one 

way or another by materials around us, we not only have to take mate-

rial objects seriously. We must also put the bodily sensations, the feelings 

afforded by and meanings ascribed to these objects at the centre of our 

focus. This is where a ‘sociology of the senses’ is of particular importance. 

Combining sensorially attuned scholarship with an aforementioned social 

science of objects, we stand to get a much better understanding of history, 

the present and the possible future of our life amongst these things.

Taking sensations seriously is crucial to understanding humans and 

their collective activity. That is not to say, however, that all sensations are 

as sociologically illuminating as one another. Not all sensoria – as distinct 

from ‘sensations’ (embodied experiences) – are equal in this respect (Rhys- 

Taylor, 2017, p. 12). Within the assortment of sensoria that make up 21st- 

century cultures, some sensations have more potential to set the world 
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in motion at a given moment. In many instances, this ‘potential’ seems 

related to the affectivity of the objects in question; their ability to precipi-

tate changes in the bodies around them. As such, to understand how we 

can do contemporary social research with these objects and the sensations 

they afford us, it serves to consider ingredients whose enhanced affectivity 

has moved, connected and altered cultures and communities across the 

world. Consider then, one of the most obviously affective ingredients on 

the shelf of the 21st- century grocers: the chilli pepper.

Worldly Berries

Purportedly originating somewhere around what is now central- eastern 

Mexico, the chilli pepper was cultivated into edible, sweet and spicy 

forms across the pre- Columbian Americas and is known as one of the 

first domesticated crops across those continents. Therein it served as 

both a regular ingredient and a ritual device within a range of different 

cultures and events (Anderson, 2016, pp. 34– 44). The berry of the chilli 

plant spread around the world following the great ‘Columbian exchange’ 

of botanicals between Western and Eastern hemispheres in the 1500s, 

and subsequently –  by way of gunboat diplomacy and colonial conquest 

(Schivelbusch, 1993; Czarra, 2009) –  became an integral part of many 

‘heritage cuisines’. For the first 300 years of this process, the chilli moved 

from its European ports of arrival back into tropical latitudes into the local 

culture and cuisines across Africa, India, China and beyond. As it did so, it 

spawned new cultivars (scotch bonnets in the Caribbean, finger chillies in 

India, birdseye chillies in East Asia) and synchronised with the pre- existing 

use of peppers and other fiery spices. The descendants of the Americas’ 

chilli now abound in cuisines the world over from Lagos to Lahore and 

London, to Bangkok, Budapest and Beijing. Importantly, in each location 

the chilli plays a unique role, appears in dishes with diverse meanings, and 

also gets involved in a diverse range of rituals and social processes, each 

one different from the next.

We get much of our understanding of the historical entanglement of 

cultures by way of foodstuffs over the last 400 years, and a sense of the 

post- colonial legacy, by looking for traces of ingredients like chillis in 
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accountancy records, recipe books and cultural artefacts of the past. 

However, as advocates of stalking objects have intimated (Appadurai, 

2006; Cook and Harrison, 2007; Bauer, 2019), we get a stronger sense of 

the current sociological significance of all this if we supplement the docu-

mented social history with real- time ethnographies of the thing in ques-

tion. For instance, were we to trace the chilli pepper from the fields of the 

global south where it is grown, through the co- operatives where it is aggre-

gated and exported, to the distributors of the global north, we would build 

up a particular gestalt of the contemporary world; a picture of the flows 

and bottlenecks within 21st- century global food systems. Tracking the 

object through its production, we would get broad answers to the ‘where,’ 

the ‘when’ and the ‘how much’. Tracing the object that far does not, how-

ever, tell us much about the ‘how’ or the ‘why’, nor does it give us much of 

an answer to ‘so what?’. Tracing the sparks that the thing makes as it moves 

through from the retailers into the homes of consumers and across their 

tongues, however, yields a much higher- resolution picture of what a spe-

cific ingredient does and to whom it does it. Zooming in even closer, to the 

movement of sensations across taste buds and through the bodies in those 

scenes, we can add to ‘where’, ‘when’ and for ‘whom’, a fuller understand-

ing of ‘how’ and ‘why’. And in doing so, an attention to sensory experience 

opens into a much more complete understanding of the processes upon 

which the larger global food system rests.

Sensed Communities

Nosing around for the preparation of chillis, and watching out for where 

and how people use them, can be particularly revealing. Shadowing the 

chilli pepper through South East England, for instance, we discover a 

middle- aged Thai woman who, from her arrival in the 1980s, has carried 

little sachets of chilli powder in her purse. These are for sprinkling over 

the various beige dishes that her husband orders for her in the country 

pubs that they visit during their weekend walking trips. He doesn’t mind 

a bit of heat now and again and will pinch things off her plate. But when 

she gets together with friends to play cards, they deliberately make food so 

hot that none of their husbands can eat it, nor interfere with their evening. 

Pursuing the chilli into East London, we discover a contrapuntal story: for 
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the young girl featured in the opening vignette, the refusal to eat her par-

ents’ chilli- spiked lunches and family dinners, in her own eyes, marks her 

off as distinct from her parents’ ‘first- wave immigrant’ generation, and 

less distinct from her peers. Her parents mourn the loss and repeatedly 

secrete occasional flakes of chilli into her meals. Tracking the fiery berry 

a few hundred metres up the road from this domestic setting, we arrive at 

a local Bangladeshi cookery class. One attendee, a bearded British farmer 

from Dorset repeatedly restates his knowledge of chilli cultivation to other 

white middle- class cooks in an unveiled effort to assert his mastery of the 

exotic. The elderly female instructor smiles politely as the man talks. And a 

mile up the road, in a student union bar we discover that for initiates into a 

rugby team, machismo and masochistic acceptance of pain are displayed 

by ritually swilling the initiation cocktail of vodka and inhumanly- hot pep-

per sauce.

In each of these scenes, the peculiar sensation of the pepper’s con-

sumption is important to senses of self, other and community. But as the 

diversity of scenes in which the pepper appears also suggests, it is not just 

the raw experience of eating the pepper that does this. None of the idio-

syncratic meanings ascribed to the pepper here are innate to the object. In 

each of the instances, the associational work of the chilli pepper emerges 

from the process of ascribing biographically and culturally specific mean-

ing to the sensations afforded by the pepper. Through combining the sen-
soria of the pepper’s flavour and the meaning acquired through sensibility, 

the resultant sensation can stimulate a culturally specific sense of com-

mensality. Not least, these sensations gives consumers the experience of 

a ‘sensed community’, and affinity between others who ascribe the same 

meaning to the sensation (Howes and Classen, 2013, p. 84). But, as the 

disparate examples above suggest, the chilli does this in different ways in 

each case.

Transcultural Sensations

The chilli appears as a bit part in any number of different cultural ritu-

als and has specific emotional resonances for different individuals and 

groups. However, the spread of the berry is related to something that 

all chilli eaters, for all time, have experienced irrespective of cultural 
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meanings: the pepper’s iconic ‘heat’. This heat is derived from a biologi-

cal trick that the chilli plant evolved to trick ground- dwelling creatures 

into thinking they have encountered a threat when they bite into it (birds 

apparently do not feel this sensation, and thus serve as propagators of 

the shrub). This sensation is created by the chemical capsaicin and all 

mammals, apart from tree shrews and humans, are entirely perturbed by 

it (Chu et al., 2020). Humans will eat the berries with no ill effect because 

they are able to realise that it is not literal burning that one feels when 

biting into a chilli, but rather a simulation, a gustatory illusion. Humans 

sense the ‘heat’. But they also see through the evolutionary ruse. And 

on the other side of the illusion, the consumer swims in the dopamine 

secreted in response to the burning pain. As with the pain of tattoos, acu-

puncture and BDSM (bondage, domination/ discipline, sadism/ submis-

sion, masochism), we have a capacity to ascribe a ‘positive’ meaning to 

the pain. This might be the case with tree shrews too, but we’ve never 

asked them.

Importantly all this burning, sweating and euphoria happens at a 

very corporeal level, in the realms of affect, below the level of discursive 

consciousness and prior to culturally specific meaning. As such, it might 

be said that beneath the layers of culturally specific significance that the 

chilli acquires, the pepper might also be said to have less arbitrary, non- 

idiosyncratic meaning for all human bodies; that is, the pepper signifies 

the experience of a benign burning sensation and the pleasure derived 

from it. That this sensation is apart from the culturally specific connota-

tions of the pepper does not, however, mean that it is asocial. Rather, the 

benign burning sensation might also play an important role in establishing 

commensality. This applies both within cultural groups but also, crucially, 

across difference. That’s because the intensity of the affect the pepper 

produces, the burning sensation it elicits, has the potential to produce –  

between diners –  an empathetic sensation. A sense, when consumed as 

part of a group, that ‘you’ are feeling what ‘I’ am feeling. At the most, this 

sensation facilitates a moment of mutual recognition. At the least, it cre-

ates an opportunity for translation. While the chilli is an important player 

in a kaleidoscope of different cultural rituals, the unequivocal nature of 

the sensation it precipitates might also be active in the development of 

recognition and translation across differences.
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Intensely affective objects can do this. In his anthropology of the 

Cuban cultural formation, the work of anthropologist Ortiz suggests that 

objects such as tobacco and sugar played a particularly important point 

in the development of new ‘transcultural’ artefacts, practices and cuisines 

(Ortiz, 1995). Ortiz uses the term ‘transculturation’ to specify the emer-

gence of new cultures in intensely transnational spaces of early modernity, 

in situations where multiple ‘exogenous influences converge’ (Ortiz, 1995, 

p. 177) on the same human group and mutate to produce something new. 

It is no coincidence that the materials Ortiz saw as entangling communi-

ties with one another, tobacco and sugar, are deeply affective materials. As 

the anthropologist details, each of these sensuous objects had its own cul-

turally specific meanings and social functions for the residents and settlers 

of the Caribbean island. But the substances each also had ‘physiochemi-

cal properties’ (Ortiz, 1995, p. 184) that relate directly to the ‘sensual plea-

sure’ that anybody could derive from them. It is the experience of these 

sensations that led tobacco use to spread first from native Americans, to 

African slaves, and later to white European settlers. While it spread, the 

production and consumption brought disparate constituencies together 

into shared spaces, institutions and rituals. ‘In the service of tobacco’, Ortiz 

wrote, ‘strangers are brought together’ (Ortiz, 1995, p. 251). Ortiz’s focus 

on objects in newly emergent cultures offers a conceptual framework that 

is also relevant to understanding contemporary forms of cosmopolitanism 

(Berg, 2022). But it does so best, only when we pay attention to the sensu-

ous role of objects within those situations.

When it comes to nudging human history one way or another, comes-

tibles are amongst the most potent materials. They tangle themselves up 

with our bodies, and catalyse sociality with other bodies. As they do so, 

the sensations stimulated by simple ingredients acquire deep and cultur-

ally specific meanings. And once these meanings are learned, they can 

help to forge a sense of community through enabling people to recognise 

other people who share the same ‘sensibility’. But it is also the case that, 

beneath the idiosyncratic meanings attached to sensations, the very phys-

ical experience of eating particular ingredients can, at least potentially, 

foster a sense of a shared experience between, and translation across, 

different cultural milieus. This is especially so when such intensely affec-

tive ingredients are involved. We can glean aspects of this through crude 
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empiricism, through counting and accounting for where ingredients go, 

who buys and who sells them, and who consumes them. But if we are to 

really understand how and why each ingredient or foodstuff does this, we 

cannot ignore the social import of the sensuous side of consumption. In 

fact, we must take the sensuous side of consumption seriously, because 

the sensations themselves are what set the human world in motion.
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6
How to do social research with… collaging

Rebecca Coleman

In a classroom in a secondary school in Oxfordshire in 2003, a group of 
young women and I eat chocolate and paste the empty wrappers onto paper 
torn from a roll of lining wallpaper. Two young women put on make- up and 
take polaroid photographs of themselves to glue on to their paper.

(Fieldnotes, 2003)

Figure 6.1 Collaging materials, 2016.
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As this scene from a research project in the early 2000s indicates, I have 

worked with collaging as a social research methodology for a number of 

years. In this particular project, I was exploring how young women expe-

rience their bodies through relations with different kinds of images. Most 

research on this topic seemed to rely on verbal methods such as interviews 

and focus groups. Building on creative, often arts- based methods that were 

emerging at the time, I was considering how I might study images through 

image- making methods. The sessions were a hit; the girls seemed to really 

enjoy making images of their experiences, and some girls stayed on through 

their lunch break to continue their making. I enjoyed the sessions too, as 

I felt us all relaxing into the project and articulating experiences not only 

through words but also the materials I’d brought with me in a large suitcase, 

including young women’s magazines, stamps, stickers, pipe cleaners, make- 

up, paper, glue and scissors, a box of chocolates and a Polaroid camera.

I didn’t call their making ‘collaging’ at the time, as I was uncertain 

whether it was possible to bring such an activity into what I hoped was my 

serious piece of social research. Collaging seemed to me, at once, artistic, 

and therefore demanding years of study and practice, which I did not have; 

idiosyncratic in that I didn’t really know how participants would respond 

to the prompt to make a collage or the materials I’d provided, or the col-

lage that they’d make; and a bit too playful – was collaging really a rigorous 

method when it seemed so fun? Over the years, however, I have tried to re- 

frame these uncertainties into potential strengths. In this chapter, I consider 

these three points –  collaging as artistic, idiosyncratic and playful –  reflect-

ing on some instances across my research and teaching that have sharpened 

my understanding of how it is possible to do social research with collaging.

Art, Interest and Accessibility

I am in a room at the far end of the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern with my 
friends and colleagues Tara Page and Helen Palmer and a group of early 
career researchers who are participating in a practice workshop. They 
arrange the found materials they had brought with them on a large table. 
Twigs are piled on top of each other, leaves are laid next to signs for cyclists 
next to bars of liquorice next to written words…

(Fieldnotes, 2016)
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Brandon Taylor begins his book, Collage: The Making of Modern Art (2014 

[2004]) by describing a piece of art work Picasso made in 1908 called The 
Dream. On ‘a brown cardboard sheet, perhaps the side of a packing box, 

bearing a label from the luxurious Magasins du Louvre department store 

in Paris’, Picasso paints over the label and sketches the curves of two figures 

(probably women) and some swooping trees and branches (2014 [2004], 

p. 7). Taylor argues that ‘[w] hile not strictly a collage (Picasso did not, after 

all paste the label on)’, this artwork can be understood as a precursor to 

the artistic movement of Cubism, which emerged shortly afterwards, and 

established collage as a particular kind of artistic form.

Taylor defines collage, ‘in its first and usual meaning’ as ‘the pasting- 

on of scraps that originated beyond the studio, in the department store or 

on the street’ (2014 [2004], p. 8). In this short definition, we are alerted to 

two points about collage. The first is that collage refers to ‘the pasting on’ 

of one thing onto another thing (‘collage’ is derived from the French ‘col-
ler’, which means ‘to glue’ or ‘to stick’); the second is that what is pasted 

is a found object that typically comes from everyday life and popular, or 

‘low’, culture; ‘scraps’ that come from ‘beyond the studio’ of the artist. 

Taken together, these points draw our attention to how collaging involves 

the transformation of a thing (a found object, a scrap) from one context to 

another –  the ‘imported object … has to join another surface where it does 

not strictly belong’ as Taylor puts it (2014 [2004], p. 8) –  and that this trans-

formation might be ‘inappropriate, jarring or wrong –  but interestingly so’ 

(2014 [2004], p. 8). Just as with my hunch that collaging might disturb some 

of the professionalism of research methods (in its playfulness and idio-

syncrasy), collaging is also often seen as disturbing an understanding of 

art as ‘high culture’. Artistic practice is democratised through the focus on 

and use of readily accessible materials and collaging’s ability to be done in 

different locations.

Today, there is a wide range of collage artists, including increasingly 

those who work digitally (indeed, the cut and paste function so ubiqui-

tous to writing, editing and searching online might be understood in 

terms of the key definition of collaging). Gwen Raaberg (1998) argues that 

the routes of collaging in making use of accessible, everyday materials 

and in critiquing dominant culture (including that of ‘high art’) have, on 

the one hand, resulted in it being a subordinated art form. On the other 
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hand, this alternative history of collaging makes it especially appropri-

ate to those interested in challenging and re- working norms and values, 

including gender, sexuality, race, class and dis/ ability. For example, col-

lage artist Barbara Kruger has juxtaposed classical and popular images 

of women’s bodies with cultural slogans, such as Untitled (Your Body Is 
a Battleground) (1989); Martha Rosler juxtaposes images of war, white 

femininity and domesticity (e.g., House Beautiful: Bringing the War Home, 

2004), and Wangechi Mutu combines images of black African women’s 

bodies and medical images (e.g., Complete Prolapse of the Uterus, 2004).

A number of points from these discussions of collaging and art are 

helpful to understand collaging as a social research method. First, its 

interest in ‘low culture’, everyday life and challenging dominant norms 

and values means that collaging has many intersections with the critical 

dimensions of social research. This involves the kinds of issues that col-

laging might be deployed to address (as I discuss below), and where it 

might be done –  in London’s Tate Modern gallery as the scene that begins 

this section indicates, but also in the classroom and the home. Second, 

the accessibility of collaging means that it is a relatively straightforward 

activity to organise and one that participants are usually already familiar 

with. In the scenes above, note how I brought a range of everyday materi-

als to the image- making sessions, most of which I purchased from a local 

pound store, and how participants bring their own found materials to the 

session, including twigs, leaves and signs. In other sessions, I’ve asked par-

ticipants to gather free flyers, cardboard packages, newspapers and maga-

zines, sticky notes and used paper. In some sessions, we’ve deliberately 

worked without scissors or glue, exploring how different materials afford 

techniques of folding, tearing, crumpling, as well as the ephemerality that 

results from being unable to permanently fix things in a place.

Third, the movement of materials from one context to another and 

the juxtaposing of materials is productive; participants may explore and 

express their opinions or experiences about a particular topic, putting 

together potentially disparate materials to make new relationships and 

connections. The practice can also ‘evoke … embodied responses, and use 

… the juxtaposition of fragments and the presence of ambiguity to engage 

the viewer in multiple avenues of interpretation’ (Butler- Kisber, 2018, 
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p. 103). Discussing her research with black and Latinx youth on health and 

fitness, Carrie Safron (2019) notes how collaging introduced slowness and 

hesitation into the research process as both participants and she herself 

reflected on their multiple intentions in making and analysing the col-

lages. Fourth, while the technique certainly matters, and most artists and 

some social research participants make beautiful collages, the movement 

and transformation of materials from one situation to another is itself 

interesting and rendered visible; the finished product is significant, but the 

process of making is both highlighted and important too.

Idiosyncrasy, Materials and Vibrancy

In a classroom in a girls’ secondary school in South East London, a small 
group of young women chat to each other as they pass around crafting 
materials, paper, magazines, scissors and glue. The tubs of glitter prove to be 
particularly popular.

(Fieldnotes, 2016)

This scene from a collaging workshop in 2016 highlights not only the 

importance of accessible materials in collaging, but also the ways in which 

certain materials can stand out as especially vibrant or engaging to partici-

pants. Among a range of crafting materials, glitter emerged as the one that 

most of these participants wanted to work with; tubs were passed around 

the table and the glitter made its way on to the collages, as well as on to 

clothes, bodies, the table and floor. I’ve learnt through organising and par-

ticipating in collaging workshops to be open to the materials that might 

become popular; indeed, this workshop inspired me to trace the popular-

ity of glitter within this specific group of young women to how glitter often 

makes things luminous, exciting and aspirational in mainstream girls’ 

culture (Coleman, 2020). I also began considering how working, hands 

on, with tactile objects focused my attention on the materials. The collag-

ing method, then, brought into focus the materials via which research was 

composed, and demanded I think carefully about the materials that both 

I and the participants selected.
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In a classroom at Goldsmiths, a group of MA students studying feminist 
methods sit in a large circle on the black carpet. In the middle of them are 
collections of pages torn from magazines, sticky notes, ink stamps, stickers, 
glitter (again). They talk to each other about what they are making as they 
select the materials that are somehow vibrant to them.

(Fieldnotes, 2015)

This scene ends with me noting how participants discuss their selection 

of specific materials. One way I responded to the demand that materials 

seemed to place on me was through building opportunities into the work-

shops for participants to consider which ones stood out to them. Rather 

than trying to temper the quirks of collaging, or to produce social research 

data that are representative, generalisable or replicable, it seemed impor-

tant to stay with its idiosyncrasies. All materials, whether they be words 

or twigs, generate certain affects and possibilities, and limit others. In 

some sessions, we reflected on this by engaging with feminist theories of 

the agency of materials (e.g., Bennett, 2010) and archives and subjectiv-

ity (e.g., Campt, 2017; Tamboukou, 2019) in order to explore how certain 

materials become vibrant to us and how this connects with personal and/ 

or socio- cultural histories. In other sessions, we have critiqued the materi-

als that we work with. This has been especially the case with mainstream 

women’s magazines; their representations of white, able- bodied, young, 

normative femininity have led to reflections on why I brought them in, 

to broader discussions of the limits and problems of mainstream media. 

Sometimes this has been the focus of the collages themselves. One memo-

rable collage involved cut- out pictures of scissors pasted onto ripped- up 

parts of women’s bodies, reflecting the maker’s rage.

Playfulness, Making and Contemplating

In a classroom at the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw, an international 
group of women academics scribble words describing their journey to the 
room onto small pieces of paper. They throw the paper into the air, and assem-
ble and re- assemble words on the wooden parquet floor. On four hard plastic 
chairs she had pushed together at the start of the session, one of us sleeps.

(Fieldnotes, 2016)
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This scene is from a workshop I organised with Tara Page and Helen 

Palmer, as part of a large international academic conference. The call for 

the conference explicitly encouraged proposals for creative sessions such 

as this one, although the majority of sessions were, understandably, the 

more typical verbal presentations. The conference had an overwhelming 

number of proposals, sessions were scheduled between 8am and 8pm, 

and evenings were often spent catching up with new and old international 

friends and colleagues. Although we, the conference organisers, and par-

ticipants saw this practical making as a continuation of, rather than an 

opposition to, the more cerebral sessions, we had set up a different kind 

of space, and one of the participants used it as a chance to rest. We began 

the workshop by asking participants to write down a few words about their 

journey to the conference room. We stood in a circle and, as described 

above, threw the words into the air. Once they’d settled, we each selected 

from the spread of our collective words a handful of words that meant 

something to us, and arranged them into a short poem. We then invited 

participants to go for a walk around the local area, and to collect found 

materials to bring back and collage with their words. The final part of the 

session was spent reflecting on what we had made, as well as on what we 

thought of the workshop and its relationship to the wider conference and 

conference topic.

Part of what had made the session different from other parts of the 

conference was its playfulness, at least in the context of an academic 

conference: the chance to go for a walk around a city that many con-

ference attendees had not visited before; to notice and collect ‘the 

scraps’ of everyday life on the streets surrounding the university; to 

think about the often overlooked aspects of attending an academic con-

ference, including its impacts on our bodies; to work collectively with 

other people’s words and reflections; to collage different media (words, 

flyers, leaves, receipts, bodies, the wooden floor) and transform their 

meanings and affects. This made me question how far and how often 

social research methods are enjoyable for our participants, and what 

might happen if we augment our usual suite of social research meth-

ods with techniques often employed in museums and galleries where 

visitors are encouraged to make and display things, and in social and 

market research, where methods can be quite agile and participatory  

(Taylor et al., 2014).
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Part of the playfulness came from letting go of what a finished product 

of the workshop might be and instead focusing on the process itself. I’ve 

found that it is often difficult for participants to articulate verbally on what 

their collage ‘is of’, and so shifting to focus on the process of making has 

enabled us to explore its opportunities and limitations as a method and 

a practice. This has sometimes involved a contemplation of what materi-

als we had collected, why and how, what the materials afford (could we 

fold, rip, stack, slide, crumple them?) and what kinds of interesting rela-

tions we could establish between them. On occasion, these contempla-

tions are individual and personal; on others, they have been collective, 

grappling with and sharing thoughts and questions about ways of making. 

Discussing how she deployed collaging with migrant, refugee and asylum- 

seeking women, Elena Vacchelli (2018) notes how the method directed 

her attention to what her own and the participants’ bodies were doing –  

laughing, asking questions, speaking quietly, sharing materials, moving 

closer to each other –  which brings critical attention to the processes and 

practices through which research data are made. All of these occasions 

can be understood in terms of what Brian Massumi and Erin Manning call 

‘thought in the act’ (2013), or –  to twist Kat Jungnickel’s (2018) enticing 

term –  a making sense of things through the making of things.

Reflecting

Working with collaging as a social research method is not a standard or 

standardised practice; as these scenes show, there is not one way of organ-

ising a collaging session, nor is there one particular topic that collaging 

lends itself towards exploring. This capaciousness of collaging is both an 

opportunity and a challenge. Collaging provides playful and accessible 

ways for our participants and us to explore and express our understand-

ings and experiences of specific questions and issues through a range 

of materials that might be both unusual to social research and familiar, 

if sometimes overlooked, in our everyday lives. It enables an expansive 

and inclusive approach to the materials that might be used and become 

important in social research. Its idiosyncrasy requires us to pause in our 

assumptions about what might count as social research data and what 
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a finished output might be, and to place our attention on what happens 

during the process of making, including critical questions as to what the 

archive of materials includes and doesn’t. It also requires us to consider 

what we do with the collages that are made, leaning us towards a series of 

other questions concerning what happens with the data that are generated 

through our methods.

In a (different) classroom at Goldsmiths, a group of people collage with 
glitter. Prior to the workshop, some of the participants had contacted my 
co- organiser Jayne Osgood and I, asking about the environmental damage 
that the glitter would create. During the workshop, we discussed this issue, 
including our use of standard glitter, sustainable glitter and recycled glitter. 
We also debated various things that we might do with the collages after the 
workshop had ended, including organising an impromptu or more carefully 
planned exhibition, participants taking their collages home with them to 
display, and the collages being thrown away. In the end, most of the col-
lages went in the bin.

(Fieldnotes, 2018)
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How to do social research with... comics

Monica Sassatelli

Social research themes come from many sources with diverse purposes, 

but they all need to find a form, usually the verbal form of research ques-

tions expressed in the language and concepts of a given discipline and 

approach. Expanding the range of possible ways to formulate questions 

as well as answers expands our horizon beyond unexamined, implicit 

assumptions. At this fundamental level, drawing can be integrated into 

social research as an ongoing practice of thinking through drawing. The 

first example is the illustrated fieldwork diary, although the approach can 

equally be applied to theoretical research (Sousanis, 2015). As for writing –  

where digital advances provide many alternatives, but the basic activity 

can still be done with just pen and paper –  similarly for drawing, what 

is needed is just paper and, rather than pen, pencil and eraser (a good 

reminder of how research is trial and error and seldom linear).1 The sim-

plicity of it is what makes it difficult: all the labour falls on you and your 

perseverance. All you need is a composition notebook, with plain, or ruled 

or graph- ruled sheets as you prefer –  I like the versatility of graph ruled 

that allows me to write both words and numbers and disappears into a 

kind of supporting grid where I can create frames easily when drawing; 

it is freer than a ruled sheet and less messy than a plain one. It is good to 

have both pen and pencil, colours even if you like, but the most important 

thing is to always be ready to make the note or the sketch as the idea or 

1The ‘ratio’ between the hand- made and the digital medium is contentious and shifting in a 
rapidly developing scenario. Software to create and manipulate images can be used from the 
beginning or variously combined with hand- drawing; for instance, by scanning hand- drawn 
images for editing. The two drawings in this chapter have simply been hand drawn and then 
scanned.
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the observation comes to you. As a habit of regular journaling, precisely in 

the tradition of ethnographic notebooks, but also to rekindle us with this 

primary form of expression, drawing.

Michael Taussig (2011) reflecting on the role of drawings in his jour-

nals, remarks that drawing is an opening between the inner and outer 

world, a seeing that materialises in the act of drawing. Drawing, Taussig 

continues, enlisting John Berger as a source, is a making and encom-

passes time:

[D] rawing is an activity much older than writing or architecture. It is as old as song, 
that inflection of language. Indeed ‘drawing is as fundamental to the energy that 
makes us human as singing and dancing’. Drawing … has something that painting, 
sculpture, videos, and installations lack –  corporeality.

(Taussig, 2011, pp. 22– 23; citing Berger, 2007, p. 106).

The act of drawing is what counts, more than drawings. Drawing is indeed 

a way of seeing and even a way of sensing: in the struggle to depict what 

we see, remember or feel, no matter how successful the actual resulting 

depiction, we see and experience in a new way.

What I have in mind here are ways to insert drawing and comics organ-

ically in social analysis, ways in which a research project can be informed 

from the beginning by the specific affordances of drawing and comics as 

narrative drawings, an operational definition both more inclusive and 

theoretically precise (Grennan, 2017). That is, how the specificity of nar-

rative drawing –  sequential drawings in combination with words, includ-

ing a narrative dimension and a spatial unfolding highlighting a relational 

dimension –  can inform a whole project. In particular, how its display of 

the tension between verbal and visual narration, between object- based 

and relation-  or practice- based logic can be used not only in gathering 

research material and developing rapport with research participants, or 

in engaging the audience, but also from the very beginning when formu-

lating a problem or question, as well as in analysis and giving shape to 

interpretation.

Once drawing stops being an unusual practice within research, it will 

start making its way out of preparatory notebooks into actual research 

projects, in the more canonical phases of collection, analysis and dissemi-

nation. Here one of the advantages of narrative drawing becomes promi-

nent: its contribution to collaborative practice- based research. You can 
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ask participants to draw, trace, make comics and you can collaborate with 

them, engaging in conversation: ‘as a “draw and talk” methodology, draw-

ing [is a process] that constructs a specific dynamic between researcher, 

participant and the subject/ object of enquiry that has the potential to pro-

duce different kinds of insights and understandings’ (Reason, 2018, pp. 48– 

49, emphasis added).

So far, comics have mostly been added towards the end of a project to 

promote communication and dissemination of research results –  precisely 

for the attractive quality of being considered a popular, easy medium. In 

this scenario, there is often the involvement of a comic artist who is not 

the researcher. Alternatively, simple comics may be elicited from research 

participants, often children, as part of interviews and included as data to 

be interpreted by the researcher. These are, however, only two of the pos-

sible uses and arguably ones that, in leaving almost untouched the main 

development of a research trajectory, miss many of the potentialities of the 

combination of words and drawings more generally.

As a conscious attempt to develop that greater integration, comics- 

based research (CBR) (Kuttner et al., 2017) is on the rise. Topics vary con-

siderably; however, medical comics, auto- ethnographic and ethnographic 

comics are the most developed so far, with new book series, conferences 

and networks. This is a rather lively and diverse emerging sub- field; it can 

be an articulated methodology that may require the involvement of art-

ists, but it can also be applied in more low- key ways in small projects with 

a single researcher. Comics can be involved in research in a number of 

ways, ranging from participants being asked to draw and comment; to 

researcher- made comics as part of data gathering and analysis; to profes-

sionally drawn comics to disseminate research results. Even if there are 

clearly cases in which comics are added at the end of a project as a means 

of dissemination, as well as a long tradition of research on comics, CBR’s 

innovative strength lies in comics being used to do research work (a useful 

review and selection of some of the most interesting current experiments 

and established programmes can be found in the overview by Barberis 

and Grüning, 2021).

Using comics or narrative drawing does not mean you have to pro-

duce a graphic novel. The logic of the sequential combination of words and 

images need not be narrative in its basic sense; it can also be descriptive, 
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interpretative, analytical and so on. It can be a way to expose contradic-

tions and paradoxes, often precisely those of different forms of representa-

tion (Sassatelli, 2021; for an example of a non- narrative structure based on 

thematic analysis, see Figure 7.1B discussed below). You can draw com-

ics to visually chronicle the social world or phenomenon (or theory) you 

are studying, and in so doing discover connections and points of view, 

revealed by the visual proximity of things that may stay verbally distant. 

A model of how the typical conventions of comics based on a narrative 

framework are used within qualitative research, in particular, is shown in 

Figure 7.1A. Here I have re- drawn, with permission by the author, Rachel 

Marie- Crane Williams’s (2012) comic diagram, as reproduced in Kuttner 

et al. (2017). Instead of ‘copy and paste’ as one does for a normal citation, 

I opted to copy it as I would if I was, say, studying an old manuscript with 

text and pictures, found in an archive. This procedure applies the idea of 

drawing as research: staying with the diagram as I considered how to re- 

draw it (and after a few drafts) I inevitably appropriated it, adapted it, add-

ing or changing details –  although I tried not to omit any. I did not trace, 

Figure 7.1A Williams’s ‘Basic Anatomy of a Comic’ in qualitative research, 
redrawn.
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nor did I try to copy closely, so the drawing is significantly different, and 

one can see a different ‘hand’; it is a kind of visual paraphrasis. This raises 

issues regarding authorship, attribution, citation, all shifting in interest-

ing ways from verbal to visual. The conceptual architecture of a research 

comic can be narrative but it can also be otherwise.

A pivotal feature in CBR is the issue of visualisation of concepts and 

arguments –  or if you like, the issue of translation from a verbal to a visual 

language in ways that can both enrich analysis and help other types of 

translation, introducing different logics to make research more mul-

timodal. In a way both expressions still reveal the predominance of the 

verbal –  considered the default ‘native’ language of research and the one 

that may need translation either for dissemination purposes or in general 

to simplify or summarise complex matters. However, an idea also gain-

ing ground is to confer independent dignity on the visual or graphic lan-

guage itself. Looking for a term for this, we could adopt, following Clifford 

Marcus (2017) in his preface to Lissa, the graphic novel launching the 

series EthnoGraphic, the term transduction. The transduction of ethnogra-

phy refers to a transition not just between languages, but of form, and not 

just as an addendum or illustration, but ‘instructing anthropologists and 

academics more broadly in remaking their work into new forms’ (Marcus, 

2017, p. 11). On this subject, it is also important to acknowledge that in the 

broader field of comics (graphic novels, essay comics, documentary com-

ics, etc.) this approach counts many insightful examples, well before its 

‘discovery’ by sociology and other social sciences. Comics have long been, 

along with at least drama and novels, a medium for ‘telling about soci-

ety’ (Becker, 2007). Even very simple line drawings can achieve that and it 

may be easier to ask for these from research participants. However, if your 

research topic or approach recommends a certain pictorial realism, one 

way to achieve this is combining photographs and drawings, especially 

through photo tracing –  which I am going to briefly describe here through 

an example.

I recently explored the potentialities of line drawing by tracing over 

photographs, as I had seen it in Maureen K. Michael’s (2020) research on 

education and artists’ practice. The idea is to take or elicit photographs 

(and this can be done in various ways depending on the project’s focus) 

and then, as part of the analytical phase, trace them to peel back layers 
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and boundaries to get to the core of what –  so one discovers –  matters, 

focusing on objects/ subjects but also on their relationships and on nar-

ratives. Michael argues that researcher- created drawings carry analytical 

content that is particularly useful to understanding relational dimensions 

otherwise obscured by categorising verbal analysis. The practicalities of 

the method involve the researcher taking photographs during fieldwork 

observation, then line tracing selected images (using translucent paper or 

other devices, including dedicated software on digital photos). The trac-

ing can be done several times, each one focusing on different aspects of 

the selection, thus with interpretation involved in the act. This process can 

also be done collaboratively with research participants. I experimented 

with this method with the graduate students of a module on ‘Art, Fashion 

and Society’, where we wanted to explore how identity is expressed and 

performed via the material and social world that surrounds us, starting 

from what’s closest – clothes and other objects that surround our body. 

Taking inspiration also from Doug Harper’s activity ‘portrait without self’ 

(2012, pp. 225– 229) as a way to render the personal into the sociological, 

students selected photos of themselves that they thought defined them; 

then they traced them concentrating on the clothes and details they felt 

were important, thinking, and in so doing often discovering, what they 

wanted to communicate. They could intervene as they wanted, selecting, 

pasting other images, using old photos or creating new ones, as long as 

they reflected as they went along and organised those reflections, putting 

the images in a sequence meaningful for them. I have then also collaged 

and re- traced some of them as part of my own reflections, and then shared 

them as inspiration for our class discussion –  an example is reproduced 

below in Figure 7.1B. This image is my re- tracing and assembling of stu-

dents’ work, in which they had traced and put in a sequence, not neces-

sarily temporal, a selection of images of themselves. As it emerged, both 

for me as I assembled their work, and for each of the students, it was a 

matter of finding a thread connecting layer after layer (selecting, tracing, 

assembling, re- tracing, possibly re- selecting and finding a logic that would 

work for themselves and for an audience), mainly through the slow and 

iterative process of tracing itself: ‘Is this detail really worth the time it takes 

to draw it? Why?’. Recurrent themes, relevant distinctions and in general 

meaningful analysis emerged with the tracing and the juxtaposition and 
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sequence of images, often a surprise for the drawer herself: the loving 

detail reserved for a top made by the mother of a student, or for clothes 

explicitly defined as ‘traditional’ and given a proper name; the omnipres-

ence of smart phones among few accessories (and the disappearance of 

watches), the intentional use of an out- of- place accessory to make a state-

ment of rebellion, again carefully drawn; perhaps above all the tension of 

private and public personae as expressed through clothing.

Tracing photographs or using digital filters and programs to turn pho-

tographs into comic art is a layered process that can involve participation 

at various levels. Drawing in the field attracts attention. Many practitioners 

have observed that a sketchbook and pencil create a more welcoming space 

for interaction, certainly more than a notepad, recorder or computer, and 

are therefore precious ways to build rapport, becoming a source of sponta-

neous conversation with informants. Graphic fieldwork can therefore help 

‘forge new knowledge and interact with informants in the field, creating 

Figure 7.1B The ‘Clothed Self’ student project.
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possibilities for intimate and public- engaged inquiry’ (Bayre et al., 2016, 

p. 7). This is not meant instrumentally, to get quickly what would have 

taken longer; drawing is not a better ‘extractive’ model, as indeed it can be 

very time- consuming. It is instead, as mentioned before, a gateway to what 

we cannot get otherwise. Building on the specificity of drawing and the 

bridge that narrative drawing provides with more familiar forms of knowl-

edge and narrativisation creates a space, in participatory or collaborative 

ways, for the production and translation of insights of researchers and par-

ticipants, words and images. In fact, because of this exchange and porosity 

of authorship, comicization often creates the problem of how to portray 

the researcher: or, rather, it offers new ways to come to terms reflexively 

with the role of researcher and author by their personification in the draw-

ings. The ‘talking head’ model –  where the researcher becomes the omni-

scient and omnipresent narrator, often in the actual form of a talking head 

filling panel after panel –  is the usual, but problematic solution of many 

essay comics. Yet, having a new canvas for raising the issue, particularly 

for reflexive social science, is more than a marginal advantage (Bonanno, 

2018; Theodossopoulos, 2020).

With drawing –  much as with research –  it is never straightforward to 

say when one is really finished. Drawings bring to research an interpreta-

tive open- endedness which is precious in more exploratory projects, as 

a way to open the door to different forms of understanding. Given all the 

above, drawing may be better at generating new questions and nuancing 

analyses than at answering set questions or ‘solving problems’ of more 

mainstream research projects. Narrative drawing is useful to stimulate 

conversation with research participants as well as an inner dialogue of the 

researcher. It can ‘mix raw material of observation with reverie’ to acti-

vate the ‘imaginative logic of discovery’ (Taussig, 2011, p. xi). But once it is 

accepted beyond the initial phases and the private notebooks of research-

ers, readers and participants are trusted with that imaginative function too.

Taken as a primary and primal medium, drawing is as flexible as lan-

guage and there are good arguments to make use of it, in a vast variety of 

ways and projects, especially in an era, like ours, which is predominantly 

visual but still lacking in visual literacy. If Geertz (1973, p. 19) was right in 

claiming that we are in no danger of running out of reality, but we always 

run the risk of running out of meaningful signs to navigate it –  and our 
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hyper- trophic culture does increasingly appear as an unwieldy second 

nature rather than a manageable tool of interpretation –  the fact that we 

have drawing at our disposal as a whole realm of meaningful sign making 

is a strong argument to more fully draw comics into research.
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8
How to do social research with... documents

Aoife Campbell- Franks and Margarita Aragon

Think of how often in your daily life you send or receive messages and emails; 

fill out forms; read blog posts, scroll through social media. As we move 

through the physical landscape, we encounter advertisements on the sides of 

buses, flyers on noticeboards, stickers on lampposts and so on. Documents 

permeate the fabric of our social world and thus form an important field of 

sociological inquiry. As Lindsay Prior has emphasised, documents are not 

just ‘containers of content’ but ‘active agents in episodes of interaction and 

schemes of social organisation’ (Prior 2008, p. 824). By this he means that 

documents make things happen in the social world. People generate them, 

read them, distribute them, deface and destroy them and so on.

A vast amount of our social interactions, whether with people close to 

us or with institutions, are mediated through documents. In particular, they 

are an important conduit through which state power is transmitted. Many 

people (and some more than others) may have face- to- face interactions 

with agents of the state –  police officers, social workers, benefits assessors 

and so on –  but our relations with state institutions are always heavily medi-

ated through documents. As such, documents are a vital resource for social 

researchers. In this chapter, we think about documents not as inert objects 

but as an essential material through which processes –  processes that have 

profound and violent implications –  are given form and force in the social 

world. Specifically, we discuss Aoife Campbell- Franks’ exploration of the 

Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) documents through which the 

UK Government’s devastating cuts to disability benefit were set in motion.

Working with the Austerity Paper Trail

In my (Campbell- Franks’) project, I was interested in working with DWP 

policy documents as a way of working out the ways in which disabled peo-

ple have been constructed and managed by the state. My interest in this 
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largely comes from my personal experience of my mother being physically 

impaired and seeing first- hand the ableism she has experienced, particu-

larly in relation to work. Whilst I was undertaking my master’s degree my 

mother was off work due to her disability. We were acutely aware of the 

Conservative government’s austerity- inspired vandalism of the benefits 

system. As my mother navigated the re- configured sickness absence sys-

tem, we felt how such changes made the lives of disabled people more pre-

carious. Because of these experiences, I wanted to investigate the ableist 

impact of austerity more closely.

One morning as I was having a conversation with my mother about 

her current time off work and the documents she was filling out, we came 

across her ‘fit note’. As I will explain further below, the government had 

replaced the traditional ‘sick note’ with a ‘fit note’. Whereas a sick note was 

a document with which a doctor verified the patient’s illness or disability 

in order to legitimate their absence from work, the new fit note asks them 

to provide their medical opinion on a person’s ‘fitness’ for work. I became 

fascinated with the discursive shift from ‘sick’ to ‘fit’. As the state manages 

disabled people in part through a flurry of paper, I chose to work with doc-

uments produced by the DWP for my dissertation project.

To begin with, I looked on the DWP website and found two policy 

reports: the 2008 Working for a Healthier Tomorrow: Work and Health in 
Britain (Black, 2008) and the 2011 Health at Work –  An Independent Review 
of Sickness Absence in Great Britain (Black and Frost, 2011). Both documents 

set out the problems of the ‘sickness absence system’ and put forward revi-

sions for its improvement. Working for a Healthier Tomorrow was published 

before the introduction of austerity. However, this was a significant moment 

in that it featured discourses of work and worklessness that would soon be 

mobilised by the government. Health at Work was co- written by the same 

author as Working for a Healthier Tomorrow, Dame Caroline Black, and can 

be said to function as its sequel in a time of austerity. Consequently, I found 

that working with both documents was equally important in understanding 

the discourses that the austerity regime has used to re- imagine and institu-

tionally manage the disabled subject.

When I came across my mother’s fit note, I went onto the UK Parliament 

website and searched ‘fit note’. I found the transcripts of multiple debates 

in which Labour MPs challenged the government about a document called 

the ESA65B letter. This is a letter the DWP issued to general practitioners 
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(GPs) regarding the Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), a benefit 

that supports disabled and sick people not in work. Examining this let-

ter gave me insight into how the DWP directly instructs other actors and 

reaches into the lives of disabled people. It shows us the specific tactics the 

state uses to implement punitive austerity reforms. To make sense of the 

letter, I held a physical copy of it in my hands and read it aloud. I tried to 

imagine the emotional weight of the letter and the impact of receiving it. 

I also cut out each paragraph of the letter and examined these isolated sec-

tions. This helped me to think about the importance of form and to exam-

ine why certain phrases had been situated in certain places.

As I examined the DWP documents, I was not looking for ‘facts’ 

about disability or work. I wanted to know how the people who created 

the documents have constructed particular versions of ‘fitness’, work and 

citizenship for particular purposes, as well as how these constructions are 

enforced and policed in practice. I examined the intended appeal of the 

documents and the ‘objective evidence’ they claimed to present, as well as 

what they obscured or left unsaid. I created a table of keywords and began 

highlighting them in the documents; from this process, common themes 

and imagery emerged. To understand how these documents create mean-

ing about disability and create material impacts on people’s lives, I tried 

to think about how they circulated within the social world, what they were 

responding to and what responses they might inspire. Examining the 

political debates on the Hansard website about the problems of the revised 

sickness absence system, and the ESA65B letter in particular, helped me 

to understand what the documents were working to actively obscure. 

I also sought to make connections between the DWP documents and the 

broader cultural discourses they draw from and feed back into –  namely, 

the popular media stories in which those who fail to uphold the values 

of independence and self- sufficiency are demonised as ‘scroungers’ and 

‘benefit cheats’ (Briant et al., 2013).

Enforcing ‘A Healthier Tomorrow’

As Amanda Coffey observes, ‘Documents are usually part of wider systems 

of distribution and exchange’ and make meaning in relation to other doc-

uments (Coffey, 2013, p. 377). The documents of the DWP, its reports, press 

releases, letters issued to GPs, benefit recipients and so on, work together 
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as part of a larger institutional project. These documents serve different 

purposes and are created for different audiences, but they are all informed 

by a common logic.

Disability scholars (among others) have argued that austerity is made 

possible through neoliberal values that frame ‘welfare reform’ as a moral 

good, whereby the removal of welfare support is beneficial to those who 

are ‘dependent’ on it (Runswick- Cole and Goodley, 2015). The political 

discourses surrounding welfare reform policies put forward an image of 

the ideal citizen whose value is demonstrated by their capability to pro-

vide for themselves. In this context, disability benefit is treated as a cri-

sis that can only be resolved through work (Brown, 2003; Gedalof, 2018). 

Though ostensibly ‘positive’ about disability, these narratives work to deny 

disabled people’s needs and vulnerabilities. The message they convey is 

that disabled people should ‘transcend their embodied impairments’ by 

embracing the labour market (Gedalof, 2018, p. 106).

In contrast to the degrading tone taken in much of the media around 

disability benefit, the DWP documents I worked with were imbued with a 

tone of fairness and supportive concern that presented the revisions to ben-

efit policy as ‘helping’ disabled people into work. This gives the DWP an air 

of positivity, while still reinforcing the logic that economic self- sufficiency is 

the moral foundation of citizenship. Work is described as inherently good for 

people’s health, though ableist barriers in the workplace are not considered, 

nor the type of jobs available to disabled people. The documents present a 

narrative in which the removal of benefits is essentially a means of increas-

ing health, an argument signalled in the title of its 2008 report on revising 

systems of sickness absence: Working for a Healthier Tomorrow. As part of 

its vision for a ‘healthier’ future, the report lamented that 7% of the popu-

lation was workless and receiving incapacity benefit, reflecting ‘patterns of 

poverty and social exclusion which blight entire communities’ (Black, 2008, 

p. 21). Work is presented as a panacea to personal and social ills.

[In a recent study] the beneficial effects of work were shown to outweigh the risks 

and to be much greater than the harmful effects of long term worklessness or pro-

longed sickness absence. The fallacy persists, nevertheless, that illness is incom-

patible with being at work and that an individual should be at work only if 100% fit.

(Black, 2008, p. 21)
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As it is a means of improving ‘mental and physical health’, disabled people 

should work not only for the good of the rest of society, but for their own 

well- being. The cutting of benefits is justified as championing disabled 

people by focusing on ‘what people can do rather than what they cannot’ 

(Black, 2008, p. 86).

Documents in Action: The ESA65B Letter

Such insights gave me essential context for working with the ESA65B let-

ter, the letter sent to GPs about how to interact with patients seeking to 

claim Employment and Support Allowance (ESA). GPs were identified by 

the government as being central to implementing the ‘fit for work’ agenda. 

Before austerity measures, GPs would issue their disabled patients with 

documents referred to as ‘sick notes’ to authorise their absence from work. 

In 2010, however, the government replaced the ‘sick note’ with the so- 

called ‘fit note’, to encourage GPs to focus on identifying ‘fitness’ rather 

than on impairments; i.e., being ‘unfit’. Fundamentally, the government 

wanted to discourage doctors from legitimating the subject position of 

‘unfit’, since this designation entitles people to ESA. As discussed above, 

the DWP presented its policy as one of empowering disabled people to 

lead healthier lives. The ‘fit note’, it claimed, would ‘provide a means for 

doctors to sharpen their focus on the relationship between health and 

work, which is particularly important given the strong evidence about the 

importance of work for health’ (Black and Frost, 2011, p. 20).

As it was produced and circulated to instruct GPs how to implement 

this new regime, the ESA65B letter was a conduit through which DWP 

constructions of ‘health’ were materially imposed upon disabled people’s 

lives. As discussed above, the DWP had already laid out their position in 

various policy reports that work is inherently good for health. We can see 

how the letter moves to operationalise this policy on the ground, as GPs 

are ‘invited’ to help their workless patients by also ‘encouraging’ them into 

work. The DWP has rejected the disabled subject’s ‘unfit’ status, and so 

they are forced into an able- bodied position as, in the eyes of the state, 

they must be ‘capable of doing some work’ (DWP, 2017; see Figure 8.1).

The letter serves as a direct intervention from the state to ensure that 

GPs are relaying the message that work is good for health. This narrative of 

‘support’ gives the impression that the letter is an invitation to the GP to 
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Figure 8.1 End paragraph of ESA65B letter.

help encourage their patients’ ‘healthy’ efforts to pursue work, but a closer 

inspection reveals its true function: to instruct doctors to stop medically 

legitimising their disabled patients’ absence from work and to enforce 

workability. This becomes more apparent in the next passage:

When examining the letter, I paid particular attention to this passage as it 

misleads GPs about the workings of the policy.

The Work Capability Assessment (WCA), the test used by the DWP 

to determine whether a disabled person is ‘fit for work,’ has directly 

contradicted the diagnoses of medical professionals and therefore lacks 

any medical credibility (Gentleman, 2011). As a result, many individu-

als deemed ‘fit for work’ will appeal this decision. But whilst they wait 

for an appeal hearing (which can take up to 8– 10 months) they will still 

need to receive fit notes from their doctor confirming their condition in 

order to obtain ESA (Bloom, 2019a). As you can see above, the DWP’s 

letter to GPs makes this entirely unclear. The letter doesn’t give any indi-

cation to the GP of the precarity that withholding the ‘fit note’ will inflict 
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on patients deemed ‘fit to work’ by the DWP, but who are unable to do 

so. Indeed, the positive tone of the letter (‘most people are better off 

in work’) directly obscures the impact of removing vulnerable people’s 

means of survival.

In 2017 an estimated 150,000 ESA65B letters were sent to GPs regard-

ing their disabled patients. This had devasting consequences (Bloom, 

2019b). Charities investigating the impact of this misinformation have 

found that it has left many disabled people without any income to support 

themselves (www.z2k.org, n.d.). Consequently, many have been forced 

into using foodbanks, increasing the risk of homelessness due to ampli-

fied poverty (www.z2k.org, n.d.).

Points of Reflection

Investigating even this small branch of the sprawling austerity paper 

trail illuminated the structural violence of austerity. I gained insight 

into how carefully the DWP cultivates long- standing classist and ableist 

notions of work, independence and self- sufficiency as the basis of good 

citizenship, and indeed personhood, through an insidious discourse of 

empowerment. As Prior notes, how a document circulates in the world 

might be different from what the author originally intended (Prior, 2008, 

p. 824). For example, I can’t know from examining the ESA65B letter how 

individual GPs may have felt about or responded to the letter’s ‘invita-

tion’. Nevertheless, it helped me to understand how the state encour-

ages employers and medical professionals to have distorted views about 

sickness. The documents also shifted my understanding of my own lived 

experience. As I tried to pick apart the manipulative tactics that the 

DWP uses to force disabled people into work, I became aware of the 

extent to which I had also taken on the ableist common sense that work 

is inherently ‘good’ and being ‘hardworking’ and ‘productive’ should be 

a goal for everyone.

I realised that for most of my life I had not known the full extent 

of my mother’s disability because she had ‘pushed through the pain’ 

and worked. Ironically, because she worked, I saw her as ‘less’ disabled 
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when, in fact, working was making her increasingly sick, to the point 

where she had to apply for medical retirement at the age of 54. Contrary 

to the DWP’s claims about the healthful benefits of work, as soon as she 

stopped working, she became more able- bodied; she is in less pain, 

takes less medication and can do more physically. Working with DWP 

documents, then, has helped me to understand how neoliberalism 

constructs norms of ability and work that deny disability and enforce 

able- bodiedness.

References

Black, C. (2008) Working for a Healthier Tomorrow. Available at: https:// ass ets.pub lish ing.
serv ice.gov.uk/ gov ernm ent/ uplo ads/ sys tem/ uplo ads/ atta chme nt_ d ata/ file/ 209 782/ hwwb- 
work ing- for- a- health ier- tomor row.pdf

Black, C. and Frost, D. (2011) Health at Work – An Independent Review of Sickness Absence. 
Available at: https:// ass ets.pub lish ing.serv ice.gov.uk/ gov ernm ent/ uplo ads/ sys tem/ uplo ads/ 
atta chme nt_ d ata/ file/ 181 060/ hea lth- at- work.pdf

Bloom, D. (2019a) ‘Disabled benefit appeals that defeat the DWP cost £26m to run in a 
single year’, The Mirror, 12 June. Available at: www.mir ror.co.uk/ news/ polit ics/ disab led- 
bene fit- appe als- def eat- dwp- 16501 426

Bloom, D. (2019b) ‘DWP has sent 150,000 of the “fit for work” letters that “risk patients’ health”’, 
The Mirror, 30 April. Available at: www.mir ror.co.uk/ news/ polit ics/ dwp- sent- 150 000- fit- work- 
14968 771

Briant, E., Watson, N. and Philo, G. (2013) ‘Reporting disability in the age of austerity: The 
changing face of media representation of disability and disabled people in the United 
Kingdom and the creation of new “folk devils” ’, Disability and Society, 28(6), pp. 874– 889.

Brown, W. (2003) ‘Neo- liberalism and the end of liberal democracy’, Theory and Event, 7(1), n.p.

Coffey, A. (2013) ‘Analysing documents’, in Flick, U. (ed.) The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative 
Data Analysis. London: SAGE Publications Ltd., pp. 367– 379.

DWP (2017) ESA65B letter. Available at: https:// data.par liam ent.uk/ Depo site dPap ers/ Files/ 
DEP2 018- 0290/ ESA65B _ Let ter.pdf

Gedalof, I. (2018) Narratives of Difference in an Age of Austerity. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan UK.

Gentleman, A. (2011) ‘The medical was an absolute joke’, The Guardian, 23 February. 
Available at: www.theg uard ian.com/ polit ics/ 2011/ feb/ 23/ gov ernm ent- ref orm- dis abil ity-  
benefi ts

Prior, L. (2008) ‘Repositioning documents in social research’, Sociology, 42(5), pp. 821– 836.



How to do social research with... documents  |  87

   87

Prior, L. (2011) Using Documents in Social Research. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Runswick- Cole, K. and Goodley, D. (2015) ‘Disability, austerity and cruel optimism in Big 
Society: Resistance and “The Disability Commons” ’, Canadian Journal of Disability Studies, 
4(2), p. 162.

www.z2k.org (n.d.) #scraptheletterscampaign. Available at: https:// z2k.org/ scrap- the- 
lett ers/ 



88



   89

9
How to do social research with... a dog

Mariam Motamedi- Fraser

I am giving a lecture on domestication, in a module I teach called ‘Thinking 

Animals’. After I have been speaking for about 50 to 60 minutes, Monk, the 

black Labrador with whom I live, and who is at this moment lying to the 

left of the technology station where I am standing, will stretch out his four 

legs stiffly, turn his head to look briefly at me from the stretch position, 

before getting up and walking calmly to a spot directly in front of me. There 

he will sit, staring at me, shifting a little on each front leg. What Monk does 

in that moment affects us all. His actions, in that context, bring the lecture 

to a close.

Over the last two or three decades, a radical transformation has been 

unfolding in the animal sciences, and especially in cognitive science and 

ethology. Animal intentionality, agency and emotions are the focus of new 

approaches and new methods, which are generating striking and unantici-

pated results. Topics once considered the property of the social sciences 

and humanities –  interpretation, meaning, aesthetics, sociality, creativity, 

memory, psychic trauma, morality, humour –  are now central to under-

standing animals. Partly as a consequence, artists, philosophers and social 

science and humanities scholars across a range of disciplines and inter-

disciplinary domains are actively inviting animals into human research 

projects not only as subjects of research, but also as research partners and 

knowledge producers (Bastion, 2017, p. 20). This flourishing body of work 

powerfully illustrates that humans and animals do not simply jostle along-

side each other, but rather affect each other’s individual and social worlds 

in substantive ways. While animal lives are shaped by political, economic 

and cultural forces –  essential research topics in themselves –  animals also 

contribute to social life as social and political subjects. Not only are the 

lives of animals meaningful to themselves, animals are also meaning mak-

ers for others.
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The concentration of the major part of Western scientific behavioural 

research on dogs is conducted with or on what are usually called ‘fam-

ily dogs’ (or potential family dogs; e.g., dogs in shelters). This is problem-

atic with regard to understanding ‘what is a dog’ (the title of Coppinger 

and Coppinger’s [2016] critical analysis of this issue), because family dogs 

represent only a small proportion of the total number of dogs worldwide. 

Although there is some research on dogs who partner homeless people, 

and on free- ranging and feral dogs, ‘cultures where dogs function mainly 

as food or pelt,’ for example, are underrepresented (Kubinyi et al., 2011, 

p. 260). Family dogs are, by definition, part of families, and this too has 

implications for social research. As in the case of veterinary medicine, the 

‘complex triad’ (Hobson- West and Jutel, 2020, p. 397) of the animal, their 

guardian and the ‘expert’ may raise questions of authority. Who is best 

positioned to interpret a dog’s behaviour?

Going to work with a dog is not the same as researching with or on 

dogs. Some of the issues it generates, however, particularly the more con-

tentious issues, parallel those of research and can perhaps further illu-

minate them. The brief discussion that follows is organised around four 

topics: anonymity and visibility, environment, consent and transforma-

tion. Each one is riven with contradictions and tensions.

Anonymity and Visibility

Why does it feel weird to ask whether an animal research subject should be 

anonymised? Perhaps it is because anonymity is the default position for most 

animals. Unlike humans, animals are usually conceived of as examples of a 

species, rather than as unique individuals who live and die once, and whose 

experiences between these two existential poles (whatever form those ‘expe-

riences’ take) matter greatly to them. This is why animal biographies, whether 

they are constructed from historical or contemporary documents,1 or traced 

through empirical case studies, have recently become the focus of increased 

research attention. Biography can serve as an analytic and methodological 

tool through which to make visible the individuality of animals and to take 

1As historians such as Erica Fudge (2017) illustrate, the methodological issues raised by the 
use of textual sources are not uniquely different from any other kind of research that seeks to 
cross the boundaries between animals’ and human perception.
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seriously an individual animal’s experiences. While it certainly has its pit-

falls –  among them the risk, for instance, of ‘misrepresenting the realities of 

animal lives, given that animals are rarely treated as individuals but as flocks 

of chickens, herds of pigs or tanks of exotic pet fish’ (Greenhough and Roe, 

2019, p. 376) –  biography nonetheless serves as an important reminder, in the 

context of research no less than in the meat industry, that no individual ani-

mal is substitutable with another species member (especially from the indi-

vidual’s perspective). This point has made its way into the animal sciences. 

‘[W] hen I talk about the dog,’ writes canine ethologist Alexandra Horowitz, 

‘I am implicitly talking about those dogs studied to date. The results of many 

well- performed experiments may eventually allow us to reasonably gener-

alise about all dogs, period. But even then, the variations among individual 

dogs will be great’ (Horowitz, 2012, p. 9, emphasis in the original). After all, 

‘[i]f one man fails to solve a Rubik’s cube in an hour, we do not extrapolate 

from that that all men will so fail’ (Horowitz, 2012, p. 8).

Going to work with Monk has given him forms of individual visibility 

he would not otherwise have had. He has a staff card. He has a page on the 

department website.2  He has a measure of local celebrity. Does Monk – sin-

gular, irreplaceable, Monk – appreciate the particular forms of individuali-

sation to which he is subject, and for which he must bear the consequences? 

‘Is that Monk?!’ ‘OMG, is that the Sociology Dog?’ ‘Hey Monk!’ Monk is not 

in a position to object to any of this, or to what I am writing about him here in 

this chapter. I write with the fear of betraying Monk, and most certainly I do. 

Going to work with a dog, or conducting research with a dog/ dogs, is poten-

tially a way of making them visible as individuals. It is also a way of shaping 

their lives and, problematically, of speaking for and over them.

Environment

In order to work with Monk, policy at Goldsmiths had to be changed. Dogs 

are allowed on campus if they are guide or service dogs, and, now, if they 

aid in teaching. The college also required me to write an ethics policy for 

2Regrettably, since writing this chapter, Monk’s webpage has, after eight years, been taken 
down by Goldsmiths. All staff pages are now linked to contracts, and apparently no technical 
solution could be found. An alternative location was offered to Monk – among the Visiting 
Professors and Professors Emeritus – but I rejected this, on the grounds that it would margin-
alise Monk’s active contribution to departmental life, and his labour.
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Monk, which I based on the Animal Welfare Act (2006). The Animal Welfare 

Act is limited to the most basic of needs. It is an echo of the ‘five freedoms’ 

(1979),3 four of which are freedoms from (from thirst, for example, or from 

discomfort). How to ensure freedom from discomfort in a working and/ or 

research environment?

At a most basic level, a dog’s Umwelt, their perceptual and subjective 

experiences of their environment (von Uexküll, 2010 [1934]), differs from 

that of neurotypical humans. The very sensory architecture of a human 

environment –  its lighting, sounds, smells, spatial organisation –  can be 

an assault on a dog’s senses. How aggravating is that flickering fluorescent 

light to a dog who sees more ‘snapshots’ per second than a human? How 

disturbing is its ongoing hum, which a dog can hear, but most humans 

cannot? A human nose has approximately six million sensory receptor 

sites; a beagle nose has over 300 million (Horowitz, 2012, p. 71). The class-

room, the research space, is a working environment for dogs. Students and 

researchers can make a dog’s job more easy or less so, by not wearing over-

powering perfumes, for example, or by not eating.

Many scientific accounts of dog speciation/ domestication come per-

ilously close to suggesting that the near totality of the genetic, neurologi-

cal, physiological, cognitive and affective processes that give rise to dogs’ 

Umwelt have evolved in relation to/ are organised around humans, and 

that a dog’s ‘natural’ environment is ‘the human social setting’ (Kubinyi 

et al., 2011, p. 259). In a rare example of a counter- narrative, Marc Bekoff 

and Jessica Pierce suggest that the ‘high demand’ for ‘dog trainers and 

veterinary behaviorists’ offers evidence of dogs’ resistance to living –  

never mind working –  with humans on human terms (Bekoff and Pierce, 

2019, pp. 7– 8). Dogs are not necessarily tolerant of human environments. 

Rather, dogs can ‘tolerate high levels of abuse and handling’ (Coppinger 

and Coppinger, 2016, p. 168). This makes dogs relatively easy to adopt, and 

relatively easy to live, work and research with. But therein lies the danger 

for dogs. To prefer not to be left alone at home does not mean that a dog 

likes to be in any or all other environments.

It would be polite (Despret, 2015), therefore, to ask the dog.

3The Five Freedoms paradigm was devised by John Webster in 1993 (FAWC, 1993). It is an 
extension of ‘Brambell’s Five Freedoms’ which were outlined in the Brambell Report of 1965 
(Brambell, 1965). The Five Freedoms model was originally intended to be a means of assess-
ing husbandry systems with regard to animal welfare.
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Consent

Although fraught with difficulties, animal consent is one of the ways in which 

the ethics of research with animals is currently being addressed. Claire 

Mancini describes two kinds of consent. First, consent which is mediated by 

guardians/ carers of animals and/ or by animal welfare scientists, who have 

a vested interest in the well- being of the animals, and ‘the legal authority 

to consent on [animals’] behalf’ (Mancini, 2017, p. 62) to research which is 

intended to be relevant to them, and to benefit their interests. Second, con-

sent from the animals themselves, to the ‘specific contingencies’ (Mancini, 

2017, p. 62) that arise during research. I will focus on the latter.

When I first started going to work with Monk seven years ago, I said 

that no student could touch Monk without my consent. Now that I have 

found a video on ‘petting consent tests’, which is mandatory viewing for 

all students who attend courses with Monk, I feel confident saying that 

no one can touch Monk without his consent. But how freely is consent 

ever given? Researchers on both sides of the science/ social science divide 

recognise that dogs’ so- called ‘bond’ with humans may mean that their 

ability to object is compromised. The neuroscientist Gregory Berns, for 

instance, suggests that dogs’ orientation towards humans renders them 

‘particularly vulnerable to exploitation’ (Berns et al., 2012, p. 3). Scientists, 

he argues, must place ‘the dogs’ welfare above all else,’ because ‘[d] ogs will 

do almost anything humans ask of them’ (Berns et al., 2012, pp. 3– 4). Or 

as social scientists Eva Giraud and Gregory Hollin put it in their analysis 

of beagles who are bred to be ‘amenable’ experimental dogs: ‘lack of sub-

stantive “objection” ’ does not always equate to ‘lack of coercion’ (Giraud 

and Hollin, 2017, p. 172).

One method of identifying resistance, Dinesh Wadiwel argues, is in 

the technologies and designs of instruments that are used to capture, con-

trol and kill animals. ‘[E] ven if we would prefer to imagine otherwise’, he 

writes, this point also extends to ‘companion’ animals (Wadiwel, 2018, 

p. 541). At work, Monk wears a harness, which signals to him that a differ-

ent set of rules apply. On a harness, unlike a collar, at work, unlike at home, 

there will be little or no bartering, and for the most part Monk adopts quiet, 

even docile, attitudes. Students are surprised when they meet him outside 

of work. Who is this bustling, boisterous dog? The becomings of subjectiv-

ity, the opportunities to be rendered capable (or not), are in part given, 
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Vinciane Despret (2008) argues, by the research apparatus. The harness 

Monk wears is one part of his ‘work apparatus’. So too are the treats in my 

pocket, for Monk, who is food- oriented, cannot resist a treat.4 But where 

should one draw the line? Is any form of ‘connection’ a form of coercion? 

Dog behaviourist Suzanne Clothier writes:

One clue that the connection between you and your dog may need work is the 
dependence on equipment. If you need equipment to maintain control of your dog, 
understand that you have to control his body because you do not have his mind.

(Clothier, 2017, p. 48, emphasis in the original)

Is there an ethical difference between control of the body, and control of 

the mind? Intimacy in research is always an issue. The intimacy between a 

dog and their guardian can potentially blind both guardians and research-

ers to the limits on a dog’s ability to refuse consent.

In a stroke of methodological genius, Jocelyn Porcher and Tiphaine 

Schmitt (2012) were able to illustrate that cows actively co- operate at work, 

that they actively invest in their work, by showing how, on occasion, they 

resisted their work, and made it difficult for the farmers to do their jobs. 

While Monk often expresses his opinion (by calling a lecture or a meeting 

to an end, for example, as I described at the start of this chapter), he rarely 

expresses an objection. On the one occasion that he did, the labour that 

Monk invests in ‘being at work’ was immediately made visible. At work, 

except at designated times and in designated places, Monk is actively: not 

playing, not seeking out things to eat, not nosing, not sniffing, not touch-

ing, not licking, not whining, not running, not chasing, not rolling, not 

mounting, not evacuating, not barking… In research, what a dog is not 
doing may be as significant as what they are.

Transformation

‘Polite research’, Despret (2015) argues, puts the burden on the 

researcher not to control, bore, patronise or diminish the animals with 

4I say that Monk is food- oriented, rather than ‘Monk is a Labrador, and Labradors are food- 
oriented’, because breedism is often a projection that places burdens and expectations on 
individual dogs.
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whom they are working, but rather to learn, with and from them, how 

to ask the right questions about what matters to them. This suggests 

that freedoms from are not enough, and that the ethical parameters of 

research with animals would be better defined by freedom to. Freedom 

to enjoy the research, to be invigorated by it, to benefit from it, to object 

to it. Students report that the sheer presence of Monk in the classroom 

transforms their understanding of that space, of the materials with 

which they are engaging and, sometimes, of their relationships with 

other animals in their lives. Is Monk transformed? In what ways? Is the 

university transformed?

Given the welcome but admittedly high bar set by polite research, 

most multi/ interspecies researchers agree that research with animals 

requires being willing to relinquish established ways of thinking and act-

ing, to be open to new ways of formulating questions, and to be flexible 

with regard to what counts as success or failure (Buchanan et al., 2018, 

p. 387). The issues raised by interspecies research, Mancini writes, need to 

be explored ‘with genuine curiosity, no matter how challenging or ironic 

they may appear’ (Mancini, quoted in Bastion, 2017, p. 20). The difficulty of 

surrendering established ways of thinking and acting, however, should not 

be underestimated. There are considerable social pressures on humans in 

an academic setting, such as the pressure to ‘do well’ at research, or the 

pressure for teaching to ‘go well’. In their study of dogs on campus, Nickie 

Charles and Carol Wolkowitz (2019) record that guardians of pet- assisted- 

therapy dogs are sensitive to their dogs’ discomfort. It is not clear, however, 

to what extent they are willing or able to act on that distress, in that context 

(Charles and Wolkowitz, 2019, pp. 308– 312).

The university –  in all its material and immaterial dimensions –  is 

designed by humans, for humans. It shapes and constrains human behav-

iours, and human expectations with regard to what is and is not permis-

sible, and what counts or not as an achievement. On the one occasion of 

Monk’s objection, his bark –  his deep, intentional, meaningful bark; his 

unremitting, unrelenting bark; his bark so clear and loud and piercing –  

seemed to me to ring out across the university, shattering the defensive 

circle it has raised around all things human. There is an animal in the tem-

ple! He is barking down the walls!
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10
How to do social research with... drawing

Catherine Hahn

How I think about museums stems from drawing them. When I was a child, 

I drew in the Natural History Museum in South Kensington. I would sit 

cross- legged in front of a Victorian case for hours. As an art student, I used 

museums as a resource, borrowing ideas and methods from the artworks. 

In 2005 I began to research museums in South Africa using freehand draw-

ing to record displays. Since then, I have expanded my drawing method to 

include what museums do; what they have done and what they could be.

I work in the field of museology and would like to see the end of the hier-

archy of the Western historic museum and the emergence of the museum as a 

shared community asset (Sandell and Nightingale, 2012). Social research with 

drawing in museums helps to achieve this aim. It brings museum issues to 

the fore; magnifies overlooked areas of practice and illuminates alternatives. 

My interest in making useful drawings reflects the broader educational turn 

in art and its critical and communicatory potential (Bishop, 2007; O’Neill and 

Wilson, 2010). Over the last three years, I have undertaken drawn research 

with the Global Gender and Cultures of Equality project, see https://www.

globalgrace.net/post/british-museum-detour-imperialism-and-other-

legacies. GlobalGRACE seeks to understand how equalities are contested 

and made in different parts of the world through creative, art- based practice. 

My drawn research focuses on UK and South African museums. Sketches of 

the British Museum refurbishment show it reinforces imperial tropes and 

privileges patrons. Whilst pictures made from interviews with South African 

museum professionals give a visible presence to their concerns. Throughout, 

my research calls attention to inclusive, collaborative possibilities within 

museums.

Here, I trace my recent research with drawing in museums. I begin 

with drawing in situ and from secondary sources at the British Museum, 
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followed by drawing from interviews with museum staff in South Africa. 

I end with drawing from the imagination at the British Museum.

Drawing creates a close connection with the museum, akin to 

embedded fieldwork. ‘Prolonged and total immersion’ in drawing pro-

duces a ‘mute conversation’ between draftsperson and subject (Taussig, 

2010, p. 172). Once completed, the drawing facilitates a return to the site 

(through the picture) and a re- activation of one’s response. As John Berger 

describes, images made during research provide an ‘autobiographical 

record of one’s discovery of an event’ (2007, p. 3). Through this intimate 

relationship one is drawn into the practice of the museum. My drawing 

shapes my understanding of the museum and the museum shapes my 

decisions about what to draw.

Drawing in Situ in the Great Court

Most of my drawing in the British Museum takes place in the Queen 

Elizabeth II Great Court and Enlightenment Gallery, refurbished respec-

tively in 2000 and 2003. I draw often in the museum and feel comfortable 

on site. When I arrive, I pick up a portable stool and position myself in a 

corner or against a flat wall. I come ready with an A3 white pad, whose 

back serves as a board, and a pack of 0.5 black fine liner pens.

I choose to draw in pen because it brings clarity and acceptance of 

mistakes. Unlike charcoal or pencil, there is no blending in or rubbing out. 

Once I am committed to a picture there is no turning back. Consequently, 

drawing in pen incites vigilance but makes me less precious about results. 

For example, in my drawing of the Great Court (Figure 10.1) I accept my 

inaccurate, wobbly line drawing of the right- hand Reading Room steps.1 

With a reduced emphasis on output, I can focus on the task.

In the British Museum, my knowledge of the site inhabits and guides 

the drawing. Before making a mark, I think about what I am going to put in 

the frame. I wave my hand around rehearsing the lines. If I start too small 

or unevenly, I will begin again. There is a feral excitement at the outset that 

gives way to absorption. At some point the image crosses over from picture- 

in- my- head to the one on the page. My preconceptions are overtaken by 

1Detour I: https:// cou rse.glob algr ace.net/ brit ish- mus eum- det our/ video/ 
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the expectations of the drawing –  what the picture wants (Taussig, 2010). 

Through the act of drawing, I gain a clearer understanding of the site.

By drawing in situ, I apprehend the substructure that informs the visi-

tor’s experience. The first time I draw the Great Court, I situate myself at 

the main entrance to reproduce the standard ‘tourist’ view. The magiste-

rial Reading Room, based on the Pantheon in Rome, rises from its cen-

tre. The Greek revivalist porticoes at its sides appear small in relation to 

Norman Foster’s tessellated roof. Sketching the pillars and state- of- the- art 

glass ceiling, I see how the court’s architectonic stages the old imperial 

order as the foundation for the new.

I use drawing to comprehend the way the museum looks and illumi-

nate aspects of its practice. When drawing the Great Court, I perceive the 

need to include the mass of texts across its surfaces. I am impeded as there 

are many words and my picture is small. I therefore choose examples to 

stand in for the rest: one sign that asks for donations and two (of around 

50) names carved in the Reading Room wall: Queen Elizabeth II and The 

Weston Family (the majority stakeholders in Associated British Foods). The 

Weston Family are one of the Court’s principal benefactors. Adding their 

name signals the Court’s role as imperial backdrop to capital (Hahn, 2023).

Figure 10.1 The Great Court (drawing by Catherine Hahn).
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As my choice of texts indicates, research with drawing in museums is 

not a neutral record but serves a selective view. As Sontag notes, a frame 

is always exclusive (2004, p. 41). Indeed, medical and forensic illustra-

tors use drawing because of its capacity to ‘highlight particular aspects of 

the subject’ and avoid extraneous detail (Hagen, 1991, p. 62). Similarly, 

social researchers deploy drawing to hone in. Their research includes 

feminist interventions in museums. In the early 1990s, the art activists 

‘Fanny Adams puts you in the picture’ created a series of women- centred 

museum maps. Using re- interpretations of National Gallery floorplans, 

their work advertised the handful of works by women artists in the gallery 

on otherwise blank maps. More recently, Oona Leganovic mapped sexual 

violence in paintings in the National Gallery, through a series of brush 

drawings entitled ‘National Gallery: The R*pes’.2 My focus on textual detail 

in the Great Court more quietly delineates its patron- centred scheme.

My edited drawings provide profitable information, but the loss of 

detail is fraught. To ensure that my research captures complexity, I pro-

duce multiple images of the same site in a sketchbook account. My draw-

ings of the Great Court include: the view from the first floor; the interior 

of the Reading Room; the names on the wall; sales outlets and visitors. By 

drawing more, one risks losing less. This maxim retains resonance in estab-

lished museums, where things appear fixed but are subject to revision.

Drawing from Secondary Sources

During Covid- 19, museums in the UK close and I am forced to rely on 

second- hand sources, including photographs. As an artist, I am aware of 

the art world’s affirmation of drawing from life, imagination and memory, 

as opposed to drawing from photography. The former share a heritage 

in the fine art academy, whereas the latter is frequently treated as copy-

ist. Alternatively, as a sociologist I understand the importance of drawing 

from second- hand sources as a ‘strategic re- presentation’ and witness 

(Boyd, 2019, p. 150).

Whilst drawing directly from life creates intimacy, drawing from pho-

tographs uncovers spaces and times I would otherwise not see. It also 

2http:// pla yinp rogr ess.net/ master stud ies
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reveals the museum’s self- styling –  the way it seeks to be perceived. Indeed, 

drawing’s capacity to resist the ‘iconisation’ of the photographic source, its 

‘pointing gesture, that it is an image of “this, there” ’, helps uncover its illu-

sions (Boyd, 2019, p. 147).

Looking at the British Museum’s photographs of the Enlightenment 

Gallery, I am struck by their aesthetic embellishment. I find photographs 

I have taken from a similar view and print them out in black and white on 

A4 paper, including blow- ups of details. I use this body of images to draw.

The Enlightenment Gallery, created in 2003, is presented as a collec-

tor’s compendium from the 18th century. In publicity photographs, emp-

tied of tourists, it becomes a place from a previous time. The light source 

merges walls and ceiling. The busts and information board are luminous –  

literally enlightened. The angle of the lens accents the balcony. Its parallel 

walkways signal progress through time. Situated to look up to the balcony, 

the view valorises the vantage point of the ‘Western, masculine, rational 

universal leader’ –  the space where he looks down upon his study (Puwar, 

2004, p. 39). Though not present, the man evoked is Sir Hans Sloane, whose 

collection sits in its cabinets.

The romanticism engendered by the imperial vision translates to my 

picture (Figure 10.2). The worn side of my pen nib picks up the textured 

parquet floor. Unbidden, the light creates zig zags of the windows. I record 

tiny details, sensed as treasures. Drawing the Enlightenment Gallery, 

I imbue its narrative and witness its power to seduce.3

Framed as museum history, the Enlightenment Gallery has impor-

tant sociological implications. Museums are ‘designed to impart certain 

elements of the past –  and, by definition, to forget others’ (Hoelscher and 

Alderman, 2004, p. 350). At the same time, they are trusted as authentic 

custodians of heritage (Jordanova, 1989, p. 31). Their representational 

style confers truth on their history telling, which makes it difficult to com-

prehend alternative histories behind their façades.

Undertaking research on the Enlightenment Gallery, I discover 

images of the room from different periods. The images show that the cur-

rent gallery is historically anachronistic. Until 2003, it utilised the design 

conventions of its age. In 1827, it opened as The King’s Library –  an orderly 

3Detour II: https:// cou rse.glob algr ace.net/ brit ish- mus eum- det our/ video/ 
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space dominated by books. In the late 19th century, it was re- purposed for 

temporary exhibitions with works initially presented in glass cabinets and 

then in light boxes.

The images of the room show it has undergone significant transfor-

mation. But the way they convey this information impedes comparison of 

the site in different eras. Images of the room have been created in differ-

ent media: at the outset, small drawings, etchings and prints; then black 

and white photographs; then colour photographs; and now digital. These 

different representational registers create confusion in interpretation. 

Variations in size, composition and angle mean that the images are not 

immediately identifiable as being of the same room. At the same time, 

advances in technology mean they relay a strong sense of progress.

To comprehend changes in the room on equal terms, I produce a 

drawing from each era using the original images as reference. Drawings 

by the same maker at a similar scale generate ‘consistency in the stylistic 

language’, which ‘allows for a direct comparison’ across time (Anderson, 

2014, p. 235). To make the drawings equivalent, I use the Enlightenment 

Gallery picture as the foundation for the others. Each image is drawn the 

Figure 10.2 The Enlightenment Gallery (drawing by Catherine Hahn).
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same size and the basic design features of windows, floor and cabinets are 

retained. Consequently, each era appears analogous. Differences in the 

space across time are also clearly defined.

Creating these drawings is messy. It involves taping new pictures onto 

my original drawing, then photocopying and scanning the change. In the 

process I spend hours trying to align small bits of pictures, losing images 

and re- drawing over mistakes. There are also fortuitous errors. The photo-

copying makes the balcony line stronger, which reinforces the fact that this 

is the same space.

Being able to see the past and present museum on equal terms 

through drawing unmoors it from progressive, enlightenment history. 

Moving back and forth through my pictures, I experience that same excite-

ment I had with books with picture flaps as a child –  of concealment, antic-

ipation and surprise. This revelatory effect indicates that the current- day 

Enlightenment Gallery is just one of multiple iterations of the space. By 

extension it suggests the new ‘permanent display’ could be used for some-

thing else.

Drawing from Interviews with Museum Staff

Before Covid- 19 struck, I planned to do a research project in South Africa 

looking at how staff in museums make change. The intention was to inter-

view senior staff in a range of museums and draw at each site. Unable to 

leave home in London during the pandemic, I do the project online. My 

initial disappointment makes way for possibilities, as the interviews lead 

me to draw in response. Whilst anonymity mutes the details of the inter-

views – I cannot name respondents or their museums – drawing provides 

a tangible connection with the interviewees’ concerns.

In the second interview, I speak to an Education Manager, who 

describes a trip she facilitated at her museum with homeless people. The 

idea lingers after we talk, and I draw a small sleeping bag to record it. The 

sketch creates the impulse to illustrate each interview (https:// exh ibit ion.

glob algr ace.net/ insta llat ion/ mus eum- with- walls/ ).

Drawing in this way, new ideas emerge. Not tied to my view, I see the 

museum in terms of staff members’ interests. We are transported away 

from the museum floor and into backrooms, archives, activities and travel. 

Having entered this expanded museum through the staff members’ eyes, 
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I ask more comprehensive questions and listen more attentively to stories. 

The images grow denser, given flesh by the interviewees and additional 

research. A respondent’s story about a fieldwork trip, that is also an exer-

cise in friendship, produces a picture of the veld. In the image young sci-

entists, one in red gloves, handle specimen containers in front of their tent. 

The interviewees’ descriptions prompt the need for colour. I return to the 

felt- tip pens of my childhood as a quick means to record.

Felt- tip pens convey the immediacy of the research. Functional and 

fugitive, rather than fine art, they have an everyday, accessible quality. 

Mona Chalabi, who uses felt- tips in her data visualisation, says hand- 

drawn graphics are a reminder ‘that a human was responsible for the data 

gathering and analysis’ (Chalabi, quoted by Stone, 2018, n.p.). Felt- tip 

pens illuminate the human presence, by leaving little hidden. The nibs are 

thick, the ink stays wet and colours bleed.

The drawings are stylistically dissimilar. This reflects the range of ideas 

expressed. It is also a response to sensitive subject matter. Thinking that 

images related directly to rape and homelessness would jar with the bright 

colours, I use icons, such as the sleeping bag, and add coloured pencils to 

lower their hue. The pictorial breadth of the project expands further when 

we invite members of the public to add drawings, as part of the collabora-

tive exhibition ‘Dis/ locating Cultures of Equality’, Goldsmiths (2022). The 

resultant mass of drawn ideas embodies the notion that there is no single 

concept of museum equality.

Drawing from Imagination

Drawing from the interviews (beyond what I can see) informs my work at 

the British Museum, when I imagine the museum’s history.

Conducting research at the British Museum, I am interested in the 

Reading Room at the centre of the Great Court. In the early 20th century, 

the now locked Reading Room was promoted as a literary workshop. It 

was home to a wide range of academics, novelists and political thinkers, 

including those wanting to bring about social reform (Bernstein, 2014, 

pp. 1– 5; Hahn, 2023).

Having made the decision not to limit myself to drawing from life, 

I think about the best way to convey the Reading Room’s past life. I decide 

to bring together significant people who inhabited the space. I stage Sylvia 
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Pankhurst, Virginia Woolf, Mahatma Gandhi and Marcus Garvey as if for 

a portrait, with Lenin and Marx behind (Figure 10.3). Here, I exploit draw-

ing’s creative non- linearity, to introduce people who used the room at dif-

ferent times (Dunlop, 2011).

Creating this sketch, I am shocked by my response. Thrilled about the 

possibility of drawing these characters, it feels like an adventure. There 

is a frisson of anticipation before I draw. When I finally create the image, 

using photographs, cartoons and drawings, it almost draws itself. As if the 

people were waiting. The drawing mobilises a different, more collabora-

tive, past from the one the British Museum currently promotes. As a result, 

it feels like a talisman.

Michael Taussig refers to drawing’s capacity to bear witness as its abil-

ity to hail spirits (2010, p. 177). Bringing characters from the museum’s past 

back into consciousness raises the conjecture that they have the capacity 

to act in the present. This capacity is demonstrated when I join the pic-

ture of Pankhurst, Gandhi, Garvey et al. with my drawing of the current- 

day Reading Room. Faced with its past inhabitants, the Reading Room’s 

blocked doorway reads as a refusal of entry.

Barbara Walker has developed an art practice that recalls hidden his-

tories and critiques their erasure. In her drawing series ‘Shock and Awe’ 

Figure 10.3 People in the Reading Room (drawing by Catherine Hahn).
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(2015– 2020), Walker renders black servicepeople in the British Armed 

Forces from 1914 to the present day hyper- visible through large- scale 

drawing. Simultaneously, she removes some of the characters: white-

washing and rubbing out. Thus, she alerts us to their ‘elimination from 

our consciousness’ at the same time as she summons them.4 My draw-

ing bears a trace of this unseen/ seen approach. The disparate characters, 

quickly sketched on A4 copy paper, form a fragile montage. Yet they have 

a strong pull. Their collective presence challenges the current museum to 

offer greater public opportunity.

What is most significant about undertaking research with drawing in 

museums is its praxis: its ability to bear witness, claim unseen heritage 

and produce a vision of what the museum could be.
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How to do social research with... an exhibition 

in a university corridor

Nirmal Puwar

Figure 11.1 ‘Pierre Bourdieu in Algeria’ installation, Kingsway Corridor, 
Goldsmiths (photographer: Doreen Norman).

In the second pandemic lockdown in the UK, while writing chapters for 

this Methods Lab compendium How to do social research with…, as col-

leagues in the Sociology Department, we came together for online writing 

sessions, to share and write to specific prompts.
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I wrote:

Prompt 2: I would suggest … Sizing up the space.
I would suggest measuring the space in different ways. Take your measuring tape, 
with a good friend preferably, up and down and across the walls, as well as the 
floors. Measuring the depth of the glass cabinets, if you have any, though they are 
not essential to an exhibition (26 March 2021).

How did I as a sociologist end up climbing into cabinets, running around 

campus hunting for a ladder, and hanging in mid- air trying to centre the 

black stencil lettering for the exhibition with my students? The focus of this 

chapter is on how it all started, with my first collaborative inhabitation of the 

Kingsway Corridor, located in the Richard Hoggart Building, at Goldsmiths, 

with the exhibition ‘Thinking with Pierre Bourdieu: Testimonies of 

Uprooting’, which opened in November 2006 and closed in the summer of 

2007. This led to many more installations in the corridor by the Sociology 

Department, with each having a slightly different configuration. Notably 

the corridor sits at the back of the large square brick- built main university 

college building, which was opened in 1907, and jokingly referred to as 

a mansion. At each end of the corridor two glass doors open to the cor-

ridors that line the building, full with administrative offices, café spaces, 

lecture rooms and the toilets. Thus, people pass through the corridor, 

Figure 11.2 ‘Migrating Dreams and Nightmares’ exhibition, Kingsway Corridor, 
Goldsmiths (photographer: Nirmal Puwar).
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can see into it as they walk on the other corridors and students and staff 

mingle here whilst waiting to get into lectures. There is a very high ceiling 

and arches running all the way down the length of the corridor. Two glass 

cabinets interrupt the wall on one side. A few seconds away from the cor-

ridor there are two sets of double doors which bring you out on to a large 

College green. Four large teaching rooms come off the corridor. Several 

other rooms sit in the immediate vicinity of the corridor. The rhythms of 

the termly teaching timetable mean that regardless of whether one goes 

looking for the exhibition in the shape of a gallery punter, the words and 

images are there every week, waiting for the onlooker to take a closer view-

point. Students and staff are known to be surprised by supposedly random 

images that arrest them. There is no start or finishing line. One can start or 

end in the middle. Or, perhaps more importantly, the viewing never ends. 

One may return again and again.

Universities are full of hundreds of metres of walls, presenting the pos-

sibility of enabling a range of architectures of learning. So often located in 

our peripheral vision, whilst en route from here to there, walls on cam-

pus offer us underutilised spaces for varying our everyday sites of learning 

within the day- to- day happenings of university life. It is commonplace for 

universities to have a campus gallery or museum, where works are pre-

sented in a recognisable exhibition setting. Or to have art degree shows 

across campus. It is not so commonplace for social scientists to reflect on 

working on and through the walls which we walk by every day, as we move 

from class to office, coffee shop to library, meeting to lecture, as passage-

ways of learning. The walls of the academy can be stretched to provide 

drawn- out spaces of intellectual encounter through exhibitions in pas-

sages, thus habituating a string of interconnected points of learning, along-

side lecture theatres and seminars, within the corridors of universities.

Of course, exhibitions in corridors, or elsewhere on campus, can very 

easily be captured within the education system to become arcades of 

commodity and audit trails. Against the grain of the corporatisation of the 

academy, the production of Kingsway Corridor into an exhibition came to 

claim the location for an alternative inhabitation of the university space, 

whilst utilising the tools and conventions of the university. Over a span 

of ten years, I came to realise the kind of, often happenstance, intellec-

tual and social encounters a corridor on campus can offer. Also, working 

against the grain of speeded- up exhibitions of short duration in gallery 
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spaces and the cultural sector more widely, in the Kingsway Corridor, we 

have been able to live and converse with images and texts for the longer 

duration of an academic year.

This chapter reflects on the ‘live methods’ (Back and Puwar, 2013) of 

this corridor, relating to the digital records and material ephemera as a 

‘living archive’ (Hall, 1999). Multiple temporalities form this writing, of 

past- present- future. The reflections also embody an ‘archive of feelings’ 

(Cvetkovich, 2003), of intellectual encounter, which has been acutely under 

attack. Right now, I feel as if I am writing about a bygone age. In this cli-

mate, large numbers of longstanding colleagues have left the department.

Photographers’ Gallery

Whilst the Photographers’ Gallery, in London, was in the middle of plan-

ning an exhibition on the Mediterranean, I alerted them to the exhibi-

tion ‘Pierre Bourdieu in Algeria: Testimonies of Uprooting’, curated by 

Christine Frisinghelli, from Camera Austria and Franz Schultheis, who had 

been in close dialogue with Bourdieu, before he died in 2002 (Bourdieu 

and Schultheis, 2001). At this point the exhibition had not travelled to the 

UK. Bourdieu’s work is widely used in the UK by sociologists; but more 

usually with reference to class than colonialism or racism (Bourdieu and 

Sayad, 1964). The spatiality of an installation affects how we live with and 

receive the works. The Photographers’ Gallery installed some of the photo-

graphs from the Bourdieu in Algeria collection in the then large café space 

(based in Covent Garden) which doubled up as a gallery space. People sat 

amongst the photographs as they read, reflected over a cup of coffee and 

met friends. The shape and atmosphere of the environment impacted on 

the pace at which one met the photographs. Large audiences came to see 

the installation and the exhibition- related events were also well attended. 

After a short period of time, 15 October to 28 November 2004, the exhibi-

tion was taken down for the next installation. 

The Durations of Our Exposures

The speed of movement limited how one used the photographic exhibi-

tion as an extended mode of learning. I was struck by the importance 



How to do social research with... an exhibition in a university corridor  |  115

   115

of giving time to the material as an installation in a public space. When 

one lives with the images and in the company of other observers, one 

meets the materials very differently to reading them in a book, privately 

or collectively. Moving our bodies between texts and images, words and 

pictures both immerse and accompany us. With an exhibition, unless 

it is permanent, one usually plans to see an exhibition in a single visit, 

rarely returning. I realised that what was required was the possibility of 

living with the materials over a much longer duration. In other words, 

a reflection with the images and texts so that learning and viewing are 

able to move back and forth between walls, images, books, lectures 

and films, across a long period of time, engendering different ways of 

approaching them.

The limitations of time and space in a gallery setting led me to look at 

the walls on campus. We managed to install the whole exhibition of pho-

tographs and text selected by Camera Austria in Graz, across two and a 

half academic terms through an Economic and Social Research Council 

(ESRC) grant. This was almost a full academic year and we only took the 

exhibition down to make way for the annual student summer degree 

shows. Very deliberately we aimed to engage with the exhibition across 

the duration of the academic teaching calendar. Thus, instead of working 

to the speeded- up timeline –  of exhibition up and down –  in the gallery 

sector, we could galvanise the rhythms of university life to enable pro-

longed and multilayered learning. In the university, though we pay much 

attention to the length of our courses and the kind of thinking and learning 

these temporalities allow, less attention is paid to how the duration of our 

exposure to an exhibition also facilitates or limits the ways in which we are 

able to expand and complicate our understanding of and with the materi-

als. Universities have an infrastructure of traditions of learning, with great 

scope for a multiplicity of dialogues with exhibitions, if time is granted to 

live with what is installed.

Corridors as Exhibition Spaces

When the boxes of the exhibition arrived from Graz, by courier to 

Goldsmiths, filling up a substantial portion of my office, there was an air of 

anticipation as well as a hint of concern that by placing the installation in a 
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corridor, rather than a gallery, we were possibly not granting it the respect 

it was worthy of. I wonder if Bourdieu would have chuckled at the sup-

posed lack of symbolic authority we were bestowing on his works through 

their emplacement in a corridor. Corridors are in- between places. The 

type of corridor it is in impacts on how people orient themselves around 

an exhibition. Architectural settings and durations come to bear on how 

we look, especially if we understand looking to be enacted in concert with 

multiple senses.

Exhibitions can be spatial experiments in meaning making 

(Macdonald and Basu, 2007). I saw the Kingsway Corridor as a space with 

vast potential. I imagined the Bourdieu exhibition would actually enable 

us to bring alive the full breadth of the corridor. A whole raft of events and 

talks layered how we approached what we displayed on the walls. Reading 

a publication with the visuals and text inside them invites its own intimacy. 

Placing them in a public space embodies a more encompassing approach, 

depending of course on the size of the materials on display. In an exhibi-

tion the images and words are amplified. They face us head on, we lean 

into them. This particular exhibition included a large range of textual 

excerpts from Bourdieu’s publications, which were linked to the themes of 

habitus, racism, work, home, migration and displacement. A key asset of 

the university environment is that other texts which are not on the walls, 

as books and articles, can habitually be expected to be part of the modes of 

engagement. This is a vital asset of university life, built into the rhythm and 

time cycles, enabling one to mine the full complexity of related debates 

and books at hand. We experience the exhibition materials with others, as 

social encounters with multiple linked textures of learning.

The necessity of building in unexpected and repeated wanderings 

through a space (of installation) allows for a much more open- ended 

notion of learning. There certainly was no grand plan or pre- formed 

teaching and learning objectives that led me to put the Bourdieu exhibi-

tion in the corridor. The intention was to simply allow students, staff and 

visitors to live with the exhibition for longer and to allow it to be a plat-

form for sparking debates in different directions. In a cross- university 

collaboration, with Les Back and myself at Goldsmiths as well as Derek 

Robbins (University of East London) and Azzedine Haddour (University 

College London), we managed to install the exhibition and hold several 
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events and workshops, utilising the full academic year. Viewers and 

readers also stumbled across the exhibition en route to a meeting or a 

lecture.

Off the Walls

The ‘sense- making paths’ (Macdonald and Basu, 2007) between the exhi-

bition, talks and other events encouraged a movement back and forth 

between the installation and spaces of further conversation, located off 

the walls. A review in the public London event magazine, Time Out, dis-

tributed information on the exhibition and events beyond the academic 

field. We opened the installation with a public viewing of the film Sociology 
Is a Martial Art (2001), an autobiographical film of Bourdieu conducting 

discussions across very different situations. Due to a reasonable bud-

get from the ESRC Research Seminar Series scheme (a budget the ESRC 

has now discontinued), we were able to invite a number of scholars who 

had worked with Bourdieu. This included the curators and film direc-

tor of Sociology Is a Martial Art, as well as T. Yacine who expanded the 

socio- biography of a French intellectual for an English audience, by fore-

grounding how Bourdieu worked in collaboration with Algerian schol-

ars right from the start of his ethnosociology in Algeria (Bourdieu, 2003; 

Yacine, 2004). This exposure had long- standing influences on his schol-

arship, and upon how he embodied the space of the French academy. 

Intellectual associations and investments honed in Algeria remained 

throughout his lifetime, which included scholarly support for Berber 

intellectuals, such as Mouloud Mammeri, in an overwhelmingly white 

French academy. All these debates came alive in the corridor, workshops 

and lectures. The colonial and post- colonial context of Bourdieu’s work 

could not be ignored as we exchanged words and moved with each other 

between his photographs and images, leading to a Special Issue on Post- 
Colonial Bourdieu (Back et al., 2009). The edited collection only captures 

a fraction of the life of living and learning with the installation together, 

through events and gatherings, as well as happenstance encounters and 

everyday routes through and past the corridor. This chapter too is only 

a small sample of what we managed to enfold together with the images 

and texts.
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Conclusion

Returning to the online writing sessions, which were part and parcel of 

the making of this collection, on How to do social research with…, whilst 

reflecting back to the exhibitions in the Kingsway Corridor, I wrote:

Prompt 1: This method allows you to … live with research materials, encasing 
your learning surroundings with text and images to offer an embodied sense of 
learning. Of course reading text and images in a book is also an embodied experi-
ence, we pick it up, open the pages, even underline words, place our marker for 
where to start reading it again. We flick and glance through the images. Placing 
it on our bedside and carrying it in a bag, waiting for a moment to spring back 
into where you had left it. Or carrying it around and hardly opening it again. We 
are also embodied by our books as they sit on shelves around us and behind us. 
Having the privilege to re- visit them and as a go to prompt while we teach students 
from [our] study or dining room, or via the screen, as has been the case during the 
pandemic. Not having the exhibition spaces of the campus during the pandemic, 
sharpened my attention for what an exhibition on campus and especially one in 
a corridor with a lot of back and forth movement of staff and students enables. 
Temporality and space are placed into interaction in a very specific way. … (26 
March 2021).

The photograph located at the start of this chapter (Figure 11.1) was taken 

by the Sociology Department Secretary, Doreen Norman. It is one of many 

she took on the night before the installation came down. She knew the 

exhibition would be taken down in the morning and therefore she would 

not be passing by it again as she had done for months on her way home 

from work. Once I had finished the de- installation, I found a CD of photos 

as a gift in my departmental pigeon- hole in the Warmington Tower, on the 

ninth floor where the departmental administrators are/ were located. 

I am humbled by the way colleagues, students and staff from across 

and beyond the university engaged and collaborated with the Bourdieu 

exhibition, as well as all the other exhibitions that followed from the 

Sociology Department. Each one has been forged out of different relation-

ships with people, things, words and images. In solidarity to the spirit of 

intellectual making in the Kingsway Corridor, we have compiled this col-

lection and written the Acknowledgements.
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12
How to do social research with... ghosts

Martin Savransky

Figure 12.1 Spectral presence (image by Junko from Pixabay).
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Introduction: Alas, Poor Ghosts!

A spectre is haunting contemporary social and cultural research –  the 

spectre of … spectres, of ghosts and the spirits of the dead. What might 

it mean to do social research with ghosts? How might one give shape to a 

form of social research capable of attending and responding to the pres-

ence of ghosts in the world? It is these questions and others like them 

that have animated my own theoretical practices for some time, wager-

ing on the possibility that changing –  even in such seemingly impossible 

and outlandish ways –  the kinds of questions that frame and guide our 

practices might in turn transform as much our modes of sociality as our 

understanding of what social thought and research is (for). One might be 

forgiven for assuming that ghosts belong to the exclusive purview of medi-

ums, horror stories and folktales, but this could not be further from the 

truth. Even a quick overview of contemporary debates in the social sci-

ences and humanities suggests that, contrary to every expectation, ghosts 

still lurk everywhere. Indeed, the last 30 years have seen a surge of interest 

in ghostly presences, experiences and practices of haunting across social, 

cultural and political worlds. Following the landmark book by Jacques 

Derrida, Specters of Marx (1994), where he sought to explore the phantas-

mic insistence and persistence of Marxist thought at the end of a millen-

nium that had witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall and was still coming 

to terms with the global dominance of capitalism, ghosts and other spec-

tral beings have been invoked to study a whole range of liminal phenom-

ena: forms of social and cultural change; the relationships between history 

and memory; the intricacies of personal and collective trauma; our com-

plex relationships with diverse forms of data; as well as the uncanny, eerie 

and phantasmagoric dimensions of contemporary climate change.

In her beautifully composed Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the 
Sociological Imagination (2008), for example, sociologist Avery Gordon 

sought to reclaim the language and modality of haunting as a social phe-

nomenon that might render us sensitive to the seething absences and 

shadowy remnants of a past that remains present in the wake of moder-

nity’s violences and wounds. Working at the intersection of sociology and 

literature, she attended to the afterlives of slavery in the United States, as 

well as to the social echoes that ‘the disappeared’ during the period of 

state terror that governed Argentina under dictatorship make reverberate 
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in the present. In this way, she proposed that a socio- historical examina-

tion of haunting may render perceptible the shadowy formations of the 

present and the hazy potentialities that inhabit social life. More recently, 

ghosts have also been invoked by other researchers seeking to articulate 

generative means of coming to terms with a radically tumultuous pres-

ent marked by the catastrophe of anthropogenic climate change, as a way 

of enabling us to attend to the ways in which landscapes of more- than- 

human life across the Earth carry with them sediments of other forms of 

life now extinct (see Tsing et al., 2015).

These are just two of the most thought- provoking examples of what 

has become a veritable profusion of ghostly figurations, modalities of 

haunting and spectral forces in the critical imaginations of social research-

ers, a profusion so remarkable that it has been taken as heralding the 

advent of a ‘spectral turn’ (Blanco and Peeren, 2013). But if it cannot be 

denied that there is a renewed interdisciplinary interest in the phantas-

matic, it cannot be accepted that any such ‘turn’ has incited the return of 

the dead. Indeed, the resurgence of attention to ghostly matters in social 

research has not involved a reclaiming of the fact that, for a long time, and 

all over the world, ghosts constituted actual presences amongst the liv-

ing, shaping personal and collective experiences, inspiring folktales and 

forms of storytelling through which social worlds were woven, and inter-

vening in the relationships between the living and the dead. Nor has any 

such ‘turn’recovered the interest and attention that ghosts elicited even at 

the turn of the 20th century in the West, when a whole array of practices 

devoted themselves to the possibility of establishing rapports with strange 

phenomena that intimated the existence of other worlds in this world: as 

when psychic photographers would point to light traces that remained vis-

ible at the end of the electromagnetic spectrum as proof of everlasting life, 

and as consolation to the bereaved (Warner 2008); or when the Society for 

Psychical Research in London would conduct experiments on medium-

ship, phantoms, telepathy and automatic writing, with the aim of revealing 

dimensions of the world and forms of being that would otherwise remain 

hidden (Oppenheim, 1985).

If one can say that ghosts still haunt social and cultural research today, 

therefore, it is not least because this ‘turn’ has not so much turned to ghosts 

themselves as presences with whom the living co- inhabit the Earth, but 
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has turned to the figure of ‘the ghost’ as a conceptual metaphor through 

which one might come to examine displaced, out- of- place, persistent and 

shadowy dimensions of social life. These ghostly figurations have proven 

extremely generative in inspiring researchers to pursue new questions 

and modes of attention. But if the metaphoric ghost of the spectral turn 

occasionally ‘sets heads spinning’, it does not, pace Derrida (1994, p. 127), 

‘cause séance tables to turn’. Indeed, what about ghosts themselves? Social 

scientists have shown they can do research with ghostly metaphors, and 

they sometimes also do research with people so as to find out whether or 

why they ‘believe’ in ghosts. But having inherited the modern tale that 

derided ghosts as mere figments of the superstitious or religious imagina-

tion, they would almost never do research with ghosts themselves.

What would that entail? This chapter explores precisely this question. 

By engaging with stories of people who have learned not to ‘believe in’ but 

to ‘live with’ ghosts, and of some social researchers who have accepted 

the challenge, the chapter addresses the challenge of doing research with 

ghosts as one which can elicit new questions about how social research 

might be done. Indeed, I suggest that responding to this challenge 

demands a new ethos or methodology for social research, which I call ‘the 

method of alterity’. In short, the method of alterity consists not in asking 

what otherness means, or what makes it other, but how others might trans-

form our own ways of understanding and living in the world, were we to 

take them seriously (Savransky, 2021). This, in turn, transfigures the very 

purpose of social research. No longer enthralled by the question of what 

others can tell us about society, social research might instead become a 

kind of empirical philosophy, thinking with ‘others’ in order to engage in 

an ongoing experiment with an open question: ‘What is reality capable of?’

Beyond Estrangement: Or, How to Do Social Research with Ghosts

Part of the reason why social scientists are often much better at doing 

social research with ghostly metaphors –  or with people who believe 

in ghosts –  than with ghosts themselves, has to do with how they have 

come to understand the nature of the social world, and their role in it 

as its students. Irrespective of which specific intellectual tradition social 

scientists may come from –  positivism, interpretivism, Marxism, social 
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constructivism, post- structuralism and so on –  most of them tend to agree 

that social worlds enjoy a bifurcated existence. That is, they often proceed 

as if reality –  not unlike spoiled milk –  always came split, divisible into two 

separate realms: on the one hand, an immediate realm of semblances and 

appearances. On the other, a really real but less evident realm of causes 

and forces, one that is deeper than the first immediate realm and which, 

once disclosed, can allow them to understand or explain the reasons that 

make the immediate realm appear as it does. Of course, different intellec-

tual traditions disagree passionately about what belongs to which realm. 

For some, it is people’s experiences, values and meanings that belong to 

the first immediate realm, whereas the really real realm of causes would 

be composed of hard, objective social facts. For others, it is the very 

claim to objective facts that is the semblance, an apparent realm whose 

deeper causes lie in the social norms and conventions that have histori-

cally pervaded scientific cultures. But however each intellectual tradition 

distributes the terms, most of them tacitly accept that the task of social 

research consists in cultivating what I have elsewhere called ‘an ethics of 

estrangement’: the task of becoming estranged from the realm of appear-

ances immediately available to our experience, in order to gain access to 

the deeper realm of causes (Savransky, 2016).

Chased away by the expansion of electrical infrastructures and nat-

ural gas pipelines, and disqualified by a modern secular culture which 

relegated them to the realm of superstition, ghosts are primary victims 

of the ethics of estrangement (Bennet, 1999, Despret, 2018). For regard-

less of the specific distribution of the terms, the secular assumptions of 

modern social science imply that (almost) no social researcher would seri-

ously situate ghosts within the realm of the really real, appealing to the 

existence of ghosts in order to understand or explain other dimensions 

of social and cultural life. By contrast, the tacit assumption is that, even 

when some people may believe in them, ghosts don’t really exist. At best, 

they’re metaphors for something else. Whenever ghosts are in question, 

therefore, researchers assume that it is their presence amongst people 

that needs to be explained by some other social or cultural phenomenon 

or cause. Indeed, if asking what it may mean to do social research with 

ghosts seems bewildering, it is because to pose this question is to chal-

lenge two basic assumptions of social research. First, that ghosts are at 
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best semblances that have no real existence; and second, that the very task 

of social research is precisely to explain semblances and appearances in 

terms of what (we have already decided) really exists. Learning how to do 

social research with ghosts, in other words, demands that we take the risk 

of moving beyond the ethics of estrangement, and that we learn to think of 

the means and purposes of social research otherwise.

But how? One way may be simply to follow the path of those exceptional 

cases in social research that make an alternative perceptible precisely by 

having embarked on the adventure of taking ghosts seriously: asking not 

why people believe in ghosts, but how they learn to live with ghosts. One 

such exceptional case is provided by the anthropologist Heonik Kwon’s 

(2008) ethnographic research with the ghosts of the Vietnam War: spectres 

of those who suffered violent and tragic deaths during the war and now 

roam villages and towns, making regular apparitions amongst the living as 

they search after the same things the living desire: food and money, cloth-

ing and shoes, a house, a bicycle or a motorbike. Much of Kwon’s ethnog-

raphy was carried out among the seaside community of Cam Re, which 

was built in the 1960s by war refugees and sits on a massive cemetery. ‘One 

evening’, Kwon writes,

children returned from playing in the street, shivering from their encounter with 
the ghost of a one- legged mine victim. Younger boys emulated the ghost’s hopping 
along the ditch without crutches; older ones estimated whether the ghost’s mobil-
ity was improving as seasons passed. This one- legged soldier was normally alone. 
Occasionally, he was spotted with an old scholar ghost in full mandarin attire. …
Two American ghosts used to appear under the Areca palm tree, whispering in 
their unintelligible tongue to each other and making the unpleasant noise of what 
appeared to be a spoon clinking in an empty can for some villagers or a few bullet 
shells rattling in an empty munitions box for others. These two huge men were 
always together. They were shy, reserved, slightly nervous. They were prudent and 
not at all intrusive to the villagers but very talkative with each other. The wife of 
an invalid gardener, one of Cam Re’s veteran peasant guerrilla fighters, regularly 
burned two incense sticks under the areca tree. Occasionally, she burned a few 
notes of paper votive money, in US dollars, for their sake. Another ghost, who 
people believed was an Algerian conscript during the French War, used to frighten 
young women by touching their shoulders from behind. Several women claimed 
that they had seen his hairy arms. The neighbors hired a ritual specialist to chase 
away this troublesome being.

(Kwon, 2008, pp. 36–37)
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While these apparitions are very common across a whole number of vil-

lages and towns, they are almost never made public in the media. Like any 

modern nation, the Vietnamese state disqualifies them as ‘remnants of old 

superstitions and a sign of cultural backwardness and moral laxity’ (Kwon, 

2008, p. 10). Yet Kwon discovered during his fieldwork that these ghosts are 

not metaphorical devices, allegorical figures through which people would 

negotiate the trauma of war and the wounds of the past. On the contrary, 

ghosts are indeed real and present: ‘their existence is perceived to be a 

“natural” phenomenon rather than a cultural symbol’ (Kwon, 2008, p. 16).

When people relay their encounters with them, therefore, what inter-

ests their neighbours is not whether those who witnessed them believe in 

what they saw, but the details that may enable them to identify who these 

ghosts are, and the practical implications of their apparition amongst the 

living. Indeed, while the desire for land was great amongst Cam Re’s inhab-

itants, they hardly ever sought to convert gravesites for cultivation. Instead, 

debates were often held about how close to a grave one could plant a par-

ticular tree, and people were particularly concerned with the possibility 

that the roots of trees may perturb the tranquility of someone’s afterlife. In 

Cam Re and elsewhere in Vietnam, people lived with ghosts, and these in 

turn were ‘attentive to the social affairs in the living world, just as the latter 

are fond of telling stories of their existence’ (Kwon, 2008, p. 19). As such, 

Kwon learned that doing social research with these ghosts could not be a 

matter of estranging himself from their apparitions and stories in order to 

explain their existence (away) by appealing to other aspects of the social 

world of the living. These ghosts, in fact, were among the living. A theoreti-

cal rejection of their existence would have rendered social life in these vil-

lages incomprehensible. Which is why the approach that Kwon learned to 

cultivate was much riskier and more adventurous: not to provide an expla-

nation for ghostly apparitions, or to turn them into metaphors, but to allow 

himself to be transformed by their presence. Which is to say, to give to the 
presence of ghosts the power to enable him to learn about the social world.

The Method of Alterity: Social Research as Empirical Philosophy

Kwon learned much about these post- war Vietnamese worlds, about the 

relationships between the living and their dead, and the ways in which 
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the dead become part of social life. But he also gained important insights 

about the mode of existence of ghosts themselves: wandering between 

worlds, ‘they dwell in the traditional cultural habitat in the periphery 

of ancestors, but this habitat exists within a wider modern and secular 

political society that negates their naturalist existence altogether’ (Kwon, 

2008, p. 24). He also learned that ghosts in Vietnam do not always remain 

such, but can sometimes be transformed into than, powerful ‘guard-

ian spirits for a community or an individual with whom they have no 

given connection’ (2008, p. 104). Of course, accepting the reality of these 

ghosts, giving to their presence the power to enable him to learn about 

social worlds in post- war Vietnam, did not give him licence to establish 

the existence of every ghost, universally and in general. There are no 

‘ghosts in general’, just as there aren’t living beings in general. What his 

research does intimate is that some ghosts do, in fact, exist –  with their 

own biographies and necrographies, with their own desires and needs, 

with their own relationships to the living communities that make worlds 

with them. As he was told by a member of the community after asking 

him whether he really believed that Lotus Flower, a young ghost who had 

long lived in their family, was real: ‘if she is not, why are you asking me 

about her?’ (Kwon, 2008, p. 128).

This gesture of refusing to ask what otherness really means so as to 

attempt to think with others, to ask how others might transform our own 

ways of understanding and living in the world, is what I call ‘the method of 

alterity’. This method encourages social researchers to cultivate a radically 

different set of sensibilities. Instead of associating insightful research with 

the development of a critical distance, what it requires is learning the art 

of paying attention to what matters in the situations they’re in (Savransky, 

2016). Rather than assuming that the task of social research consists in 

arming oneself with social theories so as to apply them to the worlds we 

encounter, the method of alterity demands a position of radical exposure 

and vulnerability: that we enable the worlds we encounter to inspire in 

us new questions and concepts, ones which no abstract set of theoretical 

principles could ever anticipate. Above all, the method of alterity requires 

social researchers to resist the temptation of seeking to explain semblances 

and appearances in terms of what is supposed to really exist. By contrast, 

it encourages researchers to engage in a permanent experimentation, 
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learning to make perceptible the possible existences that compose a situ-

ation, so that they themselves can teach us what the many social worlds in 

this world are made of.

If doing social research with ghosts asks us to experiment with ‘the 

method of alterity’, this method changes some of the basic questions of 

social research itself. What it demands is that we think in the presence 

of ghosts. Thus, the method of alterity invites social researchers to work 

under the question ‘what is reality capable of?’ Taken in a purely abstract 

sense, this is a philosophical question, usually pertaining to the purview of 

metaphysics. But the truth is that, at its best, social research is philosophy 
with ‘others’ in it. And when social researchers let go of their trained habits 

of suspicion, estrangement and critique; when they cease asking what oth-

ers can tell them about society and instead enable others (living or dead) 

to tell them what matters to them –  how their social worlds are woven, who 

and what inhabits them, what is at stake –  social research might perhaps 

become an empirical philosophy: a practice of conceptual and philosophi-

cal creation, thinking with ‘others’ in order to learn how to inhabit a world 

that is richer, wilder and more multifarious than any theory could encom-

pass, a world capable of transforming our concepts and our ways of co- 

inhabiting the Earth (Savransky, 2021). A world, in other words, in which 

ghosts themselves partake in the making of the social.
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How to do social research with... i- docs

Ella Harris

I- docs as a Way of Thinking

The Temporary City
www.thete mpor aryc ity.com Password: TTC

This link will take you to the i- doc discussed in the first part of this chapter. 
I invite you to engage with it before and/ or while reading.

My first experiment with i- doc making was during my PhD research into 

London’s ‘pop- up’ culture. Pop- up is a trend for temporary and mobile 

places including pop- up cinemas, theatres, shops, bars, supper clubs, etc. 

It started, after the 2008 recession, as a compensatory urbanism (Harris, 

2020) –  a second- best way of organising the city in the face of crisis –  but 

it is now a fashionable phenomenon. Pop- ups are defined by their spatio-

temporality. They are temporary or mobile and re- purpose existing urban 

spaces for alternative activities. I decided to use i- docs to explore pop- ups 

because I was struck by how their spatiotemporal format could mirror pop- 

up culture’s representation of space- time as dynamic and unpredictable.

‘I- docs’, or Interactive Documentaries, are web- based, multimedia 

documentaries. As a new media form, they’ve been gaining prominence 

in commercial and artistic documentary- making worlds. I- docs are non- 

linear. Users navigate content via various pathways. I- docs take diverse 

forms. Some are almost like video games, others are more like websites. 

Many invite users to upload content, answer questions or leave comments. 

You can find and explore a range of content about i- docs at www.i- docs.org 

and I’ve briefly introduced some examples at the end of this chapter, after 

the references. Recently, academics have begun experimenting with i- docs 

as research methods. This chapter explores the methodological values i- doc 

making can have, drawing on my own experiences making two i- docs.
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My research into pop- up culture focused on three types of pop- 

up: shipping container spaces, supper clubs and cinemas. During site visits 

I took video footage, photographs and fieldnotes. In preparation for i- doc 

making, I undertook training in filming and editing using Adobe Premier 

Pro. I produced short video clips and collaged image and text boxes that 

I made on Adobe Photoshop. To make the i- doc’s interface, I worked with 

a web- developer, Michael Skelly. I planned how the i- doc should look, its 

features, interactive capacities and the organisation of content, and dis-

cussed with Skelly what would be feasible. I was lucky that Skelly, a friend 

of mine, was happy to work for a low fee, out of personal interest in the 

technical challenge as the cost of i- doc making can be a barrier within 

social research projects.

Much has been written about the methodological values of visual 

methods (Garett, 2011; Laurier and Brown, 2011; O’Callaghan, 2012). 

As elements of i- doc making, filming and photography were important, 

focusing my attention on the aesthetic, sensory and material elements that 

produce pop- up culture’s atmospheres. The editing process was key too. 

Editing for i- docs is different to editing a standard film because rather than 

integrating content into one fixed sequence, you’re making pieces of con-

tent that will stand in multiple relationships to each other, as they can be 

arrived at via various pathways. This changes the editing process, putting 

the focus on relationships or conflicts between bits of content.

I saw how linking clips in the i- doc could foreground the significance 

of seemingly mundane recurrences. For example, a similar bird tattoo on 

two different pop- up workers revealed the importance of hipster identities 

and their connection to precarious labour, recession and new iterations 

of the creative city. The editing process also alerted me to the multiple 

meanings a clip or image could have, depending on what other content it 

is experienced in proximity to. Whereas normally an editor to some extent 

‘fixes’ the meaning of each shot by deciding, definitively, what will go 

before and after it –  and therefore which of its potential meanings will be 

activated –  interactive documentary editing includes thinking about how 

to retain and foreground the many things a clip or image could mean. For 

example, in editing a clip about a supper club on a residential canal boat, 

I made sure to keep in footage that linked the event to the wider immersive 

entertainment cultures of pop- up as well as emphasising pop- up’s con-

nection to the worsening housing crisis.
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As well as thinking through editing, the decisions I made about the i- 

doc’s design focused my thinking on the nature of pop- up space- time, pop- 

up’s roles in socio- economic issues and its political stakes. Performative 

transience and transformation define pop- up, so it was crucial that the 

i- doc illuminated these imaginaries. Its first page features an ‘enter’ but-

ton to reflect the ‘immersive’ experience many pop- ups try to cultivate. 

Once inside, my i- doc has two viewing options. One is a category view, giv-

ing easy access to any of the videos, but the user is encouraged to use the 

‘play’ option. The ‘play’ page is a map on which icons appear indicating 

a type of pop- up (container, cinema or supper club). Crucially, this isn’t 

a static map; places come and go as time passes. The passage of time is 

marked by a calendar at the bottom of the screen. Its pages turn continu-

ously, evoking urgency. I decided to make the rate at which icons appear 

and disappear fast enough that not all the clips can be watched in one sit-

ting, mirroring the imaginary of scarcity that pop- ups cultivate. There’s 

no indicator of which clips will disappear or when, mimicking pop- up’s 

unpredictability and possibly generating anxiety and/ or excitement for 

the user. It’s impossible to move backwards in time. Users might find that, 

while they are watching one clip, another they had planned to view has 

disappeared. Deciding how this combination of i- doc features would work 

together to evoke the space- time of pop- up culture was a key research pro-

cess, involving breaking down the component elements that give pop- up 

its distinctive spatiotemporality.

One way to think about the political stakes of pop- up was consider-

ing what agencies i- doc users should have. In one sense, my i- doc gives 

users power. They can pick which clips they activate, just as pop- up argu-

ably gives communities power in place making. However, I also wanted 

the i- doc to foreground the burdens of pop- up, where responsibility for 

rejuvenating urban space during recession is shifted onto small creative 

groups and businesses. Mirroring this, time doesn’t move in the i- doc (and 

the calendar pages don’t turn) unless the user selects a clip; your labour is 

required to keep the pop- up city going.

Mixing different kinds of media in the i- doc allowed me to engage 

with conflicting imaginaries of what pop- up achieves. The content about 

individual pop- ups is all in the form of video clips. These clips predomi-

nantly reflect how pop- ups self- represent; a landscape of creative uses of 
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otherwise neglected spaces that bring people together and produce posi-

tive change. However, I also used a second medium –  the ‘outside the pop- 

up city’ collages –  to bring out features of the clips that problematise this 

narrative.

The ‘outside the pop- up city’ boxes are offered as links at the end 

of certain clips. They foreground socio- economic and political issues in 

which pop- up is heavily implicated, like gentrification, labour precarity 

and the housing crisis. For example, the clip about The Artworks, a ship-

ping container mall, ends with an option to see ‘outside the pop- up city’. 

In the clip, building works are visible in the background but it is unclear 

what exactly is happening. The outside the pop- up city box explains how 

the mall occupies the site of the Heygate Estate, a council estate which was 

controversially decanted, demolished and replaced with expensive flats. 

Designing the ‘outside the pop- up city’ boxes helped me to contemplate 

what is left out of pop- up’s stories about itself, and why, and to recover 

these important narratives.

I- doc making also provoked questions I hadn’t pre- empted. For exam-

ple, the web- developer asked me how I wanted the i- doc to end. Would 

the user keep exploring until there were no more clips available? Would 

the i- doc re- start automatically? Or something else? This made me con-

sider how, in real life, pop- up’s end would come about. I thought about 

how pop- up is implicated in its own displacement, because as pop- ups 

gentrify areas they get replaced by more upmarket, permanent develop-

ments. I decided that after ten minutes in the ‘play’ view, the i- doc should 

be interrupted by another, larger ‘outside the pop- up city’ box. Users are 

unable to access further clips and instead are confronted with images of 

flats under construction and a notice telling them they must leave the tem-

porary city as re- development is beginning. They are encouraged to visit 

the ‘pop- up city showrooms’ and browse luxury apartments. This abrupt, 

singular, ending illustrates a key fallacy in pop- up. While its imaginaries 

of flexibility and surprise suggest open possibility, the unwarned ending 

foregrounds how fixed the trajectories of pop- up are in practice. As this 

project showed me, doing social research with i- docs is incredibly valu-

able because decisions about their contents and design are also decisions 

about how to understand and communicate your topic, making them a 

great tool for careful, critical thinking.
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I- docs as Participatory Method

The Lockdown Game
https:// lockd own- idoc.netl ify.app/ 

This i- doc is discussed in this second part of the chapter. Again, I invite 
you to explore it before or alongside reading.

After experimenting with i- docs during my PhD, I later used them as 

a participatory method to explore experiences of London’s first Covid- 19 

lockdown.

I worked with a group of 13 Londoners as well as an artistic editor, 

Jack Scott, and web- developer, Michael Skelly. The group was actually part 

of a larger cohort recruited for a different project, about class and gen-

trification, that couldn’t go ahead when lockdown was imposed. These 

13 people agreed to be part of a revised project exploring experiences of 

lockdown. They were a diverse group in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, 

class background and occupation, but were all living in either Deptford in 

South East London or Dalston in North East London (the areas where the 

original research was intended to take place). The group agreed to record 

their lives during lockdown using photography, video, collage, music and 

writing. We arranged three Zoom workshops where the i- doc design pro-

cess took place. At the first workshop, the group presented their recordings 

of lockdown to each other, and I talked through some examples of what 

an i- doc can look like. At the second meeting, we split the participants 

into three breakout groups. One group planned the aesthetics of the i- doc 

including colour schemes, fonts, soundscape and style. A second group 

planned the infrastructure; how many pages there should be, how content 

should be divided and connected, whether there should be an entrance 

page, an about page, etc. The third group made decisions about the i- doc’s 

interactive features including what should be clickable, what prompts and 

questions the user should be confronted with, if there should be comment 

options, tasks or mini games and what limits and constraints the users 

should experience. After a whole- group discussion to amalgamate ideas, 

I wrote up the design plan and Jack and Michael worked from this to pro-

duce the i- doc. At a third workshop, we showed the group the draft i- doc 

and they suggested final edits before it was completed.

Making content for the i- doc enabled the group members to express 

their individual experiences of this strange and difficult time. The content 
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they made shows very different realities. For example, one clip depicts 

washing groceries to keep the virus out, where another shows an illegal 

party, attended in resistive defiance of lockdown rules. However, the i- doc 

design process also allowed the group to find what was common in their 

experiences. They arranged the i- doc as several indoor spaces within a 

home and outdoor spaces in a local area. These spaces were created by 

collaging together stills from the group’s materials. This means that even 

the most divergent pieces of content sit against the backdrop of a shared 

world. Content is accessed by clicking on objects in these spaces and is 

collated by theme. For example, clicking on a yoga mat in the bedroom 

gives you content about exercise, whereas clicking on a protest placard in 

an outdoor community garden gives content about political and commu-

nity engagement.

As the user navigates the i- doc, they are met with pop- up windows 

asking them if they will comply with lockdown rules such as washing their 

hands or wearing a mask. The pop- ups also make suggestions like ‘bulk 

buy loo roll?’, ‘take a family Zoom call’ or ‘do you want an injection of 

bleach? Donald Trump thinks it’s a great idea!’ (Figure 13.1). Sometimes, 

if a user tries to move between spaces, they are told that the journey is 

Figure 13.1 ‘Do you want an injection of bleach…?’: Parody of Donald Trump’s 
Covid- 19 governance written by participants in i- doc making workshop.
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prohibited ‘unless you’re Dominic Cummings?’ If they answer, ‘I am 

Dominic Cummings’, they are allowed through; a satirical reference to the 

blatant breaching of lockdown rules by UK Government Chief Advisor 

Dominic Cummings when he drove 25 miles to a tourist spot while he sus-

pected he had Covid- 19 (Figure 13.2). The satirical tone in these prompts 

and questions demonstrates the common experience of lockdown as an 

absurd situation where rules and recommendations changed constantly, 

often seemed nonsensical and were flamboyantly broken by the very peo-

ple making them. The group also decided to include two meters within the 

i- doc, one showing well- being and one showing viral risk. The readings on 

the meters change as the user explores content and spaces. Visiting the 

park, for example, improves well- being but also raises your viral risk. The 

two meters are often in conflict as staying away from activities that carry 

viral risk means the well- being meter runs low. This gamified element 

reflects the group’s shared experience of lockdown feeling like an unwin-

nable game, which might be funny if the stakes weren’t life or death.

This participatory i- doc gave voice to my participants, allowing them 

to be co- creators of knowledge. The process also showed how participatory 

Figure 13.2 ‘Sorry this journey is illegal, unless you’re Dominic Cummings?’:  
Parody of Dominic Cummings saga written by participants in i- doc making 
workshop.
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i- doc making can be a tool for expressing difference while simultaneously 

finding and articulating what is shared.

I- docs, Impact and Imagination

I hope my own experiments with i- doc making show their value in illumi-

nating and communicating complex social issues. In concluding, I’d like to 

encourage others to work with i- docs, even if just as a thought experiment. 

I- docs are a brilliant tool for bringing research to publics and stakeholders, 

because they are interactive and can be easily distributed as a website link. 

Furthermore, i- docs can engage users in thinking about their own agency 

and responsibility within social issues because their interactive interfaces 

require decision making (Miles, 2014, p. 79; Harris, 2016).

I- docs can also collate feedback on research through comment options 

and even collect data by integrating questionnaires and surveys. For exam-

ple, the i- doc onesharedhouse2030 (http:// one shar edho use2 030.com/ ) is 

explicitly a data collection tool, enlisting users in sharing their ideas about 

co- living. I- docs can also encourage political and social agency. The i- doc 

Prison Valley (http:// priso nval ley.arte.tv/ ?lang= en) allows users to speak 

directly to prisoners and encourages research into the prison industry via 

links to resources.

Making an i- doc is expensive. It requires equipment and software for 

creating and editing media, purchase of a web domain and, depending on 

your own skill sets, hiring coders and editors. There are some i- doc- making 

tools, many of which are listed on i- docs.org (http:// i- docs.org/ inte ract ive-  

docu ment ary- tools/ ), that can bypass coding costs, although they give 

less flexibility in design. However, even without making an i- doc, thinking 

about how you would make one can be a useful method. Creative methods 

allow particular kinds of thinking to take place (Hawkins, 2015). Much of 

the particular form of thinking that i- docs enable can still be facilitated 

by just planning an i- doc; sketching out potential formats, making non- 

linear storyboards or mind- mapping ideas. Thinking through i- docs in this 

way can bring illuminating and unanticipated insights to your research. 

Creating the interface of my i- doc The Temporary City required me to iden-

tify the component parts of pop- up’s spatiotemporal imaginary, so that 

I could use the interface to evoke those components, as well as identify 

what is tactically left out of that imaginary (i.e., its role in gentrification). 
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The participatory process of making The Lockdown Game allowed me to 

see how a group of Londoners made sense of the UK’s first national lock-

down. In order to design its interface, they had to communicate personal 

experiences but also reach shared conclusions about the cultural logics 

of lockdown. Their collective choice to design the i- doc like a game with 

well- being and viral risk meters and nonsensical rules gave me fascinat-

ing insights into changing meanings of freedom, rules, compliance and 

responsibility. The insights enabled by my i- doc projects could also be 

achieved by just planning an i- doc, even if the resources aren’t available 

to make it. I encourage readers to explore a variety of i- doc projects and 

to think about what an i- doc about their own research topic(s) might 

look like.
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Examples of i- docs

Gaza/ Sderot (http:// gaza- sde rot.arte.tv/ en/ time/ )

Gaza/ Sderot is made up of a series of two- minute video clips that can be filtered by the 
date they were made, the person they’re about, their location and their topic. Each viewing 
option produces different interpretations, foregrounding the multiplicity of perspectives 
within the Gaza conflict. However, the i- doc has one fixed element; a line down the middle 
of the screen dividing Gaza from Sderot, showing the persistent and totalising impact of the 
conflict.

Universe Within (http:// uni vers ewit hin.nfb.ca/ desk top.html#index)

Universe Within is part of an i- doc series about ‘hidden digital lives of highrise residents 
around the world’. To explore its contents, you must pick and follow a ‘digital native’ who 
requires you to answer survey- style questions before accessing a clip, mirroring how 
companies collect data through publics’ web- browsing activities. The i- doc therefore evokes 
how online information is mediated and monetized.

A Journal of Insomnia (www.nfb.ca/ inte ract ive/ a_ jour nal_ of_ i nsom nia/ )

Unlike other i- docs, you can’t access A Journal of Insomnia whenever you want. Instead, 
you have to request a link that becomes active at your appointment time –  in the middle 
of the night. In this way the i- doc forces the user to join the characters in their world of 
nocturnal wakefulness.
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How to do social research with... infrastructure

Sobia Ahmad Kaker

When researching everyday social relations in Karachi, the conflict- ridden 

Pakistani megacity, my attention was drawn to the rapidly proliferating 

walls and security barriers across the city’s neighbourhoods (Figure 14.1). 

In the absence of effective policing against crime, residents from all walks 

of life had turned towards practices of physical enclosure as a form of 

securing their neighbourhood on the inside from the dangerous city out-

side. Yet, despite investing in physical infrastructures of security (such 

Figure 14.1 An image of a street barrier, placed at an intersection of the main 
road (photograph by author, 2012).
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as boundary walls, gates limiting entry points and guarded security bar-

riers regulating passage), residents continued to suffer from violent bur-

glaries. Moreover, the security situation in the rest of the city continued 

to deteriorate. One particular incident became a catalyst moment within 

my research, forcing me to do sociology with ‘infrastructures’. It was when 

I observed how seemingly fixed and inert obstacles such as walls, secu-

rity gates and guarded barriers could oscillate between being impregna-

ble barriers and porous, osmotic and fluid socio- material objects. In this 

chapter, I will explain how I studied infrastructures such as walls, gates 

and security barriers/ checkposts as objects of social inquiry.

The Conundrum

I did not consciously intend to do sociology with infrastructures. When 

I started my research project in 2010, I was interested in studying the rela-

tionship between the spatial form of Karachi, the socio- spatially polarised 

Pakistani megacity, and escalating urban violence. Between 2008 and 

2010, the rapid decline in the security situation of the city had meant that 

more and more citizens –  from all walks of life –  had started to retreat to 

what Teresa Caldeira (1996, p. 303) famously refers to as ‘fortified enclaves’, 

that is, ‘privatised, enclosed and monitored spaces for residence, con-

sumption, leisure, and work’. For upper- middle class Karachiites, to live 

‘safely’ in the city meant to live in heavily guarded (and increasingly 

enclosed) neighbourhoods. Meanwhile government and private offices, 

malls, leisure clubs and even parks became more exclusive –  only acces-

sible by being allowed passage past security checkposts, and after walk-

ing through airport- style security gates. Yet, just as ordinary spaces within 

Karachi became heavily securitised, violent crime rates continued to 

escalate. My research project aimed to explore why, despite ongoing secu-

ritisation in the enclaved megacity, Karachi continued to become increas-

ingly insecure.

In 2011, I visited Karachi on a preliminary fieldwork visit. By this time, 

I had scoured through literature on fortified enclaves and urban inse-

curity in comparable post- colonial cities. Through this literature, I had 

constructed an idea of what ‘fortified enclaves’ meant. The term most pop-

ularly referred to highly exclusive and heavily secured gated communities. 

Naturally, I started looking for these ‘types’ of enclaves in Karachi. I was 
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immediately disappointed. At that time, commercially developed exclu-

sive gated communities did not exist in Karachi in the way that they did in 

Latin American, African, Middle Eastern or Indian cities (Webster et al., 
2002; Falzon, 2004; Durington, 2009;Caldeira, 2020). Karachi’s version was 

a retrospectively developed ‘fortified enclave’, where either the housing 

society that developed the land decided to wall and gate the neighbour-

hood, or the residents of a neighbourhood (developed and managed by 

public municipal authorities) came together to place security barriers 

(with government permission) at entry and exit points into the otherwise 

open neighbourhoods.

In addition to this, despite being walled and gated, or in other cases 

enclosed with the help of guarded barriers, I found it difficult to categorise 

Karachi’s enclaves as ‘fortified enclaves’ (Caldeira, 1996; 2020) or ‘security 

parks’ (Hook and Vrdoljak, 2002) in the way they had been described in 

the literature on residential enclaves. These neighbourhoods were hardly 

isolated spaces cut off from the wider city through the material infrastruc-

tures of security and segregation. In fact, given the urban social dynamics 

of Karachi, it was impossible for these gated and enclosed neighbourhoods 

to fully function as exclusive spaces that effectively restricted ‘undesir-

able’ traffic. This was because the ‘undesirables’, mostly the racialised and 

criminalised poor, were essential to the very running of the place (Graham 

and Kaker, 2014). The movement of municipality cleaners, maids, house 

guards, drivers, delivery men, etc., allowed daily life inside to function 

smoothly, while there was also regular movement of others such as tutors, 

friends, visitors. It seemed impossible for the guards to properly filter entry 

into enclaved neighbourhoods, as in most cases, there was no proper sys-

tem of identification which allowed them to ensure that those entering 

were doing so for legitimate reasons.

What was apparent, however, was how perceptions (and negotia-

tions) of class position helped to determine passage. For example, I never 

found it difficult to gain entry and move through guarded security barri-

ers. Sometimes, I would get the odd question from guards asking where 

I was heading, or what my business was in the neighbourhood, but this 

was usually asked with little real interest or serious follow- up. It was very 

clear that as a middle- class woman, I just seemed to ‘belong’. The people 

who did find it difficult to cross or enter, however, were the maids, drivers 
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or other ‘poor’ service workers who came in either to work in the houses 

within these enclaved communities, or to meet their friends or relatives 

who worked there. These initial observations made me question the ‘form’ 

of the fortified enclave in the Karachi context. What ‘constructed’ fortified 

enclaves in Karachi? Was it material infrastructure, such as the boundary 

walls made of bricks and mortar? Was it the gate, the security barrier, the 

physical signs next to each stating security warnings and rules of admis-

sion? Or was it the socio- technical infrastructures (the private security 

guards standing at entry and exit points, scanning people with their metal 

detectors, or with their gaze, and making a judgement on whether to open 

the gates or barriers for whomever they were encountering) that linked 

with the material infrastructures to constitute enclaved spaces? In any 

case, during my preliminary fieldwork, it became clear that to understand 

the production of securitised spaces in Karachi, I would have to study 

infrastructures of security in Karachi.

Infrastructure as Object of Inquiry and as Method

Star and Ruhleder (1996) define infrastructure not by ‘what’ it is, but 

by asking ‘when’ it is. They argue that infrastructure is something that 

develops for people in practice. It is a system that is connected to differ-

ent activities and structures. In this way, Star and Ruhleder (1996) define 

infrastructure as a relational concept –  it means different things to differ-

ent people, depending on how they encounter it or what use they get out of 

it. Reflecting on my initial encounters with the socio- material processes 

of security along enclave borders, Star and Ruhleder’s conceptualisation 

of infrastructure made perfect sense to me. I realised that I should not be 

looking at enclaves as taken- for- granted bounded spaces, but as spaces 

that came into being through systems and practices of bordering.

As a result, I started to study infrastructures of security to under-

stand the materialisation of enclaved spaces. A focus on infrastructure 

– as a networked material and socio- technical system – led me to under-

stand how the fortified enclave didn’t have to exist in perfect form as a 

walled, gated or enclosed space. Instead, walling, gating and enclosing 

happened in the coming together of various material, technological and 

social intersections. Walling, gating and enclosing were infrastructural. As 
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a result, infrastructures became my object of inquiry, while also being my 

means for approaching my research. For my fieldwork, I took interactional 

encounters with enclaving infrastructures as my unit of analysis.

How Do You Do Fieldwork with Infrastructure?

For me, the first step was identifying the infrastructure itself. During my 

preliminary fieldwork, I had made extensive fieldnotes on my personal 

experiences of crossing into fortified enclaves. I had identified that signs 

restricting entry, CCTV cameras, security guards, security barriers, gates, 

graffiti, flags (political/ religious) all made me ‘feel’ that the space I was 

entering was exclusive. Working together, these symbolic, material or 

human ‘markers’ of security operated as ‘infrastructure’. Keeping these 

observations in mind, I selected three places which were ‘enclaved’ 

through different socio- material and discursive infrastructures communi-

cating exclusivity and security. I then observed points of passage in each, 

for a prolonged period. I made notes on my own experiences of encoun-

tering these enclave infrastructures at entry points at different times of day 

– sometimes on my own, and at others, accompanied by different people 

(middle- class residents and non- residents, non- resident drivers, service 

workers, male and female, who worked inside). I made some trips by car, 

others on foot. I also observed some people entering on motorcycles and 

cycles.

Following each of these visits, I made notes on my interactions with 

the infrastructures. I made notes on how the infrastructures became ‘vis-

ible’ at sometimes, either when I (or my companion) slowed down inten-

tionally in reactions to socio- material or discursive infrastructures. Or 

when I/ we/ they were slowed down by guards to be ‘looked at’ more care-

fully; or when I/ we/ they were completely stopped and questioned by the 

guards, who were an integral part of gating infrastructures. I carried out 

reflexive interviews with companions encountering these infrastructures 

with me. I also carried out interviews with others who encountered these 

infrastructures without me, as well as the guards who operated security 

gates and barriers.

What I found fascinating was how enclave entry points, as infrastruc-

tures, generated affect and subjectivity. The person standing by it, tasked 
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with ‘manning’ it, gained power. The person encountering it, to move 

through it, either went on the defensive or tried to negotiate their power. 

But most significantly, the feelings and affects the infrastructures pro-

duced were also mediated through personal/ individual subjectivities of 

those upholding and encountering the infrastructure. For example, I viv-

idly remember my first experience of entering Askari III with my elderly 

Pashtun1 taxi driver. Developed as a residence for retired army person-

nel, and managed and governed by the Cantonment Board (an institution 

linked to Pakistan’s omnipotent armed forces), Askari III had a reputation 

of being one of the most ‘secure’ enclaves in Karachi. It was also the only 

walled and gated community in the city at that time.

As we got closer to the bright red and white striped security barriers 

at the gate, my nervousness intensified. It was my first visit to Askari III, 

and I was hoping we could enter the community without any connection 

to any resident on the inside. My driver was aware of my lack of connec-

tion, and assured me he’d get us through. The security barriers were open, 

but a visibly young, uniformed guard slowed the vehicle down, and asked 

the driver what business he had in the neighbourhood in an overly stern 

tone. The driver, clearly experienced in such questioning, answered with 

haughty confidence. ‘I’m transporting Major Sahib’s begum, he’ll be upset 

that you’ve stopped our car’, he said. He then rolled his window up. The 

young guard gingerly walked back over to the side and waved us through. 

The driver, who had clearly experienced many checkposts in his past, 

had used his age and his connection to power (my mythical husband, a 

major in the army) to negotiate his way in. Further along in my fieldwork, 

I learned how male, Pashtun domestic workers moving into such spaces 

on foot and on personal work would never have been allowed in without 

considerable checks and questioning. They may eventually be allowed in 

after having to give up their national identity card (NIC) to the guard on 

the gates for the duration of their visit, or perhaps after a phone call to the 

house they would be visiting for permission.

1Ethnic identity. Outside of the Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA), Balochistan 
and the North- West Frontier Province (NWFP), where Pashtuns are from, the ethnic group 
is popularly racialised as being prone to violence. In Karachi especially, working- class 
Pashtuns are criminalised for their association with politico- criminal gangs, land mafias and 
the Taliban.
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The process of walling and gating as infrastructural went beyond the 

labour of the guard. Through my observations and interviews, I found how 

other objects and technologies such as CCTV cameras, street signs, graffiti, 

guns and uniforms (for guards) made a difference to access and percep-

tions of access. For example, Minhas,2 a young Pashtun driver, explained 

how he used to be able to pass through Clifton Block 7 (an unwalled, pri-

vately enclosed neighbourhood, where access was restricted by guards at 

security barriers at different entry/ exit points). This was because one of 

the security guards at the gate belonged to his village. The cultural asso-

ciation, even though they did not know each other personally, worked to 

erode the privately hired security guard’s professional barriers. However, 

Minhas said this was no longer the case, and the guard had to ‘do his job 

properly now’, because the residents’ association managing the ‘enclaving’ 

of Clifton Block 7 had set up CCTV cameras at entry/ exit points to ‘check 

the guards and surveil people entering the neighbourhood’ (Figure 14.2).

2Name changed for anonymity.

Figure 14.2 A street entrance into Clifton Block 7 (photograph by author, 2012).
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Similarly, when visiting Sultanabad, a Pashtun ethnic enclave which 

was popularly considered as a ‘no- go area’, I realised that despite being 

physically ‘open’ and ‘unwalled’, neighbourhood space could easily be 

considered a type of ‘fortified enclave’. The political graffiti on street walls, 

and religious and political flags hoisted up on multiple rooftops gave a 

strong sense of identity to Sultanabad. The enclave infrastructures, in this 

instance, were largely performative and discursive. I realised this when 

I asked a rickshaw driver to take me for a drive into Sultanabad, as far as the 

rickshaw could enter. The driver, a Mohajir (Shia), flat out refused, saying, 

‘this place is not safe for me, I’m not welcome here’. The political graffiti on 

the walls and the political and religious flags clearly communicated terri-

torialisation of the space by the Pashtun nationalist Awami National Party 

and the Jamaat- e- Islami (JI), who were known to be violently opposed to 

the ethnic Mohajir Muttahida Qaumi Movement and Shia sect Muslims 

during periods of heightened political violence in Karachi. As a visibly 

middle- class Pakistani woman, I was clearly out of place in the neighbour-

hood. Given my gender and class position, and my political neutrality to 

neighbourhood- level politics, I felt less ‘vulnerable’ to potentially violent 

confrontation from local community members known to police the neigh-

bourhood. Even though I was not explicitly questioned by local commu-

nity watch groups who operated within the socio- politically homogeneous 

enclave, I did feel very uncomfortable. I was very ‘noticeable’ as a ‘guest’, 

as people would stop the local and ask questions about who I was and why 

I was visiting.

Using infrastructures as an object of inquiry and method allowed me 

to question the truth of the material form of a physical space. We know 

what a wall is, when we see it. It separates and divides. We know a gate is 

an entry way to a place. But can a wall exist without brick and mortar, and 

still be a wall? For whom is this possible and at what points/ moments? 

Moreover, using infrastructure as method attuned me to the networked 

and relational properties of the different technologies, materials and per-

formances that worked to produce exclusivity and security. It allowed me 

to consider otherwise inert materials to be both lively and agential. As the 

well- developed literature on the politics of infrastructure explains, infra-

structure is about more than networked systems or objects. It is an articu-

lation of urban inequality and struggles over power (Graham and Marvin, 
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2002; Graham, 2010; Amin, 2014; Angelo and Hentschel, 2015; Coutard 

and Rutherford, 2015; Simone, 2015).

In Conclusion

When we read other people’s accounts of ‘doing research’, it feels very 

smooth and put together. However, doing research is a process. Things go 

wrong, you may not get the answers you expected. You might think your 

research is flawed. If this happens, take a step back and see what’s in front 

of you. My biggest break came from my first ‘problem’. The gated commu-

nities I had read about in literature seemed to be put together differently. 

I didn’t find that these existed or operated in the same way in Karachi, a 

city where urban form and socio- political relations were markedly differ-

ent from American, South American and African contexts. Could we call a 

place a gated community if it didn’t have walls and gates? That’s the kind 

of question that motivated me to do social research with walls and gates 

as ‘infrastructures’. In using infrastructures as objects of inquiry and as 

method, I was able to study walls and gates as important social objects –  

objects that are otherwise largely ignored in social research.
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How to do social research with... insider anxiety

Vik Loveday

Introduction

Recruiting participants can be a daunting process, especially for those 

embarking on qualitative research projects for the first time. Warnings of 

‘bias’ abound (Chavez, 2008, p. 475), but convenience sampling can be a 

motivating factor in approaching existing contacts or focusing on familiar 

contexts; however, so- called ‘insider research’ is about much more than 

ease of access. What kinds of subjects draw us in and animate our curios-

ity? Our own social locations and lived experiences shape our academic 

interests and paths as researchers; our own trajectories influence how we 

perceive the world, how we seek to find out more about it and how we 

choose to tell stories about our findings. In this sense, insider research 

is closely intertwined with the autobiographical, but this also means it is 

often fraught with difficult, ‘ugly feelings’ (Ngai, 2005). Reflexivity is not 

about avoiding accusations of bias, but about considering how our social 

locations inform the decisions we make about which subjects to study, 

how we go about doing our research and how we analyse our findings. 

Crucially, being reflexive also involves acknowledging how our research 

makes us feel, and the implications of these feelings for the production of 

knowledge.

In preparing this chapter, I pondered what insights I had gleaned from 

several years of conducting ‘insider’ research. Each project has engen-

dered a different type of ‘insiderness’: being perceived as being ‘on the 

inside’ sometimes happened as I worked with participants whom I already 

knew, or through an understanding that we had shared experiences; more 

broadly, insiderness has also been a quality assigned to me simply because 
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I am an academic writing about higher education from within the confines 

of a university. Interestingly, my insider positionality has also on occasion 

been elided with ‘navel- gazing’; the presumption that looking to our own 

experience is somehow self- indulgent rather than ‘proper’ –  i.e., objec-

tive –  social research. However, despite the variety of projects, the unify-

ing experience of insider research for me has been anxiety –  much like the 

‘methodological “panic attacks”’ described by Miled (2019, p. 1). Yet far 

from simply seeing this as an unfortunate side- effect of insider research, 

I want to suggest here that listening to our own concerns more closely can 

be both instructive and productive.

This chapter focuses on one dimension of insider positionality: the 

significance of ‘insider anxiety’. Drawing on insights from research projects 

in which I have been emotionally invested myself, I show why it is impor-

tant that we listen to our own anxieties and interrogate their wider impli-

cations. The chapter draws on three reflections to explore: how listening 

to our worries can enable us to recognise our ethical responsibilities as 

insider researchers more clearly; how paying attention to anxious feel-

ings –  rather than suppressing them –  can help us take our bearings during 

the course of a project; and why an attention to the anxiety engendered 

by power dynamics within our research can show the wider sociological 

significance of anxiety as a relational phenomenon. However, first, I begin 

by interrogating the notion of the privileged ‘insider’.

What Is ‘Insider’ Research?

Existing literature on insider research has explored some of the inter-

related methodological and ethical pitfalls of ‘insider’ positionality, 

including ‘role conflict’ (Toy- Cronin, 2018), over- familiarity (Labaree, 

2002) and managing existing relationships (Taylor, 2011). Yet while the 

idea of being an ‘insider’ might seem self- explanatory, reflecting on 

what it means to feel as if we are ‘on the inside’ has multiple connota-

tions: it might refer to an aspect of our own biography, such as shared 

experiences, membership of a group/ community or an affective state of 

belonging –  ‘feeling at home’; equally, insider status can be more of a tem-

porary position –  something fleeting based on a specific role, affiliation 
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or relationship. Accordingly, what it means to be an insider should be 

viewed as fluid and malleable: rather than thinking of ‘insiderness’ as 

bounded, we can re- think the insider/ outsider dichotomy as being more 

of a ‘continuum’ (Mercer, 2007).

It is also important to recognise the danger of making authoritative 

claims to insider status without acknowledging the operation of multiple 

overlapping forms of power –  both within our research and wider society. 

Through an exploration of his own status as a Somali scholar researching 

Toronto’s Somali community, Kusow (2003) argues that ‘insider/ outsider 

identities should not be seen as predetermined roles’ (p. 598). He high-

lights how a number of factors may coalesce so that ‘insider’ positionality 

is contingent on the type of project we conceive, the context of our research 

and the specificities of our own identities and those of our participants. To 

attribute insider status on account of one facet of identity belies the com-

plexity of what it means to be an insider; this is never simply about how we 

see ourselves, but is part of a dynamic and relational process in which we 

negotiate relationships with others that exist within wider social and his-

torical contexts. Insider perceptions are never monolithic and there will 

always be more than one type of story in need of telling. Indeed, sociol-

ogy as a discipline has historically foregrounded and celebrated particular 

kinds of storytellers whilst silencing others, so from the outset we might 

ask ourselves: ‘For whom is this study worthy and relevant? And who says 

so?’ (Smith, 2012, p. 172).

Research as an ‘insider’ involves being reflexive about our own role 

in knowledge production; results are not simply waiting to be ‘found 

out’ and research subjects do not exist to be ‘mined’ for data. The insider 

perspective eschews the ‘God’s eye view’ (Haraway, 1989) of objectivity 

and instead values knowledge gained through lived experience. Keeping 

in mind the danger of reifying this experience rather than examin-

ing the discursive conditions in which experience is produced –  what 

Scott (1991) describes as ‘the evidence of experience’ –  the notion of 

being an ‘insider’ is premised upon there being value in drawing from 

insider epistemology, as black feminists have argued for decades (e.g., 

Collins, 2000).

Keeping these issues in mind, I turn now to three short reflections on 

‘insider anxiety’. Following Ahmed (2004, p. 4), I consider what anxiety 
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as an emotion does when we embark on research projects that are close 

to our hearts and in which we are personally invested; I show how tak-

ing such an approach means understanding anxiety not simply as a side- 

effect of the research process, but as something intrinsic to the project of 

doing social research.

1 Anxiety and Representation
Perceived insider positionality can help to build trust and foster rapport 

(see Taylor, 2011); arguably, this complicates the notion of an authoritative 

researcher speaking on behalf of research subjects. This is particularly sig-

nificant when we consider how marginalised groups have historically and 

socially been required to account for themselves by providing ‘enforced 

narratives’ (Steedman, 2000). Speaking from within a community can 

be viewed as a shift away from the theft of knowledge to a process of ‘co- 

construction’ (Sinha and Back, 2014): a shared endeavour whose results 

come into being through research interactions; as Back (2010, p. 8) notes 

though, this is a ‘socially shaped account’ as opposed to an act of exposing 

‘the authentic voice of truth’.

I want to begin by reflecting on the anxiety inherent in representa-

tion from within. Before embarking on an academic career, I worked for 

a grassroots university Widening Participation project, which aimed to 

support adults from marginalised backgrounds in accessing higher edu-

cation. The opportunity arose to work as a research assistant on a small- 

scale sociology project, which aimed to explore perceptions of value and 

respect amongst working- class people. As an ‘insider’ on the education 

project, I became a kind of ‘gatekeeper’ for the lead researcher and was 

tasked with recruiting participants and facilitating a focus group. The 

majority of the men had experiences of incarceration and addiction; 

since I knew many of them personally, my involvement was akin to a 

guarantee that they would not be ‘stitched up again’ (see Skeggs and 

Loveday, 2012, p. 477).

Listening to participants’ anxieties is instructive and might help us 

to understand reluctance or suspicion; yet paying attention to our own 

researcher anxieties is also telling. All researchers have a responsibility to 

ensure that representations are fair, but particular expectations are placed 

on researchers when they are positioned as ‘insiders’. What does it mean 
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to ask participants to give an account of themselves when as researchers 

we might wield influence and the power of representation? Occupying 

an ‘insider’ subject position might lessen the potential for exploitative 

researcher–researched relations, but –  nonetheless –  it does not eradicate 

the need to consider power dynamics inherent in the research process. 

While more generally I find it helpful to consider how I myself would want 

to see my life and words represented (even if the interlocutor expresses 

differing opinions to my own), as an insider, too much trust can also be 

a burden. Acknowledging how we feel about the process of representing 

others’ lives –  the worries, uncertainties, blurred boundaries –  is a crucial 

aspect of researcher reflexivity: our anxieties tell us something about our 

own positionality, relationships and responsibilities, and this informs how 

we conduct our projects and represent our findings.

2 Taking Our Bearings from Anxiety
One of the perennial issues of being an insider is that personal investment 

can make it hard to find critical distance: how do we tease out tacit under-

standings and begin to see the taken- for- granted when it is part of our own 

embodied experience? Labaree (2002) describes the process of ‘going 

observationalist’ as one way of gaining perspective –  an active stepping 

back in order to reveal the unspoken and implicit assumptions we operate 

with as insiders. Our ‘researcher’ role is distinct from our role as a friend/ 

colleague, so setting boundaries is crucial in making this researcher posi-

tionality clear (see Taylor, 2011).

Yet I want to flip the conundrum of being ‘too close’ by considering 

how proximity to a social problem can be generative, rather than restric-

tive. In 2014, I found myself working on a fixed- term academic contract 

with no guarantee that my position would be renewed. The uncertainty 

had been causing me considerable anxiety, and I knew through regular 

conversations with other early career academics that this was a common 

experience. Yet at that time there was limited research on casualisation in 

universities or wider awareness of the issue. I decided to channel my own 

anxieties about employment precarity into a research project: a process of 

linking my ‘private troubles’ to ‘public issues’ as an act of the ‘sociological 

imagination’ (see Mills, 2000 [1959]).
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Over 22 months, I conducted 100 interviews with 44 fixed- term aca-

demics. My contract was eventually made permanent during the course of 

the project, but my initial positioning as a precariously employed academic 

helped establish a connection with project participants who seemed keen 

to speak with a researcher in a similar position; follow- up interviews with 

most of the participants allowed me to track their changing circumstances 

but also to exchange stories. Following the end of the project, I received an 

email from one participant who had written their own blogpost on casu-

alised work in universities after taking part in my project: ‘Sending you 

something which was prompted by talking to you and thinking through 

those issues because of your study … Thank you for helping me to see that 

this is not natural’ (see Loveday, 2018, p. 157). Although I had avoided ask-

ing questions in the interviews that would merely chime with my views, 

the act of initially revealing my insider positionality and discussing my 

personal experience intervened in participants’ perceptions about the 

nature of casualised work. To return to the idea of ‘co- construction’ (Sinha 

and Back, 2014), this was a collaborative venture: the project emerged 

from my own experience of acute anxiety and along the way I collected 

others’ anxious stories as a way of making public a distressing –  but often 

private –  emotion.

3 Anxiety as a Diagnostic Tool
In this final reflection, I consider how power dynamics in the research 

process are infused with anxiety, but also how this can tell us something 

instructive about the wider context we are researching. As noted earlier, 

the ethical implications of researching marginalised communities are 

well- established, but power pervades our access to insider status and 

researchers may find that their expertise is not always legitimated. Writing 

on her experience as a Muslim scholar of colour, Ahmad (2003) describes 

the tensions inherent in occupying the position of an ‘insider’ research-

ing British South Asian Muslim women’s lives from within the confines of 

British academia. She notes how: ‘there may be concerns that our “insider 

knowledge” is not “good enough knowledge”. This may well be reflective 

of both the nominal status we occupy within academia and the legacy 
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of anthropological traditions that defined us as research objects’ (p. 56). 

Power dynamics do not simply exist between researchers and their par-

ticipants, but also between researchers and their institutions; ‘insider’ 

research can trouble and disrupt taken- for- granted hegemonic norms 

about what constitutes valid research and who is seen as legitimately 

occupying the identity of ‘researcher’.

I provide one final reflection here on a project I conducted in 2017 

with senior university managers to consider how anxiety can act as a 

‘diagnostic tool’. Gunasekara (2007) describes the multiple identities a 

researcher occupies in any given project; these are both attributed by par-

ticipants and self- ascribed, and can exist harmoniously or in tension with 

one another. In my own research, I felt this conflict acutely: I saw myself 

as a well- informed researcher of higher education and in some interviews, 

I was legitimated as an expert insider; yet in others, I was left in no doubt 

about the importance of my participants –  and accordingly, the relative 

insignificance of my project. ‘Insiderness’, then, was not a concrete attri-

bute but one that was variously granted or withheld; the denial of recogni-

tion followed me out of the interviews as my confidence slowly eroded and 

my anxieties swelled.

However, the context in which the project unfolded was crucial for 

understanding these ensuing anxieties: I had embarked on the research 

to understand how managers were making sense of wider policy changes 

occurring in the UK’s higher education sector, but this happened to coin-

cide with a period of unusual public scrutiny of university management 

after a well- publicised expenses scandal. I found myself interviewing a set 

of participants who were acutely anxious and perceived the sector as being 

‘under attack’ (see Loveday, 2021). This anxiety then fed through into my 

project: several participants were clearly concerned about their anonym-

ity, and I became increasingly worried about how I would represent their 

views from my comparatively junior position. Rather than viewing anxiety 

as an obstacle in the path of the project, I chose to focus on the sociological 

significance of my own anxieties and those of my participants, which were 

both situated and relational: anxiety was not only my individual burden, 

but symptomatic of a wider context in which universities have become 
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subject to increasing scrutiny and where managers are responsibilised 

for their institutions’ survival. Acknowledging anxiety –  both our own and 

that of our participants –  is an important part of researcher reflexivity, but 

examining the wider significance of those anxieties can also be sociologi-

cally instructive.

Conclusion: Listening to Our Anxieties

I began this chapter by noting that insider research is entwined with 

the autobiographical: by researching contexts in which we are our-

selves implicated, we are taking personal risks. In her work on LGBTQ+  

researchers, Nelson (2020) notes that researcher introspection ‘can 

result in a range of emotions and outcomes including retraumatisa-

tion, euphoria, querying oneself and a change in researcher identity’ 

(p. 911). In this sense, it is important to acknowledge the emotional 

toll of researching difficult subjects as ‘insiders’. While considering the 

ethical implications of our research strategies for project participants 

is an integral part of the process of conducting social research, I have 

noticed over the years that students are sometimes quite blasé about the 

emotional effects of their research on themselves as researchers. I am 

not suggesting here that experiencing anxiety is positive, but it can be 

instructive: when ‘ugly feelings’ arise, we should listen to them. What 

do they tell us about the subject we are researching, or our relationships 

with participants? How are our own feelings implicated in the process of 

knowledge production? And how might we take better care of ourselves 

as researchers?

Anxiety is a common emotional experience for insiders, yet rather 

than only seeing it as a difficult side- effect, I have been arguing that paying 

attention to our anxious feelings can make us more attuned to our role as 

researchers in knowledge production. Each stage of the research process –  

from the conception of an initial idea to the messy process of doing social 

research, from making sense of our findings to deciding how we will pres-

ent them –  engenders worry. The trick is to listen to our anxieties and pay 

attention to what they are telling us.
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Top Tips

•Consider exactly what is worrying you and why:
pinpoin	ng your concerns can help you address them
more clearly.

•You have an ethical responsibility to your par	cipants,
but it is also important to look a�er yourself! 

Feeling
anxious?
Listen to
your own
concerns

•Rather than only seeing anxiety as an unpleasant side-
effect, consider the wider sociological significance.

•Anxiety is both situated and rela	onal; it does not exist
in a vacuum. Your own anxie	es might tell you
something about wider power dynamics at play in your
research context, so they should not simply be
dismissed.

Consider
the wider
significance
of your
anxiety

•Acknowledging ‘ugly feelings’ is an important
dimension of reflexivity.

•Wri	ng your own anxious feelings into your project can
help make your research design, methodology and
findings more transparent.

Don’t be
tempted to
erase the
messy parts
of research!
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16
How to do social research with... knitting

Katherine Robinson

‘I’m so lonely’, says Rithika,1 suddenly.
‘Depressing, very depressing’, murmurs Pearl, concurring.
‘Where do you live?’, asks Rithika. Pearl gives her address. Rithika doesn’t 
know it and states hers, saying, ‘it’s near Tesco. Come round my house 
any time. Come and visit. It’ll be nice.’ Turning to me, she exclaims, ‘You 
come too!’
‘That’d be nice’, I say.
‘What’s your name?’ Rithika asks Pearl. Pearl says her name then spells it 
out as Rithika writes it in a little notebook. They swap their home phone 
numbers. I hover beside them, listening, watching.

Introduction

In the early summer of 2011, I started doing ethnographic research in a 

South London public library, and later that year, I joined its knitting group. 

Material from my time knitting with the group became a chapter in my 

PhD thesis and then a journal article (Robinson, 2020). Rather like a knit-

ting project that refuses to get finished, over time I have continued to 

return to my experiences from joining in with the knitting group, and to 

carry on thinking with the voices and gestures of the women there.

I’ve opened the chapter with Rithika and Pearl’s brief exchange as it 

seems to encapsulate some of the ideas I want to explore in this chapter. 

For these women, each of them living with grief and loneliness, the knitting 

group offered a cover story, a reason to be in the library, among others. In 

a quiet moment, at the end of the knitting session, having recognised their 

1All names have been changed for anonymity.
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shared vulnerabilities, their brief exchange marks an accelerated process 

of making contact with each other.

In this chapter, I suggest that the tactile gestures and physical close-

ness of knitting fostered forms of intimacy and connection among a group 

of people who were strangers to each other. I’m also thinking about the 

role that joining in with this group played at an early stage in my research, 

how it opened the door to a different way of participating in and under-

standing the daily life of the public library. In this way, the chapter is also 

a reflection on making a beginning to research. I want to ask, what con-

cepts and preconceptions do we take with us into the field, and how do 

they shape what we start to look for? And what does joining in allow us to 

do, as researchers? I’ll also explore joining in with the knitting group as an 

embodied research method, asking, how might we work with the unspo-

ken, the gestural and the felt?

Getting Started

‘I’m feeling very self- conscious today, flicking through a book and not  
able to see or overhear very much, and very unwilling to make any kind of 
notes.’ … ‘Need a strategy for my behaviour. Need to improve my listening’ .

(Fieldnotes, 2011)

When I started my library research I would travel to my fieldwork library 

several times a week, and spend a few hours sitting in different spots, 

observing what was happening around me. My presence in the library was 

ostensibly no different to that of anyone else, but bathed in an aura of self- 

consciousness, I felt like a spotlight accompanied my every move.

As my fieldnote shows, I found the state of heightened embodied 

awareness that was needed to ‘make the familiar strange’ (Neyland, 2008, 

p. 102), awkward and exhausting. These feelings are not unusual at the 

start of ethnographic fieldwork, as Allaine Cerwonka and Liisa Malkki 

also acknowledge (2007, pp. 81, 87). Fieldwork can feel overwhelming as 

its mundanity and open- endedness butt up against the weight of hopeful-

ness and expectation –  an exhausting combination.

Moreover, the anxieties, loss and disappointments that are constitu-

tive of fieldwork experiences, as Ruth Behar observes in her introduction 
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to The Vulnerable Observer (1996, p. 3), are smoothed away in published 

ethnographic work. In contrast, in their book, Cerwonka and Malkki share 

an extensive collection of fieldnotes, draft reflections and emails gathered 

as Cerwonka navigated entry to her fieldsite during her PhD and started to 

carry out her research. Their text, rich with the generally invisible and unac-

knowledged ‘backstage’ material of ethnographic research and its attendant 

worries became an important resource for me as I began my own research.

Looking for Concepts

Having read a raft of academic work which positioned public space as a 

forum for civic encounter (Amin, 2002; Sennett, 2002; Watson, 2006; Neal 

et al., 2015), I spent the early weeks of my library fieldwork watching out 

for ‘encounter’ which I imagined as people falling into conversation with 

each other, perhaps even debating with each other as the public agora 

worked its magic.

But these encounters didn’t appear to be happening. I started to recog-

nise a set of regular library users, but whether they were browsing the crime 

fiction shelves, sitting at a table with a book in front of them or using one 

of the computers, they seemed to keep themselves to themselves. My early 

observations seemed rather to reflect how, in the library, people ‘weave an 

individual net around themselves that does not invite communication with 

others’ (Aabø and Audunson, 2012, p. 143). I was left feeling anxious.

My expectation of recognising ‘encounter’ from what I’d read reflects 

a desire to find ‘the answers’ to what we’re looking for in academic texts, 

what Les Back calls bibliophilia (2007, p. 175). Based on what I had been 

reading, I had imagined encounter as something spirited and obvious, as 

vocal, even voluble, and I found it hard to reconcile this with the quiet and 

individualised behaviour I observed in the library.

I can see now how my anxiety and self- consciousness in my role of 

observer perhaps inhibited me from recognising the potential in the 

things I did see. For instance, one Friday morning, a few weeks after I had 

begun fieldwork, I came across Sarah, one of the librarians, sitting with 

a group of women in the library’s front space by the large window. I had 

inadvertently come across the inaugural session of the knitting group. I sat 

nearby, listening in. I was disappointed with the chat: ‘the talk is all techni-

cal, knitting- related’, I wrote in my fieldnotes later, dejectedly.
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But perhaps I needed a bit of distance. During fieldwork there is a fun-

damental and sometimes uneasy gap between what is happening in the 

moment and what this might turn into eventually. In this way, the experi-

ence of fieldwork might even be analogous to knitting:

it always looks wrong
At the place you work
the yarn stretched between
Needles coming together,
The pattern pulled…

(Sonnenschein, 2009, p. 129)

The process of ethnographic research is to live with the partiality of the 

close- up while also creating space through which to absorb a bigger pic-

ture; it’s a question of perspective, zooming in and out. I needed time to 

tune in to the knitting group, which helped me to absorb and understand 

what was happening.

Figure 16.1 Working from the perspective of knitting (‘knit blanket’ by functoruser 
is licensed under CC BY 2.0. www.fli ckr.com/ pho tos/ func toru ser/ 227 2444 834/ )
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I can see now how joining the knitting group helped me to re- assess my 

understanding of encounter and how it manifested in the library. As Helen 

Wilson observes, ‘encounter’ is complex and multi- faceted (2017). As 

I learned to sit with the knitting group’s polite conversation and techni-

cal chat that I had been quick to dismiss at first, I started to appreciate 

how these exchanges created a space of common ground that paved the 

way to more intimate and touching encounters between some members 

of the group.

Joining In and Playing Along

Joining in with the knitting group and other library activities marked a shift 

in my relationship with the library and my research. My previously awk-

ward and self- conscious visits became purposeful, anchored by the legiti-

mating rhythms of the library’s activity schedule. As I chatted with others 

at the session, I realised that they had also experienced joining in as giving 

legitimacy to their presence in the library. Pearl said she came to the knit-

ting group because she needed a reason to get out of the house; Smita said 

that she had found the library boring before she had joined the knitting 

group. For older women living with loneliness, attending the fortnightly 

sessions allowed them to meet others in a dignified and purposeful way.

Joining in as a research method is common in ethnomusicology, 

where, during fieldwork, researchers learn an instrument or join in with 

musical rehearsals and performances. In her research on classical music 

and social class, Anna Bull writes how her musical training gave her 

‘insider status’ in her fieldsite, giving her the skills and experience to shape 

her role, whether as orchestral player, accompanist or observer (2019, 

p. xxv). The capacity to join in thus depends both on the research context 

and the positionality of the researcher. I had learned to knit as a child and 

while I remained a beginner, this was enough for me to feel I could join 

in with the group. I knitted very slowly, trying to listen and be attentive to 

what was going on around me. After a while, I realised that several women 

regularly dropped in on the group without ever knitting; they would sit and 

join in with the chat and look through the knitting books and patterns on 

the table, playing along. The knitting group was like a social umbrella that 

sheltered different forms of participation. This openness allowed me to 

play along too.
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Requiring my ‘embodied engagement and presence’ (Thanem and 

Knights, 2019, p. 47), encountering the knitting group marked a turning 

point in my fieldwork. Joining in shifted me out of the role of self- conscious 

observer and allowed me to thread myself into the group as a participant. 

(This is not to give the impression that I slid smoothly from one method-

ological pole to another; as Behar notes, participant observation is inher-

ently an oxymoron [1996, p. 5]; always an awkward mode of encounter). 

In her research, Emma Jackson found that joining the bowling league in 

her fieldsite ‘offered insights … into bowling as a practice of belonging that 

works back on the body of the bowler’ (2020, p. 522). Knitting, while so 

different to bowling, also involves a learned repertoire of physical move-

ments and patterned gestures. These legible rhythms made the knitting 

group approachable for people to join because they knew what to expect. 

Participating in the group, I perceived how the shared rhythms and 

embodied movements of knitting became the foundation for gestures of 

closeness and moments of understanding between the people there.

Embodiment –  Hands, Gestures, Touching

Bernice, Ursula, Shauna and I gather around the table, leaning over to look 
at the moss stitch pattern on a scarf. Ursula and Shauna explain how to 
‘read’ the stitches, pointing out which is a purl and which is a knit. ‘There’s 
the bump! Now the bump’s on the other side’, Shauna says, flipping the 
piece over to show us.

Moments like these often happened during the knitting sessions. The knit-

ting was gently stretched out on the table, turned over and inside out to 

extract information about its construction. We would lean in close to each 

other, peering closely at the knots and loops we’d made and deciphering 

their patterns. Engagement with the materiality of knitting was embodied 

and collective; we passed our knitting among ourselves for everyone to 

examine and admire. People turned towards each other or stood behind 

each other to closely watch a new technique. The more expert knitters 

would take the knitting out of a person’s hands to demonstrate a new stitch 

and would sometimes even place their hands on top of someone else’s to 

guide their movements. Touching each other’s knitting, touching each 
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other’s hands, these tactile gestures of showing and sharing are embedded 

into knitting.

How might we think about touch sociologically? Tuning in to touch 

and gesture is to move away from methodological standbys such as the 

interview (Back, 2012) and the predominance of the visual, to engage with 

forms of sociological knowing that are sensory, experiential and embod-

ied (Bull, 2019). Gabriel Josipovici understands touch as perceiving each 

other through our embodied selves (1996, p. 4), a sense of encounter with 

the materiality of experience that goes beyond words.

Practically, what might we perceive when we attend to touch? In their 

research on a knitting group in a Canadian public library, Elena Prigoda 

and Pamela McKenzie observed knitters’ hands (2007, p. 97), making 

connections between knitting’s gestures and the flow of conversation in 

the group. As the weeks went by, and my piece of knitting gradually grew 

longer, I learned to listen in different ways (Back, 2007), and not just to 

the chat, trying to pay attention to what was unspoken, registering how 

knitting’s gestures of touch and proximity created an affective atmosphere. 

Sitting so close our elbows touched, soothed by the warmth of the room 

and the repeated rhythms of knitting, we were lulled into a sense of con-

nection. In this space of quiet trust and tacit companionship that was held 

together by knitting, people started to open up, sharing intimate hints of 

grief and vulnerability (Robinson, 2020).

Touch as Tactfulness

In thinking closely with these tactile and haptic experiences of knitting 

and their affective resonance, I’ve found myself reflecting on the role 

played by tactfulness in these encounters. Understood as a sense of per-

ception that is likened to touch (Josipovici, 1996, pp. 140– 141), I started to 

recognise tactfulness in how people in the knitting sessions responded to 

the intimations of vulnerability that occurred there. After the final knitting 

session I attended, I was hanging around in the room, which had gradually 

emptied of people, apart from Pearl and Rithika. Pearl was standing, ready 

to go, but then sat down again near Rithika, who was still looking through 

knitting patterns and commenting on them, turning the pages towards us 

so we could see. Earlier on in the session, she had spoken briefly about 

being lonely since her husband had passed away the previous year. It 
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became obvious to us both that Rithika was playing for time, trying to keep 

us in the room.

‘Don’t sit down here by yourself ’ said Pearl, taking charge of the sit-

uation, ‘come upstairs’. Pearl’s social tactfulness, rooted in her being, as 

she put it, ‘accustomed to the crowd’ and practised over her lifelong com-

mitment to church (Robinson, 2020, p. 564) bridged us out of this vul-

nerable moment. Back upstairs, as I said goodbye, Rithika took my hand 

and briefly pressed her lips to the back of it. Years later, her gesture, with 

its mixture of confidence and trusting vulnerability, still resonates with 

me. And now, from the vantage point of a time in which the vestiges of 

social distancing are still retained in institutional settings, when I think 

back to Rithika’s mouth touching the back of my hand, this gesture seems 

almost unimaginable. It’s not only this gesture but also the closeness of 

our bodies as we knitted together during these sessions –  such proxim-

ity among strangers now seems like an experience from another world. 

And I wonder how, as researchers, we might be attentive to touching 

and tactful gestures in spaces of distanced sociality in the ‘new ordinary’ 

of Covid- 19 (Sheldon, 2021). Perhaps in a situation where touch is not 

possible, its relation, tact, comes to the fore; you don’t have to touch  

to be moved.

Conclusion: Returning to Encounter

In this chapter I’ve shown how doing sociology with knitting presents a 

challenge to some of our assumptions of what doing research can look, 

sound and feel like. Joining in with the knitting group became my legiti-

mating cover story for being in the library, helping me to shift to a more 

participatory role in my fieldwork. It also shifted my understanding of 

encounter in this social space as, through knitting together with others, 

I started to work towards an understanding of encounter that threaded 

together the material practices and embodied gestures of knitting.

Knitting’s tactile gestures and embodied proximity allowed people 

who remained strangers to each other to share moments of connection 

and vulnerability. I have shown how paying attention to quiet forms of 

closeness and tacit companionship, to movements and gestures and tact-

ful moments, generates a more textured understanding of the encounters 

that were made possible through the library’s knitting group.
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17
How to do social research with... music

Les Back

Sociologists are often secret musicians. These musical lives shape how 

social researchers think, even if it is unacknowledged. It is true of myself 

because for most of my career as a researcher and teacher, I have had a 

parallel life as a journeyman guitarist performing in clubs and bars and 

often turning up to give weekend keynote lectures bleary- eyed after a late 

night travelling back from a far- off gig. In this chapter I want to explore 

the relationship between sociological craft and music making and the part 

that music has played in shaping the ideas of sociologists in often unac-

knowledged ways.

My experience is far from exceptional and the story of musical soci-

ologists goes all the way back to W.E.B. Du Bois and Max Weber in the 

19th century – musical life was always woven into their sociological think-

ing. These founding figures had strong attachments to music and both 

men had fine singing voices. As biographer David Levering Lewis (1993) 

comments, ‘Willie’ Du Bois, as he was known during his student days at 

Fisk University, was an enthusiastic member of the student organisations, 

acting as literary editor of its magazine and a regular public speaker at its 

events and debates. He was also a member of the Fisk Mozart Society. The 

mastery of the highest forms of music Europe had to offer the young African 

American were in many respects a statement of African Americans’ equal 

faculty and capacity for the mastery of the musical canon from Mozart to 

Wagner. Studying in Berlin between 1892 and 1894, Du Bois deepened his 

appreciation of European music and particularly Schubert’s symphonies, 

operas by Weber and Wagner and also the German tradition of folk music 

(Beck, 1996).

Born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, it was when he moved to 

the South in the 1880s that ‘Willie’ Du Bois encountered the songs that 
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truly carried the full historical load of slave experience. In the second of 

his biographies, he wrote:

I heard the Negro folksong first in Great Barrington, sung by the Hampton Singers. 
But that was second- hand, sung by youth who never knew slavery. I now heard the 
Negro songs by those who made them in the land of their American birth.

(Du Bois, 1968, p. 120)

He taught in a country school as a student and he attended church. From 

across the field, he heard ‘a rhythmic cadence of song –  soft thrilling, pow-

erful, that swelled and died sorrowfully in our ears’. As he approached the 

‘little plain church perched aloft’, he saw the intensity and excitement of 

the congregation: ‘A sort of suppressed terror hung in the air and seemed 

to seize them –  a Pythian madness, a demonic possession, that lent terrible 

reality to song and word’ (Du Bois, 1968, p. 120).

That ‘terrible reality’ was most manifested in the embodied medium 

of music, first through spirituals and Jubilee singers but also reverberating 

through the whole history of black popular song as it changes and takes on 

new forms. The songs, he wrote, are the ‘sifting of centuries’ with melodies 

‘more ancient than the words’ (Du Bois, 1989 [1903], p. 180). Du Bois’ use 

of music comes from more than just a listener’s appreciation. He mini-

mises his musical skill in his classic The Souls of Black Folk (1989 [1903]) 

when he writes with, I would argue, false humility: ‘I know little of music 

and can say nothing in technical phrase…’ (Du Bois, 1989 [1903], p. 179). 

As a singer, who sang in choirs and understood harmony and could read 

and write musical notation, he comes to understand the embodied social 

aspect of musical expression and is able to link this to the affordances of 

slave song and struggle for freedom. This is why he is able to write in a few 

lines this deep historic insight: ‘I know that these songs are the articulate 

message of the slave to the world’ (Du Bois, 1989 [1903], p. 179).

Weber’s concerns with music were very different from those of Du 

Bois. Contrary to Weber’s austere sociological image, he was a profoundly 

musical person. He sang the songs he learned in patriotic male choirs of 

his youth in Germany with his brother Richard, with whom he had a torrid 

sibling rivalry, right up to the end of his life. For him the history of Western 

music is one of limiting rationalisation. The emergence of the piano and 

keyboard harmony and its incorporation into domestic bourgeois life 
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constrained rather than expanded the human faculty for making and 

hearing music. The emergence of the piano as the pre- eminent Western 

bourgeois instrument limits rather than extends the capacity for hearing. 

The technological developments that led to this rationalisation included 

everything from the construction of musical instruments and their tun-

ing, to the 12- note scale and the emergence of written musical notation. 

Always the comparative and historical thinker, Weber felt by contrast that 

other human cultures display a much higher fidelity of hearing than those 

in the West.

Weber could play the piano, although during the hard financial times 

his pianos were often sold and there were long periods when he did not own 

one. In 1911 he bought a Steinway piano for his wife Marianne as a birth-

day present. In his intimately revealing biography, Joachim Radkau (2009) 

recounts a story of someone who visited Weber’s home around this time. 

When asked to give an impromptu lecture about his sociological treatise on 

European music he surprised the visitors by sitting at the piano and dem-

onstrating his argument about theory and harmony by playing for them. 

The visitors, Radkau writes, were ‘greatly surprised’ and left thinking that 

the great sociologist had ‘never done anything more phenomenal’ (Radkau, 

2009, p. 367). Radkau argues that his musical life was also linked to his com-

plex emotional relationships and erotic life, arguing that it was through his 

extra- marital relationship with pianist and muse Mina Tobler that Weber 

developed an interest in writing a historical sociology of music. His long 

essay The Rational and Social Foundations of Music was written in 1911, but 

it didn’t appear in German until a decade later in 1921 (Weber, 1958 [1921]).

Weber’s emphasis on the relationship between technology and music 

set the course for the study of music throughout the 20th century. It was 

in turn picked up by the Frankfurt School Marxists, most prominently in 

Theodor Adorno’s writing. Adorno was himself an accomplished pianist 

and composer. As a young person, Adorno even dreamed of being a pro-

fessional musician (Müller- Doohm, 2005, p. 38). He famously argued that 

the commodification of music exacerbated this rationalisation or what 

Adorno referred to as standardisation. This for him produces a ‘regression 

of listening’ (Adorno, 1991, pp. 40– 41) that results not only in aesthetic and 

sonic limits, but also produces a moronic conformity amongst the masses 

and a masochistic submission to capitalism (Adorno, 1989/ 1990 [1936]). 
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What is interesting here is that both of these sociological analyses of 

Western music would not have possible without Weber and Adorno being 

trained musicians. Their critique is only possible because they understand 

how the organisation of music works.

There are many examples of contemporary musical social research-

ers too and almost every social science department has a hidden and 

unformed band of guitarists, trumpeters, DJs or banjo players. I would 

suggest this relationship with music is the backdrop or soundtrack to 

their sociological imaginations, even if they no longer play their instru-

ments. For example, Professor Evelyn Ruppert is an authority on ‘Big 

Data’ and an actor–network theorist (Isin and Ruppert, 2015). It is less 

known that Evelyn, who grew up in Toronto, Canada, is also a jazz trum-

peter (although now she rarely plays). ‘For the last thirty years I have 

had different fits and starts to return and it somehow never quite hap-

pens’ she commented in the summer of 2018 (Evelyn Ruppert, personal 

communication, 21 August). And yet her experience of learning to play 

music has had a deep effect on her life. She picked up the trumpet 

because ‘I wanted to be heard … I wanted that loud shiny thing … it was 

a gender thing’. She grew up in a large working- class family, had a dif-

ficult home life and in a way the trumpet was her way of being noticed 

and of ‘getting through school’. Playing in jazz orchestras helped her 

understand how the music was enacted through all the elements inter-

acting, from the instruments to the social dynamics of feeling together, 

tuning to other people and improvisation when playing music together. 

There were also injustices and inequities in this world as the boys broke 

off to form smaller bands and develop their capacity.

When we met to talk about her life in music in 2018, she brought a 

prop to the interview (see Figure 17.1). Evelyn explained:

My prop is a sock which comes from my High School years … that’s like thirty years 
ago. And it was always in my trumpet case and I used to shine my trumpet with it. 
And it has lots of stitches in it and inside is my pride and joy my trumpet, which 
has a custom- made mouthpiece. Which is gold plated.

(Personal communication, 21 August 2018)

For trumpet players, the mouthpiece is the most precious part of the 

instrument and –  as in Evelyn’s case –  it is often adapted to the particular 
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Figure 17.1 Evelyn’s mouthpiece and trumpet sock.

needs of its player. Evelyn’s mouthpiece was gold- plated as a special birth-

day gift to her by her partner.

Evelyn comments that playing music taught her how social differ-

ences can be bridged through making music together and being ‘in tune’ 

with others (see also Schütz, 1951). But perhaps the most significant les-

son that Evelyn’s trumpet offers is as a reminder that material things mat-

ter in the social world. Evelyn explains:

It’s not just the material [quality] … it’s easy to say and it’s really lovely, I love the 
material and I spent hours shining that thing and cleaning it in the bathtub and 
taking it apart and re- assembling, oiling and there is that kind of care of it too and 
it[’s] almost like it’s a friend that you take care [of ] … So there’s that – the object 
matters immensely but it is what comes out that is between you and the object 
that I feel is important. The sound, which is the two of you, you know together, 
would be impossible for either to exist. That I think you know is amazing. That 
I think is maybe a good metaphor for what many of us write about as the more- 
than- human relations we have [–] that one could not produce that without the 
more- than- human relation. And there is that agency of the trumpet.

(Personal communication, 21 August 2018)

Evelyn also talked about the pressures on her time from her academic 

job and also the broader vocation of intellectual work that make it hard to 
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dedicate the time needed to practise her instrument. The trumpet in her 

flat is a reminder of these limitations. She captures this beautifully when 

she personifies her trumpet speaking to her from its stand, issuing her a 

challenge:

‘Are you [going to play me]? Seriously…? Ok come on … are you gonna really? 
Or, are you just gonna play with this?’ [Laughing] ‘Are you serious or not? Or are 
you going just [to] spend five minutes and put me away again? Or are you really 
serious[ly] going to re- establish this relationship because relationships are work?’

(Personal communication, 21 August 2018)

I love the idea of the trumpet talking back to her and questioning her com-

mitment and seriousness. The time pressures of academic life make it 

harder to do the embodied work –  in the case of the trumpet, strengthen-

ing the embouchure and practising scales –  to be an active musician. Yet 

the lessons Evelyn has learned from music –  from tuning social life to the 

relationship between the human and material world –  endure as a resource 

for her thinking. The trumpet on the stand in her flat symbolises this lesson, 

whether or not she actually picks it up and holds it to her lips to play.

When I reflect on my own life, I can see that my own involvement in 

music making has been a kind of hinterland for my sociological think-

ing, teaching and writing. I was a member of Earl Green’s touring band 

for over ten years (2003– 2013). Earl was Britain’s first black British blues 

singer and garnered many awards and we played hundreds of gigs together 

from London clubs to international festivals. That experience informed my 

research and teaching interests in so many ways. Now I use music often at 

the beginning of a lecture to set the key and mood of the session. I also get 

students to make ‘playlists’ as a way of engaging them, including choosing 

‘alternative national anthems’ or their own ‘personal protest songs’. More 

than this, I was alongside Earl through his struggle with Alzheimer’s disease 

that ultimately forced him to retire from music. Through that decade I drove 

Earl to gigs and we spent hours travelling together. Towards the end, Earl 

would be lost in the fog of his illness and be unable to communicate or speak 

to the fans who would want to talk to him. Promoters would be astonished 

by the fact that I could often anticipate what he was trying to say from the 

fragmented and sometimes incoherent things he said. This was because 

we had spent so many late- night drives travelling together on the road and 

I had heard many of his stories before. The reason why I mention this here 
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Figure 17.2 Earl Green performing at The Bronte Blues Club, Laycock, Yorkshire 
(photograph by John Ashton).
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is because I witnessed first- hand the restorative and therapeutic power of 

music for people suffering from Alzheimer’s. Even when Earl couldn’t speak, 

the sound of the band would often restore him to himself and he could go to 

the microphone and sing and the lyrics would come back to him. This expe-

rience led me to design and teach an undergraduate course on ‘Why Music 

Matters for Sociology’ that includes sessions on the therapeutic power of 

music to treat people with dementia or Alzheimer’s or anxiety or pain.

The musical life of sociologists offers, then, an interpretative device 

or practical form of insight. I think this is true of W.E.B. Du Bois’ read-

ing of the politics of slave song as well as Max Weber’s insight into the 

constraints of modern rationalisation. Du Bois, Weber and Adorno are 

not isolated cases and I could have chosen many other examples rang-

ing from Roland Barthes and cultural theorist Stuart Hall who both played 

the piano. When you start to look, music seems everywhere in the socio-

logical tradition although there are times where caution is needed. In July 

1947, C. Wright Mills wrote a letter to his friend Dwight Macdonald from a 

ranch in Sutcliffe, Nevada where he was staying temporarily. Mills told his 

friend cheerfully: ‘I am playing the guitar now, about an hour a day in the 

sun, with the lizards running around on the rocks’ (Mills and Mills, 2000, 

p. 108). Reading this letter provoked fantasies of discovering that Wright 

Mills had a secret guitar- toting life. However, when I asked his daughter 

Kate Mills about it via email she was surprised and told me no one in the 

family had ever heard him play although he did play the harmonica as a 

boy (Kathryn Mills, personal communication, 18 July 2018). So, it is impor-

tant not to jump to conclusions and be cautiously precise over the exact 

nature of the relationship between musical and research craft.

I am not suggesting that being a musician is the only way to under-

stand society better. There are other kinds of practices that can offer a 

productive hinterland to the craft, be it theatre, sport or art. Part of our 

opportunity now is to do social research with these other crafts. I have 

argued that that opportunity has been there all along. The pressure placed 

on academics –  particularly young scholars –  from the twin forces of spe-

cialisation and professionalisation bear down on these possibilities. Do we 

have time for this, they might justifiably ask? The pressures are consider-

able as Evelyn Ruppert pointed out. Satisfying campus priorities to teach, 

write and publish books means we certainly do not have the time to put 

in enough practice time. But like Evelyn’s trumpet that sits silently in her 
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flat, an unplayed instrument can continue to act as a resource for thinking 

differently. The power of music is that it alerts us to the inchoate, not- yet 

or utopian movements of imagination. Music also has the power to evoke 

not only what is but also what might have been.

To end, compared to the professional instrumentalism and status 

obsession that pervades academia, music is a reminder of the things that 

inspired us to think, research and write in the first place. Many social 

researchers I have spoken to use music as a spur to be brave and bold in 

their work, allowing them to find new forms and modes for research itself. 

Living with music here is inextricably linked to keeping their imagina-

tions alert and attentive to the unfolding nature of society. In a time when 

universities around the globe are often under attack –  be it from political 

pressure, auditing of academic worth or ever- increasing commercialisa-

tion –  thinking with music is also a reminder to let our ears tingle with the 

things that really matter.

References

Adorno, T. (1989/ 1990 [1936]) ‘On jazz’, Discourse, 12(1), pp. 45– 69.

Adorno, T. (1991) The Culture Industry. London: Routledge.

Beck, H. (1996) ‘W.E.B. Du Bois as a study abroad student in Germany, 1892– 1894’, 
Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 2(1), pp. 45– 69.

Du Bois, W.E.B. (1968) The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois: A Soliloquy on Viewing My Life 
from the Last Decade of Its First Century. New York: International.

Du Bois, W.E.B. (1989 [1903]) The Souls of Black Folk. New York: Bantam Books.

Isin, E. and Ruppert, E. (2015) Being Digital Citizens. London: Rowman & Littlefield 
International.

Lewis, David L. (1993) W.E.B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race (1868– 1919). New York: Henry 
Holt and Company.

Mills, K. and Mills, P. (eds) (2000) C. Wright Mills: Letters and Autobiographical Writings, 
Berkley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press.

Müller- Doohm, S. (2005) Adorno: A Biography. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Radkau, J. (2009) Max Weber: A Biography. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Schütz, A. (1951) ‘Making music together –  a study in social relationship’, Social Research, 
18(1), pp. 76– 97.

Weber, M. (1958 [1921]) The Rational and Social Foundations of Music. 
Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press.



182



   183

18
How to do social research with... outrageous 

propositions

Monica Greco

I became interested in outrageous propositions as methodological devices 

while researching the history of psychosomatic medicine for my doctor-

ate. Working in the tradition of Michel Foucault, my aim in turning to the 

past was not to contribute to the history of medicine as such, but rather 

to ‘step outside’ the present –  that is, to find a vantage point from which 

I might learn to think critically about health, illness and contemporary 

forms of medical knowledge. The history of psychosomatics did not disap-

point: I soon started to come across ideas that seemed outlandish from 

today’s perspective, and had duly been relegated to the status of histori-

cal curiosities or obsolete beliefs. Chief among these were the ideas of 

the German physician Georg Groddeck (1866– 1934). In this chapter I will 

share what I learned from my encounter with the lectures he delivered to 

patients at his Marienhöhe clinic in Baden- Baden between 1916 and 1919, 

among his other writings.

An encounter with Groddeck raises important methodological ques-

tions for any researcher who is interested in understanding knowledge 

practices in contemporary society and the political struggles associated 

with them. The first question might be: why take any notice of Groddeck at 

all? As we shall see, his ideas and clinical methods appear not just implau-

sible but ethically questionable from a 21st- century perspective. Born into 

a prominent family of the German upper bourgeoisie, Groddeck generally 

enjoyed a life of privilege. At first glance he might therefore be considered 

quintessentially ‘male, pale and stale’, not the sort of figure whose history 

needs re- discovering or re- claiming. Indeed, dwelling on the importance 

of Groddeck’s ideas carries a certain risk for a contemporary researcher –  

of losing credibility by association. It is certainly safer to ignore his work 

altogether or to approach it, as others have done, as something firmly 
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lodged in the past, of no relevance for the present. Such responses should 

be expected and respected, for they are entirely reasonable. And yet … 

we risk missing out on significant insights through such hasty dismissals, 

despite their reasonableness.

The concept of outrageous proposition allows us simultaneously to 

acknowledge the disturbing character of a set of ideas or practices, and 

to distil their specific value for the present as tools for critical reflection, 

and for developing a sociological imagination of possible alternatives. This 

double function is reflected in the ambiguous character of the word out-
rageous. Etymologically, outrageous derives from the Latin ultra, literally 

meaning ‘what goes beyond’. To say that something is outrageous conveys 

the sense that it exceeds what is usual, expected or appropriate, whether 

in a negative sense (e.g., ‘wildly improbable’, ‘shocking and morally unac-

ceptable’) or a positive one (e.g., ‘bold and unusual’). While the negative 

connotations of an outrageous proposition can be obvious enough, we can 

use the feelings aroused by such propositions to interrogate the assump-

tions that tacitly inform our research, and to learn to think beyond them.

Groddeck’s Outrageous Propositions

In his writings and in his clinical practice, Georg Groddeck rejoiced in 

provocation. An example is his contention that ‘[i] t is always better to pro-

duce an interesting disease than a mediocre painting’ (1988, p. 540). Aside 

from comparing diseases to works of art, in 1918 he named his clinic’s new 

house magazine Satanarium (a pun on ‘sanatorium’), inviting his patients 

to think of the clinic as a sort of hell: for hell, he claimed, was the only place 

where a man [sic] could scream his agony ‘unimpeded, without shame or 

reserve’ (1992, p. 15). Groddeck encouraged his patients to think of their 

illness as atonement for their criminal or sinful impulses. He acknowl-

edged that they, the patients, might disagree with his pronouncements –  

but he instructed them not to disagree. As he put it,

You must make an effort to believe, you must silence all doubts in yourselves. It 
makes no sense to refute what I say through reasonable arguments. It is easy to 
find this or that false, but that is not the point of the exercise. You have come here 
to be helped. What I deliver is a remedy, a medication.

(Groddeck, 1987, p. 95)
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Groddeck was aware that, even in his day, his propositions sounded outra-

geous: they clashed with what his patients expected of a doctor and were 

at odds with modern medical science, which was at its most advanced in 

Germany at the time. Modern scientific medicine is premised on a clear 

separation between (objective) facts and (subjective) values, and on the 

notion that disease is a natural and biological phenomenon of no intrin-

sic moral or aesthetic significance. Groddeck’s provocations playfully 

unhinged and re- shuffled the customary relations between nature and 

culture, medical facts and aesthetic or moral values, and in so doing they 

worked their healing magic. By all accounts he was highly sought after as 

a doctor, known for his ‘astonishing success with patients suffering from 

chronic symptoms long since abandoned as non- curable by others’ (M.C., 

1951, p. 6).

A proposition is not a matter of fact. A proposition announces some-

thing that might be. It refers to something whose mode of existence is of 

the order of potentiality rather than actuality. In grammar this is expressed 

by the subjunctive mood of verbs (e.g., something might be the case) as 

distinct from the indicative mood (e.g., something is the case). The phi-

losopher Alfred North Whitehead described propositions as ‘lures’ for 

feeling (1978, p. 263), and this is well illustrated in Groddeck’s practice. 

Groddeck’s propositions did not state facts but –  in a very specific context, 

to which we shall return –  they lured his patients to imagine something 

strange, something that went beyond their understanding of their illness 

as a matter of fact. He suggested not simply that they might have produced 

their disease, but that they might take some pride in having produced an 

interesting disease, something of greater value than a mediocre painting.

An outrageous proposition unsettles expectations, often in unwel-

come or frightening ways, and can therefore be found scandalous by those 

lured to entertain it. Handled with care, however, such propositions can 

also focus our attention on unexpected possibilities, and thus help to 

facilitate transformations. In this sense, engaging with outrageous propo-

sitions is a tool in the methodological kit of researchers and practitioners 

who are interested in speculative research; that is, in exploring possibili-

ties rather than actualities, and in articulating alternatives to what appears 

likely, established or inevitable from the perspective of the present (see 

Wilkie et al., 2017).
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Research Practice and Clinical Practice

Groddeck’s writings and his medical practice exemplify the value of care-

fully engaging with outrageous propositions in two ways: first, he him-

self was a wielder of outrageous propositions which, as we have seen, 

he described as ‘a remedy, a medication’ (1987, p. 95). This invites us as 

researchers to ask how such propositions ‘worked’ in the context of his 

practice as a physician, and what we might learn from this about (the limi-

tations of) contemporary forms of medical knowledge practice. Is there 

any possible basis for agreeing with Groddeck about the medical value 

of his propositions? What forms of knowledge might help us understand 

the efficacy of his practice? We can see how taking Groddeck seriously by 

momentarily suspending our disbelief might serve to re- orient our atten-

tion as researchers: not against mainstream knowledge practices in the 

present –  those that feature prominently in public discourse, and also as 

funding priorities –  but beyond them, towards traditions of thought and 

practice that are potentially important but remain relatively neglected. 

Obvious examples here would be the traditions of research on the relevance 

of the imagination in medicine (see Harrington, 2006; Kirmayer, 2006).

Second, we are prompted to ask to what extent the practice of social 

research may resemble clinical practice, in so far as it seeks to produce a 

different future by effecting a radical shift in perspective. I have chosen 

Groddeck’s propositions as an example because they resonate strongly 

with polemics that characterise the political context of contemporary 

healthcare, particularly in relation to the growing number of so- called 

contested illnesses and ‘medically unexplained symptoms’ (Greco, 2017). 

Engaging with Groddeck’s work affords a measure of distance from these 

polemics, and the possibility of considering them in a broader socio- 

historical context.

‘Truth’ versus ‘Efficacy’

Groddeck’s own practice may be described as a form of speculative 

experimentation with possibilities, mobilising an array of lures for feel-

ing, as other practices of healing have done since time immemorial (see 

Hinton and Kirmayer, 2017). What appears distinctive about his practice, 

at least in the context of modern Western medicine, is that Groddeck put 
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outrageous propositions into play as such; that is, he took deliberate care 

to maintain their speculative character and to make it explicit. Groddeck 

did not attempt to systematise his ideas into theoretical claims, indeed he 

actively resisted doing so. Likewise he refused to qualify himself as a sci-

entist, at a time when achieving scientific status was already held as a key 

aspiration by clinical innovators. Instead, he introduced himself as a ‘wild 

analyst’ before the Psychoanalytic Association in 1920, prompting remarks 

that he had, in this and other ways, ‘endangered the carefully earned 

esteem of psychoanalysts with his carefree behaviour’ (Storfer quoted in 

Tytell, 1980, p. 93). Sigmund Freud, who credited Groddeck for inspiring 

aspects of his own psychoanalytic theories, was critical of Groddeck’s wish 

to distance himself from the ‘rigours of pure science’, describing this as a 

form of personal vanity (1984, p. 362). But Groddeck’s gesture of refusal 

expressed a form of coherence with the obligations inherent in his practice 

first and foremost as a healer, rather than an aspiring scientist (or knowl-

edge producer). While Freud was busy developing techniques designed to 

safeguard the objectivity of his method, Groddeck happily conceded that 

‘[a]  certain harmony of feeling on the animal level between doctor and 

patient is the fundamental basis of medical treatment, which is, in essence 

a reciprocal activity’, adding that

[t] he term ‘animal’ is meant to indicate that this important factor in treatment has 
… nothing to do with the knowledge and skill of the physician, but arises from 
the contact of two human worlds and from their mutual human sympathy and 
antipathy.

(Groddeck, 1949, p. 46)

For Groddeck, therefore, the possibility of healing did not depend on the 

application of an objectively ‘true’ theory, a theory whose truth would be 

predicated on an operation of separation between the subject of knowl-

edge and its object. It depended exactly on the opposite; that is, on the 

recognition of a fundamental continuity that obtains between human 

beings, and indeed across all beings, such that they necessarily affect each 

other, for better or for worse. We can thus see how Groddeck, while being 

biomedically trained, had good reasons to refuse to submit his proposi-

tions to the ‘rigours of pure science’, to stabilise them into generalisable 

claims: doing so would have compromised their ability to connect with his 

patients in the most responsive way possible.
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The emphasis on reciprocity speaks of the paramount importance 

Groddeck attributed to the relation between doctor and patient in facili-

tating (or obstructing) the healing process, over and above the quality 

of a doctor’s ‘knowledge and skill’. Something similar obtains in social 

research: whether we acknowledge it or not, the quality of our presence as 

researchers is never neutral and never disembodied. We become part of 

the system of relations that characterises the phenomenon we are study-

ing, and as such we affect it and transform it, minimally or maximally, for 

better or for worse. Whatever its scientific value, a concern with method-

ological rigour informed by abstract principles should never become a 

distraction from our ability to be sensitive to the situation we enter, and to 

the effects we might produce within it.

The Efficacy of a Proposition Arises from the System of Relations  
in Which It Occurs

In his practice, then, Groddeck put outrageous propositions into play, 

explicitly subordinating their truth- value to the value of their capacity to 

generate a change of perspective in those whom he lured into resonat-

ing with them. He did this by making a home for such propositions at 

Marienhöhe, a medical clinic, where they formed, as he put it, part of his 

treatment. Alongside physical therapy mainly based on massage and diet, 

this treatment routinely included asking patients questions about the pur-

pose of their illness, regardless of the type of condition they suffered from, 

be it a broken limb, heart disease or a tumour:

it is my custom to ask a patient who has slipped and broken his arm: ‘What was 
your idea in breaking your arm?’ … [W] e can always find both an inward and an 
outward cause for any event in life. In medicine the external cause has received so 
much attention … that there can be no great harm if a few doctors here and there 
seem to exaggerate the importance of the neglected inward cause, and maintain 
as I do that man creates his own illnesses for definite purposes…

(Groddeck, 1951, p. 81)

Groddeck’s question, ‘What was your idea in breaking your arm?’ sounded 

very different in the context of Marienhöhe from how it might sound 

today. What accounts for this difference? It is significant, for example, 

that Groddeck’s question was asked as part of the treatment, and not as a 
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condition of admittance into treatment. The same question, asked today, 

is likely to sound distinctly outrageous in the negative sense of this term –  

not in the sense that it might provoke curiosity, stimulating an effort of 

comprehension that might produce a new perspective, but in the sense 

that it might provoke outrage and polemical entrenchment, or the famil-

iar, ‘How dare you suggest that I have brought this on myself, that it is my 

fault!’

In the lectures he delivered during the last two years of the First World 

War, Groddeck himself pointed to why the type of questions he had rou-

tinely asked of his patients would come to sound outrageous in this way. 

He claimed that the medical profession had been irrevocably compro-

mised by the Great War, when doctors had been called upon to perform 

functions of policing (1988, p. 515). From then on, asking a patient, ‘What 

do you want to obtain with your illness?’ would be associated with ques-

tioning the authenticity of the illness, and implicitly accusing the sick per-

son of lying. In Groddeck’s practice, this had been a question to be asked of 

every patient and every type of illness. Today, by contrast, questions about 

the intentionality of illness tend to be asked only as part of a process of 

differentiating between more or less authentic or legitimate illnesses. The 

potential interest of Groddeck’s question in relation to the possibility of 

producing a change of perspective has become unintelligible –  it is pre- 

empted by the probability of judgement, disqualification and exclusion.

Conclusion

What can we learn from thinking with Groddeck about the value and risks 

of engaging with outrageous propositions in social research? The possibil-

ity of learning from Groddeck’s propositions depends, as Foucault taught 

us (1969), on removing the filters that would prevent us from taking them 

seriously. In Groddeck’s case, this is the filter of historicisation that would 

have us dismiss him as a maverick of his time, with nothing to offer to 

contemporary sociologists. Other forms of disqualification are possible; 

for example, along criteria of reasonableness, practicality or scientificity. 

Once we remove such epistemic filters, the world appears full of outra-

geous propositions pointing to wondrous possibilities. One conclusion to 

be drawn here, therefore, concerns simply the importance of learning to 
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recognise outrageous propositions that are good for the purpose of think-

ing with them, in relation to the problems we engage with in research.

Groddeck’s propositions draw our attention because, taken at face 

value, they are simultaneously so similar and yet so different from propo-

sitions that are ubiquitous and that tend to cause outrage today. Today we 

can fully appreciate how the notion that ‘man creates his own illnesses 

for definite purposes’ (1951, p. 81) might be one that anyone who is wary 

of stigmatising the sick or blaming the victim would want to steer clear 

of. We have learned to distrust attributions of personal agency in pro-

ducing illness, for good reasons; but Groddeck offers the opportunity of 

reading similar statements in the context of an entirely different system 

of relations, where they point to a completely different and surprising set 

of consequences. Taking the possibilities latent in his propositions seri-

ously means hesitating, where previously there might have been a knee- 

jerk reaction of dismissal. Learning to hesitate allows us to gain a deeper 

insight into the contextual, situated value of contemporary (as well as his-

torical) propositions. It also means becoming capable of entertaining the 

thought that, in a different system of relations, a given proposition might 

produce rather different effects.

What we also learn from this example is that, while it is useful to think 

with outrageous propositions in order to re- activate latent possibilities, 

we must take very great care in how we re- propose them. In this respect, 

Groddeck is interesting because of the explicit care he took in relation to 

the efficacy of his words: he forfeited the status of a knower in order to pre-

serve his capacities as a healer, in the special environment he had created 

in Marienhöhe for this purpose. While it is impossible to turn his strategy 

into a general prescription, it points to the importance of evaluating what 

the imperative of ‘taking care’ might mean in the specific context of rela-

tions within which we hope to intervene.
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How to do social research with... performance

Katalin Halász

Introduction

Performance art is a unique means to do social research with bodies. 

Sociology has long been engaging with ‘the body/ bodies’, but up until the 

present, research tends be about bodies rather than with bodies. Unlike 

bodies represented in other media, the body in a live performance is 

unique: through the live performer’s strong physical presence, the per-

formed and enacted culturally coded body can step outside of the story 

and confront audiences with the juxtaposition of the socially inscribed 

body, that which is muted and cannot speak back, with the real, thinking 

and feeling body of the performer (Blackman, 2008).

Live sociology implies expanding the sensory dimensions of sociolog-

ical attentiveness to capture ‘the fleeting, distributed, multiple, sensory, 

emotional and kinaesthetic aspects of sociality’ (Back, 2012, p. 28). In this 

chapter I propose that this involves using performance art as an embod-

ied method that is capable not only of representing but of creating reali-

ties in the location where it is staged, even if only temporarily (Law, 2004). 

From my performance I LOVE BLACK MEN (2011) I argue that creating 

performative situations through artistic research methods permits gaining 

access to those registers of human experience that cannot be adequately 

expressed through words. The staged performance enables the investi-

gation of the co- constitution of social discourses with lived experience 

(Gunaratnam, 2003). Employing the body of the performer alongside texts, 

it becomes possible to demonstrate that meaning does not only reside in 

language (which itself is embodied) but in the body as a whole.

I begin by discussing my performance I LOVE BLACK MEN, which 

I used as a research method in a visual sociology doctoral research 
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project on the making of anti- racist white femininities. After explaining 

how I planned for the piece –  paying particular attention to the ways in 

which the design of the performance allowed me to activate concepts 

the research engaged with –  I move on to discuss how a very close atten-

tion to the performer’s bodily experience has thrown up an unexpected 

‘critical incident’ (Butterfield et al., 2005) and shifted the research into a 

new direction. This ‘accidental incident’ required the body to be taken 

seriously not only as a research tool but as a theoretical argument. I then 

move on to situate performance art as a live sociological method that is 

particularly suitable for doing research with bodies, on bodily and lived 

experiences and embodiment. I conclude by reiterating that performance 

art as a research method is distinctly placed in accessing knowledges of 

bodies and ‘the meaning of being human’ (Leigh and Brown, 2021, p. 81).

Bodies and Text in I LOVE BLACK MEN

I designed the performance in the framework of a visual sociology doc-

toral research piece on the production of anti- racist white femininities. 

As a PhD researcher, I too started off with a review of the literature and 

a mapping of existing research that worked with the concepts of visual 

practices in racialisation and visibility in relation to whiteness and white 

womanhood (Halász, 2019). In 2010, at the start of my PhD, critical white-

ness studies were dominated by a claim of the invisibility of whiteness (for 

a view of how this has changed radically to a hyper- visibility of whiteness  

today, see Hunter and Van der Westhuizen, 2021). The historical construc-

tion of white femininities has a rich literature, which works with racial ide-

ologies, discourses, representations (Hall, 1992; Ware, 1992; Frankenberg, 

1993; McClintock, 1995; Dyer, 1997;Harris, 2000; Byrne, 2006; Nava, 2007). 

My aim was to contribute to and expand on this literature by theorising the 

production of white femininities through the body.

Since a practice element was an integral part of my visual sociology 

PhD research, I used my first experiments with artistic research methods to 

activate theories and concepts I had engaged with in my readings in order 

to see how bodies respond to them. The two central holding components 

of I LOVE BLACK MEN are (1) a key racial text of the persistent stereotype 

of the alleged sexual attraction of white women to black men; and (2) black 

and white bodies that are attached to this racist stereotype. The theoretical 
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concepts I wanted to mobilise were the invisibility and performativity of 

whiteness, and the relational construction of white womanhood through 

racial discourse and racialised seeing practices. I also wanted to test if 

using performance art as a research method would enable me to dislodge 

knowledges of the white female body and observe how it not only reacts to 

these concepts, but actively takes part in accepting or resisting them.

I took inspiration from the long tradition of black performance art 

and theory, especially the works of Coco Fusco (Halász, 2012), Adrian 

Piper, Eleanor Antin, Anna Deavere Smith and Nikki S. Lee (see Smith, 

2011). Drawing on aesthetics of feminist video and performance art of 

the 1970s, I designed the performance to be visually very plain, so that 

the focus stays on the act of the performing body. It took place in a stu-

dio, without audience and with only the performer, a white female artist 

and me present. I designed the room to resemble a classroom and put the 

camera at an angle that only shows a big blackboard against a white wall. 

I asked the performer to implement a very simple act of writing one sen-

tence on the board until there was no space left (Figure 19.1). I remained 

Figure 19.1 I LOVE BLACK MEN. Video still (black and white, sound).
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Figure 19.2 I LOVE BLACK MEN. Video still (black and white, sound).

invisible throughout the act. The role of the invisible instructor becomes 

highly relevant in the performance, as it is the one who enacts white power 

and creates the classroom as a racialised white space. As such, I position 

myself similarly as white in the racial hierarchy and provide a detailed 

description of my positionality and reflexivity in the accompanying writ-

ten thesis (Halász, 2019).

I recorded the performance from two camera angles: at the start of the 

video, we see the full length of the board and a woman writing from edge to 

edge, but what she writes becomes only legible with the change of the cam-

era angle midway through the video, when a part of the board, the shoul-

ders and head of the woman and her writing hand come closer (Figure 19.2). 

She writes the sentence ‘I LOVE BLACK MEN’ in capital letters until the last 

row, where the writing becomes confused, loses its track and reads ‘MEN 

I LOVE MEN I’. The video documentation is four minutes long. At the very 

end the woman moves out of the frame while the camera is still fixed on the 

board and we hear an exasperated sigh. The sigh of the performer became 
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the unforeseen ‘critical incident’ that has opened up a new, affective dimen-

sion that I then engaged with both theoretically and methodically. I knew 

that I was ‘onto’ something (Leigh and Brown, 2021, p. 80). Without this per-

formance, and the very close attention to the different bodily states the per-

former has gone through in the piece, my research would maybe not have 

engaged with the role of affects in the making of white womanhood. In my 

consequent performances I directly designed and staged for affective circu-

lation to happen between bodies and bodies and texts.1

Performance Art as an Embodied Live Sociological Research Method

Particularly since ‘the affective turn’ (Clough and Halley, 2007), bodies 

and embodiment have become an explicit focus of social research. Still, 

as Jennifer Leigh and Nicole Brown argue in their review of embodied 

research, it remains the case that ‘although the physical, material prac-

tice of doing research is not at all disembodied or unembodied, the body 

is regularly written out of research articles’ (2021, p. 90). Les Back and 

Nirmal Puwar (2012) provide an opening to the hitherto ‘“innovative” and 

risky’ (Leigh and Brown, 2021, p. 92) forms of embodied research and to 

doing a more ‘artful’2 sociology. My argument is that by using performance 

art as a live sociological method, registers of human experience that can-

not be expressed through language and words can be accessed and made 

relevant to sociological research. By producing performance art as a 

research method not only can the embodied nature of doing research find 

its place in research articles that provide social critique, but alternative 

social realities can be enacted (Law, 2004). Performance art is exceptional 

in that it enables the social scientist to do research with bodies: to pay very 

close attention to the multiple movements, sounds, smells, sensations, 

vibrations and resonances of bodies and to excavate their potentialities 

1The consequent artworks I produced as part of my research were staged in various art 
contexts in the UK, Germany, Denmark, Brazil and Bolivia. For more information, please 
see: www.katali nhal asz.com
2I understand art here as an ensemble of practices, performances, experiences and artefacts 
rather than as a singular object (a painting or a sculpture) (Dixon, 2008; Hawkins, 2010). This 
attentiveness to art practices in addition to the finished object points to understandings of 
art as a site where ‘new multi- dimensional knowledge and identities are constantly in the 
process of being formed’ (Rogoff, 2000, p. 20, quoted in Hawkins, 2011, p. 465).
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in creating meaning and envisioning a critically different social world –  

within the confines of the time and place of the artwork. To be precise, I am 

arguing for social scientists themselves to design and stage performance 

art as part of the research process, right from its initial stages. Creative col-

laborations between social researchers and artists can expand the social 

research toolkit and can bring about ‘the innovation of the research pro-

cess itself’ beyond only for dissemination purposes (Puwar and Sharma, 

2012, p. 49). As I demonstrated through I LOVE BLACK MEN, planning for 

the performance, and being not only present but taking an active role in 

the performance event, enabled me to enter into a close inter- corporeal 

relation with the performer, to sense the changes and movements in their 

body from within my own, and consequently led to the research engaging 

with new theoretical fields that I had not considered before.

When using performance art as a research method in social research, 

methodological questions emerge: what are we social scientists doing when 

we bring artistic research into our methods? Why do we want to incorpo-

rate art practice into social research? Doesn’t it water down our robust 

methods? Do we want to be artists? To the latter two questions my answer 

is a definitive no. In contrast, I would argue that using artistic methods can 

enable the social scientist to expand the attentiveness and sensitivity of the 

researcher (Back and Puwar, 2012); to be open to ‘learning to be affected’ 

and ‘being affected to learn’ (Gunaratnam, 2012, pp. 117, 119); to create 

situations where social questions can be answered through accessing regis-

ters other than talk and texts; to share a relationship to research with audi-

ences who consume the work (Leavy, 2015); to present new ways to think 

about traditional research practices, about making/ generating data (Leigh 

and Brown, 2021) and analysing and presenting findings; and finally, to 

access worlds to facilitate seeing, thinking, feeling differently. What we are 

doing as social researchers by incorporating art practice into our research is 

to open ourselves to the messiness of life, to the uncontained and unarticu-

lated knowledges of bodies. By doing so, we are making art’s unique capaci-

ties productive for tapping into layers of human experience in our social 

research projects. As Patricia Leavy puts it: ‘The arts can uniquely educate, 

inspire, illuminate, resist, heal, and persuade … it is for these reasons … that 

innovative scholars across the disciplines have harnessed the power of the 

arts in their social research’ (2015, p. ix.).
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I have argued elsewhere for doing sociology through the intensive, the 

performative and affective dimensions of art (Halász, 2017). Here I want 

to dwell more on the epistemological questions of doing research with 

bodies and the knowledges they hold, on the question of what arts- based 

approaches can reveal and represent that cannot be captured with other 

methods. The knowledge that is acquired through the methods of arts- 

based research challenges the dominant model of a scientific concept of 

‘objective’ and ‘impersonal’ knowledge. The major critiques of arts- based 

research relate to validity and trustworthiness, which stems mainly from 

positivist science relying on objectivity and conceiving of reality as con-

sisting of knowable truth. In contrast, ‘artistic knowledge seems to have 

more potential in relation to the human individual, their experience, 

their emotions and their embodied relationship with the world’ (Biggs 

and Karlsson, 2010, p. 2). Embodied knowledge as the outcome and the 

artworks that embody and communicate this knowledge as the outputs 

of artistic research methods demonstrate the potential for arts- based 

research to have an impact far beyond the arts. The basic assumption here 

is that social research questions are addressed in an holistic and engaged 

way in which theory and practice are intertwined (Leavy, 2015), and that 

art produced is made to be answerable to the research questions. Feminist 

epistemology has put subjective knowledge to the forefront of social 

research, but as Leigh and Brown argue, criticism of bias, and a lack of 

rigour and validity can be fair because embodied research can be particu-

larly disposed to ‘a projection of our own values and ideals than an open 

inquiry into others’ (2021, p. 76). Therefore, these authors put particular 

emphasis on positionality and reflexivity, which they sum up as: ‘we need 

to know what we are looking from in order to critically analyse what we are 

looking at’ (2021, p. 76, emphases in original).

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the basic parameters of performance art as a live 

sociological method to counteract the absence of the body/ bodies in 

social research. It provided an example of a performance art piece in the 

context of a visual sociological research on anti- racist white femininities, 

offering some initial thoughts on how I LOVE BLACK MEN opened up new 
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dimensions for the research to thoroughly engage with affects and bodily 

experiences. The chapter argued for a wider use of performance art as a 

social research method uniquely placed to do research that takes the body, 

bodily experiences and the embodiment of researcher and performer seri-

ously, a method that ‘has an emphasis on the felt, the unspoken and the 

hard to capture as much as it does on words that are spoken.’ (Leigh and 

Brown, 2021, p. 84)

Acknowledging the ‘open- endedness of interpretation’, that we ‘as 

classed, raced, sexed and gendered (fully socialised and embodied) sub-

jects … are imbricated within any potential determinations of meaning’ 

(Jones and Stephenson, 1999, p. 1) and that as an artwork, I LOVE BLACK 
MEN can be perceived and understood differently by viewers, it has allowed 

me to develop an argument on the centrality of affective sensitivities of 

bodies in producing meaning of varied white femininities. In theorising 

the making of white womanhood, I used the performance to demonstrate 

how language and sensuous, embodied meaning- making processes are 

connected and productive of subjectivities and social relations. In my 

reading, racial discourse in the form of the racist stereotype and the affec-

tive experience of the sigh and the broken writing at the end of the perfor-

mance work together in producing potentially new embodiments of white 

womanhood, ones which have the capacity to actively resist taking part in 

the essentialising colonial project of whiteness (Halász, 2021).
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How to do social research with... performative 

experiments

Michael Guggenheim

No method has more influenced our conception of science than the experimental method; no 
method makes the contemporary sociologist more suspicious.

(Zelditch, 1961, p. 528)

Here are two experiments I have conducted with colleagues:1

For the first experiment, we were interested in learning about how 

people taste food, and how we can make people taste them differently 

(Voss et al., 2022). We were interested in what happens if people learn to 

create dishes not according to tradition, but according to various socio- 

logics. For this experiment, which we ran as an exhibition at the Museum 

of Natural History in Berlin, we tasked visitors with sitting at a table with 

various bowls on it with small amounts of food. The experiment unfolded 

in two steps: first, there was a sequence of five experiments which decom-

posed the practice of tasting into its constituent elements. For example, 

participants had to taste an ingredient, and imagine they were other crea-

tures, such as snakes or tigers to understand how taste is an outcome of 

an interaction between ingredients and specific bodies. Or they were 

invited to taste other ingredients as if it were an honour or shameful to eat 

this food, to understand how taste is shaped by expectations. There were 

1My thanks go to all the people with whom I had the privilege to create these experiments. 
For the taste experiments, this is first and foremost Jan- Peter Voss, who was the Co- Principal 
Investigator of the overall Taste!  Project, and Nora Rigamonti, Aline Haulsen and Max Söding, 
who helped create experiments, but also all the citizen scientists of the Taste!- Project. For the 
sandtable experiments, these are Bernd Kräftner and Judith Kröll, with whom I have worked 
for a decade, and Gerhard Ramsebner and Isabel Warner, who were part of the sandtable 
team. Recently, with Nicholas Bussmann I have taken the sandtables in new directions for a 
project called Wandering Dunes. We are most deeply indebted to all participants.
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similar experiments for memory, atmosphere and information. In the sec-

ond stage, participants were asked to use the ingredients they had tasted, 

and their tasting notes from the experiments, to create and name a new 

dish. Thus, every participant created a unique dish, which was not based 

on culinary traditions, but based on their specific tasting experiences.

For the second experiment, we were interested in creating alternative 

disaster scenarios (Guggenheim et al., 2013, 2016). We were aiming to find 

an alternative to government ‘risk registers’, where government experts 

define what future risks we might face (such as earthquakes, terrorist 

attacks or pandemics). For this experiment, we created a sandtable with 

figures and objects. We asked the participants to first ‘build a world’ by 

placing objects into the sandbox and explaining to us what these objects 

represent for them (they were not informed what would come later). 

Objects could represent humans, animals or other objects, but also emo-

tions or actions. Once they had finished building their world, we asked 

them to ‘turn the world upside down’; that is, to create a disaster. Again, 

Figure 20.1 Taste! Exhibition setup. Museum of Natural History Berlin 
(photograph: Michael Guggenheim).
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they should use one object at a time to represent the disaster. In the final 

third step, we asked them to think about a form of preparedness that would 

have changed the course of the disaster.

Why Performative Experiments?

Sociologists, as per Zelditch’s epigraph above, are suspicious of experi-

ments. It has to suffice to mention cursorily the history of cruel experi-

ments on humans that cumulated in the Tuskegee experiments and 

human experiments in Nazi Germany, but also later experiments such 

as the Milgram experiment and the Stanford prison experiment, which 

were criticised for misleading participants and submitting them to cruel 

and demeaning actions. Further, sociologists have been suspicious of the 

artificiality of experiments and the difficulty of extending the knowledge 

gained from them to the world outside. So why do experiments?

There are at least three reasons for doing performative experiments. 

The first reason is that if sociologists are ‘enacting the social’ (Law and 

Urry, 2004), then re- enacting the existing is not particularly interesting. 

Sociologists need to mobilise participants to produce surprises.
The second reason follows from this: other research that intention-

ally aims to enact the social with human participants, such as participa-

tory action research, necessitates that participants identify with the goals 

of the project. It imagines participants as lacking expertise, power and 

agency (otherwise there would be no need for the researchers in the first 

instance). The implicit assumption of this buy- in clause is that participants 

should not be made to do something when they do not or cannot know its 

Figure 20.2 Sequential photo from the three steps of sandplay 
(photograph: Kräftner, Kröll, Guggenheim, Ramsebner).
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outcome. But as Christoph Paret has argued (Paret, 2021), to experiment 

with participants can also mean to liberate them from social constraints 

and to open up possibilities that do not exist somewhere else in their 

lives. To be part of such a making of unknown events does not mean to be 

duped, to be taken hostage or denied freedom.

The third reason is that experiments allow us to produce knowledge 

about the future. Recently, many sociologists have called for a sociology of 

the future. Other disciplines such as climate science or demographics cre-

ate data about the future, by extrapolating from past data sequences. For 

qualitative sociologists, there are no methods that would generate such 

extrapolations, because the obstinacy of social forms will not conform 

to extrapolation. Performative experiments, uniquely, allow us to create 

novel, unforeseen and therefore future social forms. I suggest calling such 

experiments, which answer the three reasons for experiments outlined 

here, performative experiments, to distinguish them from representa-

tional experiments, which claim to operate in a representational register 

(Wehrens, 2019).

A Guide for Doing Performative Experiments Based on Our Experiences

Once we have figured out why we might want to do such performative 

experiments, we may also want to understand some heuristics to con-

duct them:

 1 Materialise a question by creating an experimental system: first of 

all, we need an ‘experimental system’, which is ‘a device to materialise 

questions’ as Hans- Jörg Rheinberger calls it (Rheinberger, 1998, p. 287). 

Asking a question, such as ‘how do apples taste if it were an honour to 

eat them’ is something very different from making people taste apples 

as if it were an honour to eat them. The materialisation of a question 

immediately brings with it a plethora of issues as to how we might want 

to materialise a question. In what room are they going to eat the apple? 

Which apple? Who is giving the instructions and how?

 2 Allow the experimental system to co- generate: when I stressed the 

fact that we materialise the question and design a device to do so, this 

does not imply that the experimenter is in control. From actor–network 
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theory we can learn that if people do things with things, then these 

objects are agents themselves (otherwise, the stress on materialising 

a question would not make much sense). An experimental system is 

thus a ‘socio- material’ network and therefore ‘cogenerates … the phe-

nomena’ (Rheinberger, 1998, p. 287). We need to work along with the 

device. We need to be able to tinker with it and observe how specific 

elements of the experimental system create changes in the experi-

ment. For example, in the case of the sandbox, we first tried inter-

viewing people about future risks. Interviewing people led nowhere, 

because participants would simply tell us about whatever disas-

ter was most recently in the news. But we were interested in as yet 
unknown risks, not those in the news. Only materialising the question 

with the sandbox produced surprises. We began without sand. But 

without sand, there was no terrain, and the world created remained 

literally flat. Adding sand created another layer of complexity, and 

surprise, and made the playing out of disasters far more precise, as 

well as surprising to the players. Thus, decisions such as using objects, 

adding sand, even the precise amounts of sand change the answers  
we obtain.

 3 Think in design logics: this requires a very different kind of practice 

from the representational practices of descriptive text or photographs. 

Creating an experimental system means to invent and implement a new 

social world. It is fundamentally a design practice, but not as objects for 

use, but to materialise a question. Design here is not beautiful or useful, 

but enhances the operation of the experimental system. For example, 

the sandbox needs to have a specific size: too small and it cannot simu-

late a large variety of worlds. It will be impossible to lose oneself in it, 

and to get an idea of a world that is built. It will not create its own mael-

strom of play. Too big and players can’t reach the middle of the sandbox, 

and the flow is interrupted. In the taste experiments, the complex cho-

reography of knowing which food item to taste next needs to be clearly 

sequenced on the table and through references between the table, the 

food and the written instructions. In this specific case, the hexagons on 

the table are coloured differently from left to right, with each colour cor-

responding to the colour of a page of the instruction booklet to indicate 

which foods belong to which experiment.
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 4 Work with the singularity and strangeness of the experimental sys-
tem: from this it also follows that we need to accept the agency, sin-
gularity and strangeness of the experimental system and its role in the 

co- construction of phenomena: ‘[e] xperimentation has a life of its own’ 

(Hacking, 1983, p. 150). The experimental apparatus produces its own 

logic, to which both the experimenters and the participants need to 

attune themselves. The experimental system needs to make partici-

pants feel comfortable in its strangeness (when did you last play seri-

ously in a sandbox without children or when did you last focus on eating 

unknown food?). In both experiments, the experimental system had its 

own duration (approximately 45 minutes), which it needed to run. In 

the case of the taste experiment, we had to shorten the overall experi-

ment, because participants would not sustain interest for more than five 

tasting experiments. In the case of the sandbox, it turned out that most 

participants took about 20 minutes to build a world, and then another 

10 minutes each for disaster and preparedness. This life of its own takes 

over the community of those who are involved in an experiment and 

they cannot easily extricate themselves from it. In both experiments, 

our participants very often commented at the end how strange and sat-

isfying the experiments were.

 5 Think about recording devices: to produce data, an experiment needs 

to be recorded. If performative experiments produce fleeting new social 

forms that only exist within the experimental system, then these social 

forms need to be preserved and made intelligible. Most sociologists are 

used to recording interviews or maybe using photographs, where the 

recording is the end- product to be displayed. But experiments often 

produce a type of audio- visual data that resembles the data of natu-

ral scientists. I have called these data ‘tight (visual) translations’ using 

mechanical recording technologies, where the recording is merely an 

unintelligible interim point (Guggenheim, 2015): these recordings are 

not used for the representation of the complexity of the social world (as 

in documentary photography), but as representation of some under-

lying logics. In the case of the sandbox, the materials are annotated 

video recordings of the sandplays. In the case of the taste experiment, 

these are written answers to the experiments and drawings and photo-

graphs of the final dish. Such materials are sequential and repetitive. 
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The individual image has no meaning in itself, but only gains it in its 

relevant difference to other similar images. The production of such data 

requires situated recording setups, that are attuned to the experimental 

system. For the sandbox, we developed our own computer program that 

allowed us to annotate a video- stream of the sandbox with live tran-

scripts. For the taste experiments, we developed an intricate clipboard 

with answer sheets that visually corresponded to the design of the table 

to guide the participants through the experiments.

 6 Instruct the participants: experimenters instruct participants to do 

something that they would otherwise not do, which is at odds with the 

observatory gesture of qualitative sociology. Unlike participatory action 

research, where researchers and participants share a goal, in performa-

tive experiments, a shared goal cannot be assumed. Therefore, any kind 

of instruction must be both simple, so as not to restrict the pool of par-

ticipants and surprising to make the experiment worthwhile for them. 

Thus, in the sandbox experiment, the first instruction is simply: ‘build 

a world’; and in the taste experiments, the first instruction is: ‘taste the 

food in front of you and describe your memories’. Both instructions 

familiarise the participants with the surprise of focusing on something 

that they usually do not do. They allow the participants to accept the 

artificiality of the setup and understand it as a challenge. From there, 

the instructions become more challenging and perplexing, while also 

drawing participants further into the experiment.

 7 Liberate the participants by restricting them: the goal of a performa-

tive experiment is to create new social forms, both as an experience for 

the participants and as data. In the case of the sandbox, these are new 

risks and forms of preparedness. In the case of the taste experiments, 

these are new dishes. But to directly instruct participants to create new 

social forms will not work. They would be clueless and overwhelmed. 

It is precisely the initial absence of a shared goal, the lack of emanci-

patory promise that liberates the participants. Only because they are 

forced and instructed to do something that they otherwise would not do, 
are they able to create something new. Freedom is not the absence of 

constraints, but the presence of liberating constraints. Freedom results 

from giving participants tools and instructions that allow them to oper-

ate in ways they could not imagine before.
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 8 Understand the experiment as a performance: the unnaturalness of 

the setting and the instructions given to participants require that we 

understand the experiment as a performance for the production of 

facts (Lezaun et al., 2013). Even an interview is a scripted performance, 

except that the performative aspect is rarely acknowledged and mobil-

ised for the improvement of research. As a performance, it forces the 

researchers to become attentive to the situation and its atmosphere. In 

both experiments, it was crucial that we did not design a test, nor did 

we dupe the participants. We were staging an interaction that should 

be playful, full of surprise and reflexivity, by making people think about 

what we made them do. Making people stage worlds and risks in a sand-

table requires them to accept their role as storytellers. For this reason, 

we highlighted this role to them, and explained that they should think 

about their identity as a narrator. We also offered them the chance to 

wear an animal mask to become a different narrator in case they were 

uncomfortable with themselves. Even if they did not use the masks, 

the offer indicated that this was not a form of psychotherapy (in which 

sandplay has a long history), but was about the interplay between a nar-

rator and a world.

 9 The experimenter is a performer: from the previous point it follows 

that the instructors are co- performers. They have to be transparent about 

what the experiment does, and where this is not possible, they have to 

explain the overarching setup. For example, in the sandbox experiment, 

we could not tell people that this was about risks and disasters from the 

outset, as they would have started to build a world attuned to risks. Thus, 

the experimenter had to make clear that ‘building a world’ really was a 

prompt that would resolve its logic in a second step, and not a ruse.

Conclusion

The above examples of and instructions for performative experiments 

should suffice for you to attempt your own. The most important lesson for 

me has been to stop thinking in terms of the dualism of representation 

versus intervention. On paper, all of this is not very difficult, except that 

our acquired disciplinary habitus and the skills we have learned make it 

difficult to move away from it. Performative experiments require you to 
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accept that you intervene and represent at once and that an alternative 

idea of society emerges out of this intervention and not before it. Most 

importantly, experiments require you to accept the burden of working 

with participants on something when neither you nor them know what 

the outcome will be. This militates against the descriptivist instincts of 

ethnographers and statisticians as much as it militates against the critical 

instincts of critical theorists, and this is precisely why you should try it.
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Scene I: Oyster Dinner

The night gets more raucous as the milky liquor soju circulates and the pile 
of oyster shells grows. The laughter and the talk gradually amplify and we 
huddle around the central burner and the bubbling ramen pot on the table. 
An after work meeting of men. The team. With only one woman –  the team 
secretary. The young man who is about to get married tells me his girlfriend 
has an important job in the control room and he wants her to keep working. 
They tease the only unmarried man saying he is a ‘homo’. Having moved on 

21
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Figure 21.1 A scene from an underground station in Seoul.



214  |  C. Knowles

214

1Name has been changed for anonymity.

from serious conversations, like the likelihood of North and South Korea 
combining, they ask me about Princess Diana, the Queen, the Dr Who TV 
series, the premier football league and actor Hugh Grant. Their grasp of 
UK popular culture is impressive and I struggle to answer their questions. 
I doubt that a similar gathering in London could point to Korea on a map. 
The team boss, Mr K is mystified – why do I consider humdrum repetitive 
lives like theirs worth writing about? Who would be interested in reading 
about their daily routines, which even they find boring? The men tell me 
their lives revolve around work, even at weekends when they don’t need to 
be at the petrochemical plant in Daesan they come to work, because there is 
always something to do; and when they are not working they drink. By 8pm 
it is all over and the team secretary, who like me dipped sparingly into the 
soju, drives me and Berkeley1 back to the guest house.

Scene 2: Cockle Pickers

The window of my room at the Sea and Tel guest house looks out onto 
the Yellow Sea. The sea front is lined with restaurants and fish process-
ing, mostly shelling and preparing, for restaurants. The little town of Sam 
Gil Po, near Daesan, lives from the sea. There are small fishing boats off-
shore and holding tanks of fish. People visit from Seoul at the weekend. 
The buildings are small concrete blocks with commercial logos in bright 
colours. The sea is steely grey and calm. The cockle pickers are part of the 
commercial activity of the sea. They sell their pickings from a small blue 
flat- bed truck with a grey awning for cover. The pavement side is opened 
to create a makeshift counter. He is 80, she is 72. She is bundled- up 
against the cold in a purple jacket, a red tartan scarf over its hood for extra 
warmth. Her hands are red with cold and ice and shellfish, the bounty of 
the sea, dug out of the sand at low tide. She scrapes and prepares cockles 
with a knife and places them in a plastic colander, ready for bagging up. 
The couple tell me that they collect cockles because they don’t want to 
be a burden to their son, who owns a hairdressing salon. He has a fam-
ily of his own to support. But there is no old age welfare system in South 
Korea, so the elderly go on working. There are jetties jutting into the sea, 
but fishermen and women must share the sea with the long oil jetties and 
the hundred berth points for tankers that move oil in and out for making 
plastic. Fishing and plastic tussle over the sea, which they share, but not 
on equal terms. Plastic rules.
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Scene 3: The Woman at the Supermarket

The GS- 25 store is next to the company apartments and the ‘happy center’ 
[social club]. ‘Friendly, fresh, fun’ it says on the window. Piles of empty card-
board boxes are haphazardly stacked outside beside a wooden table attached 
to benches. The store doubles as a makeshift café. Inside, I buy sealed cans 
of hot coffee from the machine for the young woman, Berkeley and myself, 
which we drink in the warmth of the store at the only table, a rickety old thing 
in Formica (more plastic). Berkeley, a sociology student at a famous American 
university, is indispensable as my assistant/ translator. Warmed junk food 
options are available from the cash desk, but no one wants them. They look 
like they are made from chemicals too, so we settle down among the soap- 
powder with our coffee. The young woman speaks hesitantly to start with, but 
later warms to the topic of company wages, and how she is paid half what a 
man of her age (she’s 30) and education gets. I can see how this works as an 
inducement to marry – the expected course – but she stands firm. She lives in 
the company apartments for single people –  mostly men. She has a car and 
enjoys the freedom of it. Next weekend she is driving a group of girlfriends to 
a ski resort. She’s not particularly interested in having a boyfriend –  the men 
in the company are younger than her, or married, or getting married. She is 
quietly spoken, pretty and content with her life as it is. Marriage, on the other 
hand, she thinks presents all sorts of hazards alongside its evident material 
rewards. We finish our tinned coffee and she takes off.

Designing Plastic Research

I call these vignettes scenes because I think of them like the sequences in 

a film. Each scene condenses bigger stories extending beyond it, leaking 

at the edges. The scenes above are of everyday life gathered in and around 

a petrochemical plant making plastic granules. I’m doing sociology with 

plastic,2 and this allows me to wonder how plastic configures the social 

and material life of this place. I didn’t begin with plastic, I came across it 

sideways. I borrowed from the anthropologist Igor Kopytoff (1986) the idea 

of writing an ‘object biography’. His object was a car in an African village: he 

2There is an admirable stream of material sociology dealing with plastic; for example, 
Jennifer Gabrys, Gay Hawkins and Mike Michael (eds), Accumulation: The Material Politics 
of Plastic, Routledge, 2013; and Alice Mah, Plastic Unlimited: How Corporations Are Fuelling 
the Ecological Crisis and What We Can Do About It, Polity, 2022.
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suggested the car could provide a point of access to situations that are dif-

ficult for researchers to understand. The car, Kopytoff reasoned, would 

provide a way of investigating how a particular place actually worked. Who 

owned the car? How did they raise the money to buy it? Through questions 

like these, he would piece together the social relationships and forms of 

authority that he wanted to understand.

My object was a pair of flip- flops, chosen for their simplicity and 

their social significance. Flip- flops are the world’s cheapest shoe: a bil-

lion people globally still walk barefoot and flip- flops are a first step into 

footwear. This is how I arrived at plastic –  flip- flops are made from it, and 

they have only two parts, a sole and a toe strap. Simplicity is important, 

as I intended to unfold their life story (biography) from beginning to end. 

I planned on tracking the key scenes of plastic production, consumption 

and disposal, along with what I was calling the ‘flip- flop trail’. Where the 

shoe went, I would follow; and with the shoe, plastic moved into the centre 

of my research.

My mission was part of a bigger story. In following the flip- flop trail 

I was tracking one of globalisation’s humble ‘backroads’. Globalisation is 

the overall arc of these stories –  the scene that links the other scenes. I was 

using plastic flip- flops to trace how globalisation actually works, on the 

ground, in contrast to the abstract ways in which sociologists like Saskia 

Sassen (2001) had written about it as ‘flows’ across borders. I learned that 

nothing flows, that flip- flops move with great effort and difficulty through 

people’s lives and the landscapes in which they live. The research was 

made into a book, Flip- Flop: A Journey through Globalisation’s Backroads 

(Knowles, 2014, Pluto) and a website www.flipfl optr ail.com.

The flip- flop trail took me first to oilfields and drilling operations in 

the deserts of Kuwait. It then transported me to the vast petrochemical 

enterprises of Daesan in South Korea, where oil is turned into plastic gran-

ules. In Daesan a whole world of plastic is fabricated and lived in some of 

the ways hinted at in the scenes above. Moving with the cheap kinds of 

plastics that are made into flip- flops took me to small factories in Fuzhou 

in South East China. At each point along the trail, I followed the rules of 
the road, which I made up to provide consistency in what felt like a proj-

ect I had little control over: the plastic led and I followed. My rule was to 

follow the biggest volume of everything – oil, chemicals, plastic granules, 
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flip- flops. There were literally hundreds of flip- flop trails and each of them 

splintered in all directions, creating a confusing array of paths, so the rules 

of the road kept me on a consistent track. South East China was the biggest 

manufacturer of cheap flip- flops. The biggest market is Ethiopia: and so 

I followed the flip- flops through a cascade of wholesale and retail markets 

and onto the feet of Ethiopians going about their everyday business. At 

each point, plastic flip- flops provided me with a vantage point from which 

I could observe everyday life as it is lived on the ground. My story ends on 

a landfill site on the outskirts of Addis Ababa, where I met the ‘scratchers’ 

who sort through the trash for recyclables. Some plastics are recycled, and 

some lie gently decomposing for more than 100 years. This isn’t really the 

end of the story because some plastics are recycled, taking off again in all 

directions. But on Addis’s landfill site I ran out of the energy, creativity and 

effort that it takes to do this kind of research.

A Looser and More Speculative Approach

In re- visiting scenes from my original research in order to write this reflec-

tion on doing sociology with plastic, I noticed that my focus on tracking 

plastic’s global connections through cities and across borders, trying to 

understand what was happening in each place, narrowed my research to 

plastic’s technical and social dimensions. My fieldnotes were full of ques-

tions designed to reveal particular kinds of information and overlook 

other kinds. ‘What does a typical working day for you involve? Can I see 

the machine that makes the plastic pellets? What does it do exactly? Where 

do you live?’ And so on. Looking back, I am struck by the highly focused 

way in which I excavated everyday scenes of social and chemical produc-

tion. This was driven by my intention to map micro- scenes of everyday life 

onto stories of connections across borders – an analysis of how globalisa-

tion works as it moves through people’s lives in plastic shoes. In excavat-

ing small places for bigger, theoretically oriented and multiscalar insights, 

in being over- focused and instrumental, I missed out on the benefits of a 

looser and more speculative approach in evoking the worlds I wanted to 

understand.

The three scenes above are my attempt to address these limitations 

with a more speculative approach to doing sociology with plastic. By this 
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I mean an approach that allows for uncertainties, unanswered questions, 

incomplete understanding, rumination and a focus on small things in and 

of themselves, rather than for their broader significance. In developing a 

looser and more speculative approach, anthropologist Kathleen Stewart 

(2007, 2011) provided vital insights. Stewart (2011, pp. 445– 447) suggests 

that theory can be built through stories and descriptive detours, as she 

explores the layered plasticity of lived compositions of the ordinary. She 

calls these lived compositions ‘pockets’, and suggests unfolding them, 

‘slowed and amplified’ to see what might be in them (2011, p. 447). I think 

of what Stewart calls ‘pockets’ as the scenes of my research: a tableau 

slowed down temporarily, like those above.

Alchemies of Plastic

Where to begin. Alchemy –  a term that in the past combined a form of 

chemistry and speculative philosophy –  seems like a promising beginning. 

Alchemy invites a speculative exploration of plastic’s entwined elements, 

its physical properties as a material and its social chemistries in the lives 

and landscapes of its making. This approach is inspired by Primo Levi’s 

(2000) Periodic Table, in which he describes the properties of the chemi-

cal elements composing matter, alongside stories about what matters in 

his experiences of Auschwitz and life in fascist Italy. Sometimes he draws 

direct parallels between members of his family and the properties of par-

ticular chemical elements: a playful creativity.

The chemical alchemy of plastic describes a world of chemical varia-

tion produced through arrangements of hydrogen and carbon, which are 

extracted from oil by cracking it –  taking large hydrocarbons and breaking 

them into smaller ones – into a substance called naphtha, a flammable 

oil containing hydrocarbons. Different types and strengths of plastic are 

produced through creating polymer chains of different combinations of 

hydrogen and carbon and additives like chlorine, nitrogen and sulphur. 

These emerge from reactors as a raw material that can be subjected to 

treatments with additives –  like antioxidants and colorants –  which fur-

ther change their physical and chemical properties. Social alchemies are, 

perhaps, not dissimilar. My research notes are full of chemical formulae, 

as I struggled to understand what plastic is. As a material, plastic is, well, 
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plastic in the sense of being malleable, like people’s lives. It is made into 

different shapes, colours and densities, and has a range of uses. The plas-

tics made into cheap flip- flops are polyethylene (PE) and ethylene- vinyl 

acetate (EVA), a co- polymer product of ethylene adjusted with the chemi-

cal vinyl acetate. PE and EVA –  like the corrugated metal from which much 

of the world’s housing is constructed –  form the material textures of poverty 

in everyday life in much of the global south. And the fabrics of everyday 

life exert important influence on how life is lived: they are an important, if 

often overlooked, element in sociological research and analysis.

Plastic Landscapes

I reasoned that the alchemy of plastic would be woven into its land-

scapes of production, and I wanted to visit these landscapes and take a 

close look at its material and human textures. In Daesan, we drove round 

the perimeter of chemical plants. I took photos and made notes. This is a 

landscape scattered with giant securitised plants and vast domed white 

holding tanks of imported oil treated in clusters of refineries. Barbed wire 

atop high chain- link fences and security cameras, which occasionally sent 

security teams to see what we were doing, meant we only saw the plants, 

belting out white steam, from a distance, across the bleak winter land-

scape. At night –  plants operate 24/ 7 –  the same landscape was magically 

transformed by brightly lit metal stacks and chimneys reaching for the sky, 

enormous white storage silos and networks of pipes, glowing in brilliant 

amber and white. Strewn around on the ground where we stood by the 

wire fences were traces of these distant worlds: an abandoned white plas-

tic safety helmet, giant shipping containers elegantly rusting and bits of 

plastic bags.

Plastic Production

Inside, the plant is unpeopled and eerie. We walk around long low sheds 

the size of several football pitches combined. These specialise in differ-

ent parts of the production processes and different kinds of plastic –  PE 

and EVA. Machines rule and men are the minders who keep them run-

ning while female secretaries mind the men. Machines apply heat and 
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pressure, while men sit in control rooms watching monitors. Plastic pellets 

are invisibly propelled along pipes by blasts of air. There are storage areas 

with vast silos. Little yellow driverless trains transport stuff about. Over the 

next little while we are allowed to interview workers. They all wear iden-

tical mandarin- collared jackets with their names embroidered on them, 

black trousers and black trainers. They move about in formation, like the 

team they clearly are, just as they ate together at the oyster dinner. I began 

to understand that plastic was a way of making lives, as our work extended 

beyond the plants, as workers invited us into their homes to meet their 

families. Routines in production segued into routine lives lived in step in 

company apartments.

Why Plastic Matters

Plastic matters because the world in which we live is fabricated in it. Clothes 

have plastics woven into them; and everyday objects on which people rely – 

pens, plugs, electrical cable coating, spectacles, cars, computer parts and so 

on –  are made of plastic. Microplastics have entered food chains and human 

bodies –  we are part- plastic constructions ourselves. As a consequence of 

the accelerated incursion of plastic over the last hundred years, bodies and 

everyday lives are literally entangled in it. Life with deadly viruses has ampli-

fied demand for plastic facemasks and shields. But at the same time as plas-

tic fabricates the social and material life of the planet, it destroys it. Plastics 

are a major environmental hazard. Dumped in landfill sites, some take hun-

dreds of years to decompose. Today we produce 300 million tonnes of plas-

tic waste every year, roughly equivalent to the weight of the world’s entire 

population.3 Plastic is part of the Anthropocene –  the earth’s re- shaping by 

human occupation –  incorporating the earth in the geological layering of 

landscape (Amin and Thrift 2017).

Plastic material and social worlds are intricately entwined as this chap-

ter on doing sociology with plastic has shown. Threaded through people’s 

lives and the operation of everyday scenes, plastic could not be more cen-

tral to social life. Our lives are made of it and wound around it, and this is 

amplified for those involved in plastic production. In the three scenes at 

3www.unep.org/ inte ract ive/ beat- plas tic- pollut ion/ 
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the beginning of this chapter, worlds shaped by plastic production are del-

icately explored for their social relationships –  between workers, between 

men and women, between old and young –  textures and atmospheres. We 

catch glimpses of lives lived in and through plastic by slowing a stream 

of activity down into scenes so that we can take a close look, as Stewart 

suggests, so that stories and actions –  which are also stories told by other 

means –  have time to unfold. Plastic could not be more relevant to social 

life and to sociological reflection. Surprising, then, that it is rarely given the 

attention it warrants.
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How to do social research with... podcasts

Michaela Benson

Between 2017 and 2020, I podcasted my way through a live (and lively) 

sociological project about Brexit and its consequences for British citizens 

living in the European Union’s 27 member states (EU- 27). At the outset, 

I imagined these podcasts as engaging the people taking part in the project 

and meeting the funders’ requirements for public and stakeholder engage-

ment. Over the course of the project, the podcasts became a central pillar 

of the research in ways I had not anticipated at the outset. Now the project 

is over, they are an invaluable archive of the research. They document how 

my understandings and analysis unfolded alongside the twists and turns 

of the Brexit negotiations. Drawing on my experience of producing and 

presenting Brexit Brits Abroad, this chapter offers some tentative reflec-

tions on the prospects for sociological podcasting, not only for broadcast-

ing research findings but as integral to the knowledge production at the 

heart of a research project.

The BrExpats Research Project

The ‘BrExpats’ research project was one of 25 projects funded through 

the Economic and Social Research Council’s (ESRC) Brexit Priority Grant 

scheme (ESRC, 2017).1 Its focus lay in understanding what Britain’s exit 

from the EU meant for the British citizen population living outside the 

UK in the EU- 27. Freedom of movement within the EU had been a sig-

nificant factor in facilitating the mobility of this population, estimated at 

1‘BrExpats: Freedom of Movement, Citizenship and Brexit in the Lives of British Citizens 
Resident in the EU- 27’ was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (Grant 
Number ES/ R000875/ 1) through the UK in a Changing Europe Initiative.
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the time of the 2016 Referendum to be somewhere in the region of two 

million people. Yet, the UK Government’s insistence that through Brexit 

they would ‘end Free Movement’ had the potential to change their rights 

and entitlements. Running from May 2017 to 31 December 2020, the 

project coincided with the Brexit negotiations between the UK and EU 

(2017– 2018), Britain’s exit from the EU (31 December 2019) and the Brexit 

transition period (2020). By the end of this period, no longer EU citizens 

eligible for Free Movement within the bloc, British citizens across the EU 

had their rights to live and work in their country of residence protected, 

while losing continued rights to Free Movement (for a more detailed 

analysis, see Benson, 2021).

The ‘BrExpats’ project was an exercise in what Les Back and Nirmal 

Puwar, (2012; see also Back, 2007) describe as ‘live sociology’, an approach 

that addressed our funders’ mandate to undertake public and stake-

holder engagement activities while feeding these into the project. As my 

co- investigator Karen O’Reilly and I have written elsewhere, working 

with new platforms and technologies to conduct and communicate the 

research offered opportunities to disturb ‘linear and static understandings 

of the research process to call for an agile, contingent and collaborative 

reflexive practice’ (2022, p. 181).

The project included an internet- mediated Citizens’ Panel of 200 

British citizens living across Europe; and two longitudinal case studies, 

informed by an ethnographic approach, which built on Karen’s and my 

respective research in southern Spain and rural France (see, for example, 

O’Reilly, 2000; Benson, 2011). These elements of the research ran over 

the duration of the project. Part- way through the project, we received 

further funding for a case study focused on British citizens in Ireland. In 

total, over 600 people took part in the qualitative dimensions of the proj-

ect. Our engagements with those taking part in the research included 

face- to- face interviews, participant observations, email conversations 

and other internet- mediated research. We regularly returned to those 

taking part, via diverse media of communication, to discuss and learn 

with them about how Brexit as an ongoing process continued to shape 

their lives. The scale of the project was made possible by working with 

a team of researchers who included Katherine Collins, Chantelle Lewis 

and Michael Danby.
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The Brexit Brits Abroad Podcast

The podcast was one of a set of multimedia outputs from the project, 

including the project website which now serves as an archive of the 

research (https:// brexit brit sabr oad.org). My initial pitch had been for a 

podcast series aimed at raising awareness of the key issues that British 

citizens living in the EU- 27 were facing in consequence of the UK’s deci-

sion to exit the EU. I anticipated that the content would be informed by 

the research as it unfolded, making accessible our analysis to wider pub-

lics that included those taking part in the research, other stakeholders and 

interested parties. The only catch was that this was a format and genre of 

which I had no first- hand experience. It became clear that I would need to 

enlist some help.

Through my conversations with podcasters and producers it became 

clear to me that while I had the skills for developing the content and nar-

rative of the series and episodes – indeed, these are skills most proximate 

to the process of academic writing – these could only get me part- way 

to my goal. Producing content was only one part of a much bigger pro-

cess that included, among other things, curation and editing, navigat-

ing various online platforms and technologies, building and developing 

audiences. While preparing the content of an episode or series is the 

equivalent of researching and writing a journal article, the production and 

post- production work involved in podcasting is more like what happens 

after writing, the arcane processes and the publishing platforms that few 

academic authors fully comprehend through which an article (or book) 

makes its way into the world (and reaches its intended publics). As the 

podcast was just one element of a fast- moving and multispoked proj-

ect, I took a decision at an early stage that this was not going to be a DIY 

effort, and contracted Emma Houlton and her production company, Art of 

Podcast, to help me out.

Over a period of nearly three years, I released fortnightly episodes. 

These 30- minute episodes included interviews with British citizens living 

in the EU- 27; members of grassroots and civil society organisations; local 

community group leaders; interviews with other academics, those also 

working with British citizens living abroad and on related topics; inter-

views with project partners and episodes dedicated to the research and its 

findings including different members of the project team.
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Making Sociology Sociable through Podcasting

From the heightened politics around Brexit to the contemporary politics of social 
research, we were concerned about the potential for research on Brexit –  undoubt-
edly a ‘hot’ political topic –  to lose its critical and analytical focus in the rush to 
generate knowledge, including through the funders’ requirement to undertake 
impact- generating activities from the get- go.

(Benson and O’Reilly, 2022, p. 180, emphasis added; see also Benson, 2021).

The focus of live sociology on re- imagining and re- claiming the craft of 

social research in the context of a shifting political landscape of social 

research – where the tools that sociologists could once claim as their dis-

tinctive contribution to making sense of the world have been co- opted to 

generate data on an unprecedented scale, and in the process decoupled 

from the critical evaluation and ethical judgement integral to the socio-

logical craft —  appealed to me and Karen. Working with the affordances 

of new platforms and technologies, as Back and Puwar (2012) advocate, 

became a way for us to navigate the tensions we felt in doing research under 

these conditions and in the context of a major political transformation.

In a recent article, Chantelle Lewis, Tissot Regis and George Ofori- 

Addo – the presenters and producers of the anti- racist podcast Surviving 
Society – emphasise: ‘sociological podcasting has the capacity to offer 

alternative ways of rejecting presentist accounts of society, and clearly 

demonstrates a live mode of doing sociology. It does this through provid-

ing engagers with fluid and interconnected analyses about society and 

politics’ (Lewis et al., 2021, p. 96).

They present podcasting as a space for resistance and what, follow-

ing Patricia Hill Collins, they describe as dialogical knowledge production, 

learning with and alongside their guests and making audible alternative 

ways of understanding politics and society. In his new book, anthropolo-

gist Ian Cook (2023) documents insurgence as the predominant theme 

when scholarly podcasters explain why they podcast. Podcasting here 

becomes an act of rebellion against the normative structures and commu-

nicative repertoires of academic practice, in this way reminiscent of what 

David Beer (2014) refers to as ‘Punk Sociology’.

These understandings of scholarly podcasting make clear why the 

medium is a good fit for a distinctively public sociology. From my experi-

ences with the Brexit Brits Abroad podcast, the prospects for sociological 
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podcasting also lie in its prospects for the research process. This is in terms 

of what Shamser Sinha and Les Back (2014) refer to as ‘making methods 

sociable’ (p. 473), challenging explicitly some of the more extractive prac-

tices of social research by extending the dialogue between researchers and 

those taking part in the research into analysis and the production of out-

puts. Conceived in this way, sociological podcasting animates and inter-

venes in the process of knowledge production (see also Cook, 2023). Such 

methodological affordances of podcasting fit to an understanding of the 

research process as iterative, the researchers engaged in an ongoing and 

dialogical process of reflexive practice (Benson and O’Reilly, 2022).

As a space where the liveliness of the research could be crafted, cul-

tivated and communicated, the Brexit Brits Abroad podcast was vital to 

the dialogic production of knowledge through the research. In the context 

of the project and its other outputs, the podcast became one of the sites 

where the development of our analysis was on show, made audible in ways 

that are more often obscured in the written work of social scientists (Cook 

and Udupa, 2019).

Podcasting Our Way through Brexit

My claim about the prospects for podcasts to make sociology sociable lies 

in how we used the podcast to engage those taking part in the research and 

members of our primary public, British citizens living in the EU (see also 

Benson and O’Reilly, 2022). Making the project public in this way invited 

commentary and feedback, bringing people into our conversations on a 

continuous basis. I should stress here, that this also meant being atten-

tive to silences, noticing whose voices were not being heard or present 

in these (online) conversations and thinking about ways to amplify these 

through the research and through our presence in these conversations. 

Other correspondence included that from people asking us for advice on 

their particular situation – drawing our attention to where there were gaps 

in the provisions being developed and who might fall through them as 

the Withdrawal Agreement was implemented. This opened up areas that 

we might want to look into in more detail through the research. Others 

wrote to us to share their reflections and experiences or suggest alternative 

interpretations.
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However, the prospects for making sociology sociable through pod-

casting also lie in its rhythms and frequency. The frequency of the Brexit 
Brits Abroad podcast and its duration – broadcasting fortnightly, mapping 

onto the project from start to finish – were significant to the podcast’s inte-

gration into the research process as a site for the development of ongoing 

sociological analysis. On the surface, the frequency of podcasting might 

seem to contradict the critique of the ‘frenzied rhythm’ of the audit- led 

research environment that drives Back and Puwar’s (2012) call for ‘live 

sociology’. While producing Brexit Brits Abroad with such frequency did 

make it prone to ‘frenzy’ – arguably the consequence of researching a 

‘frenzied’ issue – to my mind, for podcasting to deliver on its prospects for 

live sociology, questions of rhythm and frequency are crucial. It is through 

this that communities build up around podcasts, and with these, increas-

ing prospects for making sociology sociable.

Within this, the approach we took to format and production was 

also significant. Each episode was organised around a conversation, 

with interviews and discussions offering space for some brief sociologi-

cal reflections. Foregrounding dialogue – within the project team, with 

other academics, with British citizens living in the EU, with campaign-

ers, advocates and policy- makers – amplified the dialogic production of 

knowledge. In the spirit of not looking through rose- tinted glasses, just 

as we consider the politics of knowledge production within the research 

interview or other research encounters, I want to highlight here that 

there is work to do on considering questions of positionality, power and 

inequality in the podcasting encounter (see also Cook, 2020). But that is 

for another day.

In respect to content, I never planned very far in advance. At any one 

time, I might have two or three episodes ready to go live, but I left space 

to think about who and what else might be brought into the conversation 

in the context of a fast- changing environment. This meant that if some-

thing came up in the research or in the unfolding (and unpredictable) 

Brexit negotiations that was of relevance to the project and its publics, 

I would bring someone in who could speak to the issue or theme. When 

it came to podcasting conversations with British citizens living in the EU, 

the direction of the conversation and analysis would be led by our guests 

and their concerns.
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Finally, as a communicative repertoire, the podcast allowed us as a 

project team to present our sociological analyses as tentative, as in pro-

cess, and created the space to make audible the conversations through 

which this analysis was produced. Indeed, when members of the project 

team got together to record episodes, when we interviewed academics 

working on related topics, when we spoke to those participating in and 

contributing to the research – whether the wider publics or stakeholders 

concerned with the issues at the heart of the research – what stood out to 

me was how these conversations became fundamental to the process of 

analysis. In other words, the podcast centred the role of dialogue in analy-

sis, rather than seeking to present the project team as singular authorities 

on the topic of Brexit and its impact on British citizens living in the EU. 

The resulting back catalogue reveals the persistence and development of 

some of the themes through the conversations at the heart of the podcast 

– notably, questions of identity, belonging and citizenship; relationships 

to Britain and Europe; the diversity and stratification of the British citizen 

population living in the EU.

Within the context of re- imagining the craft of sociological research, 

the Brexit Brits Abroad podcast became a way for the project to demon-

strate sociology’s vital role in the broader project – with its multiple stake-

holders and publics – of making sense of Brexit as it unfolded.

Concluding Thoughts: The Afterlife of Brexit Brits Abroad

Although the project and the podcast have come to an end, Brexit Brits 
Abroad has had an afterlife. At the time of writing, there have been nearly 

48,000 downloads of the podcast. This means that on average each episode 

has in excess of 500 downloads. I could never have imagined that the pod-

cast would reach that many people. Even now there are no new episodes, 

and episodes are no longer promoted through the project’s bespoke social 

media ecosystem, they continue to be downloaded. Other unexpected 

outcomes included the listing of the podcast in the US website Politico’s 

review of the top 25 podcasts on Brexit, a special mention in the category 

‘best academic podcasts on Brexit’ by RTÉ, and more recently, being 

named one of the top 20 best podcasts on the EU by Welp magazine. The 

series has also had an afterlife in the classroom when, during the Covid- 19 
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pandemic, colleagues at the University of Newcastle used the series as the 

basis for a virtual field trip for undergraduate students. These outcomes 

are important to me, not because they indicate (quantifiable) engagement, 

but because they show the potential of scholarly podcasts to travel beyond 

our immediate publics.

The podcast and the associated transcripts offer a rich archive of the 

project as it unfolded, showing how our analysis developed over time. It 

reveals what could be communicated in the moment, and where we might 

take this as we developed the outputs from the project further. From a per-

sonal point of view, it also helped me to develop confidence in my knowl-

edge and ideas, leading my co- author Karen O’Reilly to tell me that in my 

written work my voice is now more confidently and clearly expressed.

To conclude, the question of how to do sociology with podcasts is 

one that is deeply entangled with the ongoing question of how we might 

cultivate the liveliness of sociology, and where podcasting might sit in the 

expanded communicative repertoire of a re- imagined sociology.

Podography

Brexit Brits Abroad: https:// brexit brit sabr oad.lib syn.com

Surviving Society: https:// sou ndcl oud.com/ user- 622675 754
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How to do social research with... recalcitrance

Marsha Rosengarten

Recalcitrance: refusing to obey authority, custom, regulation, etc.; stubbornly defiant. 
(C19: via French from Latin recalcitrāre, from re-  +  calcitrāre to kick.)

In this brief chapter, I propose that recalcitrance by our research subjects 

may enable us to decolonise our thinking and, consequently, enable new 

modes of thought and practice. By actively or passively putting research 

authority to the test, recalcitrance invites us to reflect on what we have 

decided in advance of a problem and how it matters or should matter to 

those who are affected by it (Savransky, 2014; Stengers, 2018). To illustrate, 

I offer two contrasting stories where the rules of inquiry were refused. The 

first story is from Michel Serres’ (1997) book The Troubadour of Knowledge. 

It captures much of what I want to convey: first, about a mode of rationality 

that has colonised (infected) thought to suggest that there is only one way 

of viewing reality; second, that those whom we research may provoke us to 

question what we have assumed is the only way to approach a problem or, 

indeed, how to understand a problem. The second story concerns the area 

that my research is largely focused on, and is considerably less optimis-

tic. It is about research designed to correct the problem of HIV infection. 

Here I suggest that recalcitrance provided a crucial opportunity for learn-

ing what might matter to those at risk of HIV infection, but was elided by 

research convention. Later in the piece I consider what these stories might 

offer to other problems, notably ‘Covid- 19 vaccine hesitancy’.

Story One

A group of sailors from a supply ship find themselves shipwrecked on a 

Polynesian island in a strange but wonderful paradise. Intense exchanges 

take place between contrasting cultures. As Serres describes this:
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The natives nourished a strange passion for words: they asked for the precise 
translation of their terms and were tireless in their explanations. … They [the 
shipwrecked and the natives] wore themselves out on parallels: the constraints 
differed, but each was subjected in his country to equally complicated rules, 
incomprehensible to the point of laughter to his interlocutors, but on neither side 
were these rules neglected.

(Serres, 1997, p. 127)

Eventually the shipwrecked sailors were rescued but chose to return 

to the islanders. They were welcomed with a large feast and an almost 

never- ending soccer match. Each time the game finished with an uneven 

score – precisely what we would regard as signalling an end winner and 

loser – the game was re- played. Only when the score was even, did the 

Islanders stop playing and celebrate. The game was played according to 

the usual rules of soccer with only one single rule change: the absence 

of a ‘conqueror and a conquered’. The Islanders explained the alteration 

through the example of a pancake that would usually be divided accord-

ing to the numbers needing to eat it: ‘This pancake, did it occur to you not 

to share it?’

‘That wouldn’t mean anything,’ the sailors protest.

‘But yes, as in soccer. Someone will eat the whole thing and the others 

won’t eat anything, if you don’t share it’ (Serres, 1997, p. 130).

The sailors continue their queries to which they receive the follow-

ing reply:

The Islanders: We do not understand that which is neither just 

nor human, because one gets the upper hand. So we play the game 

for the time you taught us. If at the end the result is nil, the game 

ends on true sharing … If not, the two teams, as you say, are decided 

between, which is something unjust and barbaric. What is the point 

in humiliating the vanquished if one wishes to pass for civilized like 

yourselves? So, one must begin again, for a long time, until sharing 

returns. Sometimes the game lasts for weeks. Some players have 

even died from it.

The Sailors: Died from it? Really?

The Islanders: Why not?

(Serres, 1997, pp. 130–131)
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Serres concludes his story with a type of postscript. He says the sailors 

again left, but now with the question of what it means to win. It led them 

to wonder if they had truly ‘won’ the Second World War, given the event 

of Hiroshima. In turn, one sailor offers the following insight as the group 

reflected on their experience:

Are you trying to determine the true conquerors? … I know them well, from having 
taken them sometimes in my boat … Ethnologists, sociologists, I don’t know their 
title, but they study the natives of the islands … and in general take men for the 
subject of studies, that is, for objects.

(Serres, 1997, p. 131)

And a final comment from another: ‘They sing of victory: who can conceiv-

ably be above those who explain and understand others who, from this 

point of view, will never again be their fellow creatures, what is more their 

neighbours?’ (Serres, 1997, p. 131).

Serres’ narrative invites its reader to ponder on the stakes of play and 

reveals how, by changing one rule only, that what matters to a commu-

nity may be vastly different to that of another. In this case, taking some 

forms of dying for granted (those for conquering) in contrast to others 

(those for sharing). It also alludes to a willingness or an ableness by 

all the characters –  and potentially its reader –  to be exposed to other 

possible modes of existence. The sailors’ response proffered by Serres’ 

imaginative play may be tentative but, in his telling, they became privy to 

the investment we – those of us who do not live in a paradise- like world 

– have in the act of conquering or, as I want to understand it, claiming 

victory by erasing the kind of thinking that may come from exposure to 

the experience of others.

Story Two

Biomedical scientists travel to distant lands to enrol 14,000 research 

subjects in randomised control trials (RCTs) to test the efficacy of a pill 

called PrEP (pre- exposure prophylaxis). Because of this research, it is 

now established that if you take PrEP as prescribed and have sex with 

someone who has HIV, you are extremely unlikely –  almost guaranteed –  

not to acquire the infection. Even so, the research that has led to this fine 
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evidence did not go smoothly. Whereas some of the RCTs found PrEP to 

be efficacious, others did not. Those that enrolled gay men, trans men, 

men who have sex with men (MSM) and those that enrolled heterosexual 

couples (one HIV positive and one HIV negative, with men and women 

of both categories) provided sound scientific evidence that PrEP was 

safe and efficacious. But two other RCTs, respectively called Fem- PrEP 

and VOICE, with ‘young single women’ resulted in the same number of 

participants becoming infected in both arms of the trials: the arm that 

included giving a placebo pill, indistinguishable in appearance from the 

PrEP pill; and the arm that provided the ‘real’ PrEP pill. Not surprisingly, 

these latter trials were deemed to have ‘failed’. The explanation for fail-

ure was found not in the pill but in the women. Although the women 

reported that they had been taking PrEP, blood tests showed that they 

had not.

The scientists were thus able to exonerate themselves from the fact 

that unexpectedly high numbers of women, already deemed vulnerable 

to HIV infection, became infected. That is to say, they were not to be held 

responsible for the ‘failure’. Their research, as borne out by the other RCTs, 

promised a benefit to the participants and to their future sexual partners 

who would also have been at risk of HIV infection. But, more specifically, 

the scientists were able to exonerate themselves from the women’s recal-

citrance or ‘changing a rule’ (the requirement to take the pill), because 

they followed the conventions of what has been agreed in their com-

munity as ethical or ‘bioethical’ research. Indeed, they did all and more 

than was required. In practice, they employed local outreach workers to 

make personal contact with possible participants in order to explain the 

potential risks and benefits before gaining the participants’ consent. This 

included attending women’s groups, sex- worker ‘hot spots’ and conduct-

ing formalised meetings amongst the participants’ communities (Mack 

et al., 2013).

I shall not presume to tell the story of the women research subjects 

in the ‘failed’ trials. Rather, I will suggest that we do not need to read their 

publications –  which, of course, do not exist because publishing research 

findings is a practice esteemed by ‘us’ –  to appreciate that what mattered 

to them diverged from the problem assumed by the researchers. Instead, 

I want to dramatise the affordances of their recalcitrance.
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In Place of Victory or Failure
If recalcitrance is understood according to the definition I have provided 

above, it requires a situation where certain ‘rules’ are imposed or, less 

explicit, where a certain conduct is expected. That is to say, recalcitrance 

does not come from nowhere. Its emergence forces an alteration in the 

dynamic of the nature of the encounter (Savransky, 2014). In the first story, 

the sailors learned from a change to the rules of football that seeking vic-

tory over others may not be what matters and that their own culture rather 

than that of others might be mistaken in its conduct. In the second story, 

the scientists remained closed to such learning and, as I have recounted 

from their publications, were able to feel justified in being so according to 

their rules of conduct that held the women in the Fem- PrEP and VOICE 

trials as responsible for ‘failure’. However, not only did the scientists fail in 

their attempts to conquer a situation of HIV infection. They unintention-

ally increased the average rates of HIV infection expected in their research 

participants. While we might agree that the research showing PrEP’s effi-

cacy in some of the trials matters to those who have since taken up using 

PrEP and to public health authorities who seek a decline in the epidemic, 

there remains the question of its relevance to others who are also at risk of 

HIV but for whom PrEP was not found relevant –  at least in the Fem- PrEP 

and VOICE trials.

A further trial called ‘SMART’ (Sequential Multiple Assignment 

Randomised Trial) involving the testing of PrEP with women also ‘failed’. 

In this case, there was high uptake of the drug in the first few months, but it 

declined over the 12- month study (Celum et al., 2020). By contrast with the 

Fem- PrEP and VOICE trials, the trial design did create a situation where 

recalcitrance to dosing could be actively expressed and appreciated. I do 

not want to underplay the possible significance of this change, although 

there remains the question of whether it, in itself, addresses the question 

of what mattered to the women. Indeed, again, many acquired HIV dur-

ing the trial, leading me to suggest that the force for alteration in the rules 

required more than enabling an overt recalcitrance to PrEP. However, it 

has since occasioned a change to the ‘rule’ of demanding dosing adher-

ence. In place of a pill, scientists have developed a long- lasting injectable 

form of PrEP. Here we might ask whether this mode of intervention will be 

found relevant by those affected by HIV? Have the researchers developed, 
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as Serres’ story suggests, a sensibility to the insistent presence of plural 

realities or, again, prioritised their study of others without taking the time 

to know them as ‘fellow creatures’ (1997, p. 131)?

None of what I have covered means that we should jettison scientific 

or, indeed, social scientific research. Nor am I suggesting that we should 

simply disregard conventional ethical codes of conduct intended to pro-

tect research subjects from known risks or ill intentions (see Washington, 

2008). On the contrary, I am proposing that as researchers we need to con-

tinue to reflect on the underlying assumptions that inform our approach, 

including what constitutes ‘victory’ or, more usually phrased, ‘ethically’ 

achieved ‘success’. If, having encountered recalcitrance, we return ‘home’ 

without a genuine difference in our thinking, we can ask what it is that we 

have dodged for our world to seem as when we left it (Whitehead, 1929, 

p. 66).

To give a little more weight to my proposition, I want to diverge a little 

and suggest that it is not only human subjects that exhibit recalcitrance to 

the rules. So, too, do the pathogenic substances that are held by science as 

causally responsible for infection. Biomedical efforts to mitigate an infec-

tious disease do not always hit their mark. If we turn to the situation in 

which I am writing, we would find that the promise for preventing Covid- 

19 infection is currently carried by vaccines. Yet the virus held responsible 

for Covid- 19 is also mutating and thus is, to some degree, recalcitrant to 

the specificities of available vaccines. As such, it is putting science and 

public health policy to the test. Arguably, fuelling the potential for new 

strains of the virus is the ‘social’ problem of ‘Covid- 19 vaccine hesitancy’. It 

is also putting science and public health policy to the test. A growing body 

of literature suggests that the ‘hesitation’ is multifactorial, reflecting con-

cerns such as the unusual speed of vaccine development and unknown 

potential side- effects (Danchin and Buttery, 2021; Subbaraman, 2021) 

and, not unrelatedly, ‘conspiracy claims’ about science and government 

that take root from different social and historical experiences (Prasad, 

2022). Against this backdrop, many ask: when will we return to normal? 

But might there be something to learn about what is assumed of the past 

and the imagined progress made by a culture that is premised on seeking 

victory? The Islanders in Serres’ story might well laugh at this nostalgia for 

a world that has not alleviated our ills (Chakrabarty, 2019; Roy, 2020).
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An Alternative Beginning
If, at this point, it may seem that I am proposing that as researchers we 

should visit ‘foreign lands’ while leaving our assumptions behind, I want 

to be clear that doing research is never a matter of constructing oneself 

as if one were an empty slate. If it were, there would be no possibility of 

coming up with a topic or, as I am proposing, identifying a problem that 

we think matters but, in doing so, remaining open to the possibility that 

this may not be so for others. Nor am I proposing that recalcitrance should 

be judged as either right or wrong. It is never a matter of simply taking ‘the 

other side’ but, rather, paying attention to the differences that a situation 

may cultivate (Despret, 2018). Research is a process and requires concep-

tual tools. Usually it builds on the work of others, notably journal articles 

or books, possibly blogs and other media sources, to identify what has not 

already been investigated and to fill a gap. But when turning to the work of 

others we might also decide that a different style of investigation is called 

for. My recourse to Serres’ story may seem a long way from my own study 

of infectious diseases, but it enabled me to re- visit the second story with an 

appreciation for the women ‘as fellow creatures’.

Whatever criteria we assume at the outset of visiting a ‘foreign land’ 

(whether it be to learn about culture or, for the natural sciences, the body 

encountering infection), there is no guarantee that it will or, to re- phrase, 

we should remain the same. Research is an adventure. It has no absolute 

guarantees. Rather, it is an experiment whose demands need to be taken 

seriously if the difference it makes is to be found relevant by all those situ-

ated by the formulation of the problem (Savransky, 2018; Rosengarten, 

2021). I have proposed recalcitrance as a possible counter to what the 

speculative philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1929, p. 66) refers to as 

‘the atrophied’ decay that becomes of thinking that a changing world is 

there for knowing while, paradoxically, requiring it to remain the same. As 

if, even after leaving familiar shores, we and the world we encounter will 

conform to what is already known.
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How to do social research with... sewing

Kat Jungnickel

Stitch. Thread. Unpick. Unravel. Seam. Interface. Piece. Cut. Fold. Pin. Press. Gather.

We use a surprising number of sewing terms in everyday language. They 

are particularly present in the doing of social research. We unpick con-

cepts, thread ideas through arguments and stitch theory together with 

methods. We combine materials, and fold and press data into shape. We 

are trained to look for patterns, find holes in arguments and try to mend 

them. Language matters as much as the clothes that cover our bodies. 

Both are cultural, social, gendered and political. They hold memories and 

make meaning. They shape how we interact, respond, know each other 

and ourselves. They materialise class, race, gender and environmental 

norms and beliefs as well as offering means to protest and resist them. Yet, 

these words, and the many methods they describe, can become so familiar 

in their underpinning of everyday practice that we cease to notice them. As 

many researchers in sociology and science and technology studies (STS) 

have pointed out, paying attention to mundane and everyday objects and 

practices can cast new light on conventional or accepted socio- political 

norms and beliefs and raise questions about things we take for granted.

This chapter is not about paying closer attention to linguistic practice. 

It’s also not just about clothing studies, though they are both implicit in 

the following sections. Instead, I focus on the doing of social research on, 

with and through sewing. Because of the nature of this book, I attempt to 

convey in words the potential of sewing as a method for getting up close 

to lives lived in the past and discuss what happens when we make and 

wear research. I have previously discussed this in terms of ‘making things 

to make sense of things’ (Jungnickel, 2018), whereby the use of practice 

research enables close ethnographic encounters with the past and helps 
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to surface overlooked or hidden things into rich, embodied and affectual 

presents. Here I focus on what I call ‘speculative sewing’, which is the stitch-

ing together of data, theory, methods and fabric into three- dimensional 

arguments (Jungnickel, 2023b). I aim to describe how the process thickens 

data by rendering lesser- known research stories visible and knowable. If 

methods, as Law and Urry (2011) argue, don’t just describe reality, they 

also make it, then clothes too can be investigated for their world- making 

potential. After all, as Haraway reminds us, it ‘matters what matters we use 

to think other matters with’ (2016, p. 12).

Getting Inventive with the Study of Inventions

My mother taught me to sew, and I developed these skills over time for 

personal use. I was initially nervous about bringing sewing into my social 

research. I was already known as a cycling sociologist, having merged my 

love of bicycles into my PhD and post- doctoral studies. Would I kill my 

passions if I brought (all of) my interests to work? Fortunately, the desire 

to sew was strong and I have since found that the stitching of my research 

and sewing skills have greatly benefited both and forged something alto-

gether new.

For over a decade I have been exploring the critical and creative prac-

tice of speculative sewing in several projects about the socio- histories of 

wearable technology inventions. I have led teams of sewing social sci-

entists on ‘Bikes and Bloomers’ about the history of inventive women’s 

convertible cycle wear in late Victorian Britain and on ‘Politics of Patents’ 

which explores 200 years of inventors’ attempts to disrupt, subvert or resist 

hegemonic norms via radical new forms of clothing. Both projects involve 

taking an inventive approach to the study of clothing inventions in global 

patent archives.

Patents are ideas in the form of legal documents (Figure 24.1). But 

they are much more. I think of them as ways of doing experimental 

time- travelling interviews. We can learn a lot about historic inventors, 

their concerns, skills and creative imaginings from their patent texts and 

images. They reveal some things easily and hold back on others, requir-

ing us to take new approaches or ask different questions. Clothing pat-

ents not only include text and images, but they also provide step- by- step 
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instructions for future users to re- construct items of dress. As such, 

they invite us into the process of translating ideas (back) into matter. 

Of course, while not every great idea made its way into patent archives 

and there are many colonial, race, class and gendered biases that shape 

these records, they still provide insights into lesser- known inventors and 

socio- political issues of the time. Khan argues, for instance, that they 

‘provide a consistent source of objective information about the market- 

related activities of women during a period for which only limited data 

are available’ (1996, p. 358).

Speculative sewing, or what I describe as the combination of research-

ing, re- constructing and re- imagining clothing inventions, is a way of enter-

ing into multidimensional dialogues. It combines theoretical engagement 

with ethnographic analysis and hands- on object- oriented practice. It is a 

method that challenges assumptions, expands skills and forces research-

ers to question what is and isn’t included in inventors’ detailed instruc-

tions. We render gaps visible, make sense of the mess, make decisions 

as we go along and reflect on these choices. Along with other feminist, 

queer and decolonial archive researchers, Swaby and Frank encourage 

Figure 24.1 Drawings from an 1895 clothing patent for a convertible cycling skirt 
(European Patent Office Espacenet).
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‘experimentation as a form of dwelling and lingering in the archive to 

subvert linear notions of time and place’ (2020, p. 124). They view it as a 

‘means to read, experience, feel and touch archives’ (Swaby and Frank, 

2020, p. 124). In the process of translating clothing inventions into inter-

active storytelling devices, we get up close and literally inside historic 

archive data.

Studying Clothing as a Social Scientist

Clothing of some kind touches every single body. It directly connects social 

life, technological change and the political world, and as such can be seen 

as central to ideas around the politics of identity and belonging, private 

and public space and agency. Bari writes evocatively about the intimacy of 

clothing: ‘In clothes, we are connected to other people, and other places in 

complicated and unyielding ways’ (2019, pp. 9– 10).

There are many ways of studying clothing. Some use the lens of fash-

ion, design and textiles to focus closely on the artefacts themselves, while 

others expand out to issues of sustainability and labour inequalities. 

I apply my ‘sociological imagination’ to explore clothing as a barometer 

of socio- political change: linking past problems to present issues, and 

personal lives to political systems and infrastructures. I look specifically 

to STS, sociology and cultural studies to frame a study of what we wear. 

Crane, for instance, argues that ‘[c] hanges in clothing, and the discourses 

surrounding clothing indicate shifts in social relationships and tensions 

between different social groups that present themselves in different ways 

in public space’ (2000, p. 3). Parkins similarly argues that clothes ‘either 

contest or reinforce existing arrangements of power and “flesh out” the 

meanings of citizenship’ (2002, p. 2).

I study social change in and through clothing. This means I view cloth-

ing as a device, or a wearable technology, that enables, constrains and 

organises wearers in different ways in relation to socio- technical happen-

ings and relations. Doing this involves making and wearing the clothes of 

others while researching their lives, influences and socio- cultural con-

texts. It’s a perspective oriented to clothing’s role in the public sphere. So, 

rather than looking at the surface of clothes, I get into the design embed-

ded in its seams and stitches to better understand not only how and why 
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someone invented it in the first place, but also how and where it might 

have been worn and how it worked. The latter is critical when studying 

convertible, multiple and hidden inventions that shift from one form into 

another (Jungnickel, 2023a).

This approach emphasises the role of bodies. Some researchers claim 

that clothes do not yield much information on their own. Entwistle (2015), 

for example, argues that clothes are not lifeless ‘shells’. They hold traces 

of the people that made, lived in and shaped them. ‘When dress is pulled 

apart from the body/ self,’ she writes, ‘as it is in the costume museum, we 

grasp only a fragment, a partial snapshot of dress, and our understanding 

is thus limited’ (2015, p. 10). Without bodies, clothes can only tell us so 

much. What they ‘cannot tell us is how the garment was worn, how the 

garment moved when on a body, what it sounded like when it moved and 

how it felt to the wearer’ (Entwistle, 2015, p. 10). In a similar vein, Miller 

reminds us that clothes ‘are among our most personal possessions’ and 

‘the main medium between our sense of our bodies and our sense of the 

external world’ (2010, p. 23). He argues against investigating clothing only 

as a representation because it is also experienced; it mediates physical, 

socio- political and cultural interactions. ‘A study of clothing’, he writes, 

‘should not be cold; it has to invoke the tactile, emotional, intimate world 

of feelings’ (2010, p. 41, emphasis in original).

Making and Wearing Your Research

Clothes often make more sense on than off the body. This is especially 

important when historic clothing texts are more often written by critics 

than by wearers. Bendall (2019) discovered this in her research about 16th- 

century women’s undergarments. Little data could be found, and what were 

available were ‘notoriously prone to exaggeration and even malice’ and 

revealed ‘much more about male anxieties than information about what 

it was actually like to wear these garments’ (2019, p. 366). Analysing text 

and images, and then making and wearing clothes adds extra textures and 

layers to the data. Bendall argues that ‘materially reconstructing artifacts 

produces knowledge that cannot be gained by other means’ (2019, p. 364).

Some research subjects demand this kind of engagement. Sometimes, 

the only way to understand data is in context. This is especially critical for 
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clothing inventions like 1890s cycling costumes which convert from one 

form into another, such as a walking skirt into a cycling cape. There were 

occasions when my research teams could not make sense of an invention 

using text and line drawings alone. It wasn’t until the patent was sewn into 

a full- sized garment, put on a body and various cord and button mecha-

nisms were activated that we were able to grasp the inventor’s intention. 

Similarly, I have experimented with demonstrating clothing inventions on 

hangers or laid out on tables, rather than getting dressed in them. It rarely 

works as well. Mechanisms get stuck or fail to work at all. Pieces slide off 

tables. Cords and ribbons tangle. Explaining an invention, with and on 

the body, using arms, hands, hips and legs, amplifies the liveliness of the 

ideas, thickens the dialogue between the present and the past and sparks 

engagement with different audiences.

Other researchers have found similar themes in their work. Connell 

and Nicosia cook with archival data in the process of updating recipes 

from 17th-  and 18th- century recipe books. They argue that ‘historical 

recipes belong in the modern kitchen –  that they can and should be read 

and enacted as instructions, as well as studied as archival texts from a 

specific historical period’ (2015, n.p.). ‘After all’, they argue, ‘what are 

recipes if not primarily instructions for cooking?’ (Connell and Nicosia, 

2015, n.p.). Clothing patents are in many ways like recipes or historical 

manuals. They invite readers to try out the ideas, by making and wearing 

the inventions.

Critically, the aim of speculative sewing is not to create perfect histori-

cal replicas. This was neither my skill set nor interest. Similarly, Connell and 

Nicosia in their historical cooking project were not committed to ‘recreating 

the experience of early modern cooking’ and focused instead on a ‘desire to 

taste the past’ (2015, n.p.). In my experience, re- constructing historic cloth-

ing offers new ways into the research, a chance to spend time with the inven-

tor through their invention, reflect on the making process and experience 

their dynamic artefacts in multisensory, hands- on bodily practice.

An Example: Appreciating a Boring Buttonhole

Buttonholes are pretty boring. They are easy to overlook and underappre-

ciated in everyday life. Most commonly we know them as small, reinforced 
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holes in fabric that allow a button to be passed through and secure two or 

more layers together. Buttonholes, and their accompanying buttons, are a 

fastening technique that has been around since at least the 13th century 

and most likely before. Unlike hems or zippers (or even buttons), button-

holes rarely malfunction. Yet, their apparent simplicity belies the critical 

importance they bring to clothes and offer to social researchers. I suggest 

by way of an example of speculative sewing in practice that boring but-

tonholes, and sewing more generally, can offer time- travelling portals to 

fascinating socio- political worlds.

Chances are you rarely look at buttonholes carefully unless there’s 

something wrong with them (or you are attempting to mend or make one). 

STS scholars have argued that it is only when things break down or need 

repair that we come to recognise and appreciate the critical role they play 

in our lives. Star (1999) has done much to advocate the study of mundane 

things by pointing out that it is not the things themselves that are ‘bor-

ing’, but how we tend to look at them. Doors, sewers, seatbelts, onions, 

Velcro and water pumps are just a few examples of things studied by STS 

researchers that attend to the idea that seemingly unremarkable artefacts 

and systems make explicit the familiar and taken- for- granted ways in 

which people make sense of and operate in everyday life (see, for example, 

Hawkins, 2005; Michael, 2006).

Buttonholes can be added to this list. They are easy to ignore when 

getting dressed, yet they can lead to embarrassing incidents when they 

fail or buttons get fastened in the wrong order. They can also be tricky to 

make and mend. Buttonholes are technically specific. They must be sewn 

in the right place, and evenly stitched at a certain width to secure the hole 

in the fabric and at just the right length to match a button. They’re even 

more interesting when the reason for including them in clothing doesn’t 

involve a button at all. As we discovered, buttonholes can be hacked to 

do something altogether different. In one 1890s convertible cycling skirt, 

buttonholes formed part of a larger infrastructural system of waxed cords, 

stitched channels and weights. Together, these elements made up a pul-

ley system concealed in seams and hems that hoisted heavy layered skirts 

safely up and out of the way of the bicycle wheels. It enabled the wearer to 

secretly switch from socially acceptable fashions to safe and comfortable 

sportswear as needed.
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Figure 24.2 documents this experience. A camera affixed to the ceiling 

of the office took images every 30 seconds for weeks as part of an ethno-

graphic experiment. This image serendipitously captures my delight, and 

relief, at the end of a long day when I had finally worked out the point and 

purpose of hidden buttonholes in the invention. What was quick to read 

in the patent text took far longer to reproduce. It was more complex than 

initially expected. I had never spent this long thinking about a buttonhole 

before. I was forced to see it afresh and to answer questions about its use 

that I had not even thought to ask at the start. As I toiled, I reflected on how 

the inventor might have been thinking similar things, and possibly experi-

encing many of the same failures, in the process of inventing a convertible 

cycling skirt. What emerged in the process of this example of speculative 

sewing was a newfound appreciation of a boring buttonhole. I came to 

understand it as part of a complex socio- technical system for early women 

cyclists to claim active and independent public lives. I appreciated how 

the inventor worked with all the materials and skills she had to hand, 

Figure 24.2 Speculatively sewing historical clothing inventions (photograph 
by author).
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expanding and re- configuring even the humble buttonhole in her attempt 

to work around restrictions to women’s freedom of movement in Victorian 

society (Figure 24.3).

Conclusion

Central to ethnographic research is the desire to gain a deep and thick 

understanding of the cultures and practices of a specific group. This is even 

more important, and challenging, when your subjects of study lived over 

a century ago and there are few traces of them in conventional records. 

Data on early inventors, especially women and marginalised people, 

tend to be fragmented and sparse. This requires us to become inventive 

with our methods. Historic patent archives are one source of data where 

we can learn about what interested, restricted or concerned (some) peo-

ple enough to tackle a problem with their own hands and sewing skills. 

Speculative sewing renders these socio- political issues in multidimen-

sional material forms that we can analyse from different perspectives. 

In this way it offers a multisensory glimpse of the many struggles early 

Figure 24.3 A reconstructed 1895 convertible cycle skirt with material raised up 
and out of the way of the wheels (photograph by author).
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inventors faced and some of the ingenious methods they used to over-

come them. Doing social research with sewing may not be appropriate for 

everyone or for all research subjects. What I hope to have conveyed is how 

applying a social science lens to existing skills and interests can add value 

to the craft of research. Also, by paying attention to boring and mundane 

things we might ask new questions about things we take for granted.
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How to do social research with... wax

Louise Rondel

Setting the Scene

On a tour of one of the UK’s depilatory wax manufacturers, we finish the 
visit in the warehouse where my tour guide, the Managing Director of 
the company, points to the pallets of goods stacked from floor to ceiling. 
Providing an inventory of what is stored there, he lists the contents of the 
boxes and sacks and their countries of origin or the places to where they 
are being shipped: resins from Portugal, hydrocarbon resins from the 
Netherlands, paraffin waxes from China, France, and Taiwan, and palm oil 
from Malaysia alongside finished and packaged waxes destined for the UK, 
Korea, Romania, France, America, and Italy.

(Fieldnotes, October 2019)

A factory depot on an industrial estate may seem an odd place for an 

examination of beauty and ‘femininity’.1 Certainly, in this massive 

warehouse, standing amongst the pallets of raw materials and finished 

products and moving out of the way of a forklift, I was bemused as to 

how I had got there. My project had started out about women’s rela-

tionship with beauty work and the reasons why they choose particular 

treatments. I had expected my fieldwork to take place in beauty salons, 

not in draughty warehouses next to a motorway junction. Yet the more 

time I spent with customers in salons interviewing them about their 

beauty practices (where hair removal was nearly always mentioned) 

1Femininity appears in inverted commas throughout to recognise that this is but one version 
of ‘femininity’ and that it is socially, culturally and materially constructed.
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and observing beauty therapists whilst they worked (where depilatory 

waxing was one of the, if not the, most popular treatments),2 I became 

increasingly interested in the materials necessary for the realisation of 

beauty work. I came to question the role played by the wax, other beauty 

products and their constitutive petroleum- based ingredients in the pro-

duction of ‘femininity’ in the salon. Thus, I began to examine how wax 

effects –  that is to say, puts into motion –  this particular version of ‘feminin-

ity’. It was wanting to explore what wax is and thus what wax does which 

prompted me to leave the beauty salon and explains why I ended up in the  

factory depot.

2This is perhaps unsurprising given, as other work in critical beauty studies has shown, 
‘[e] ven a small amount of hair growth may be understood as a threat to femininity’ (Toerien 
and Wilkinson, 2003, p. 88).

Figure 25.1 In the warehouse: Raw materials for blending depilatory wax 
(photograph by Louise Rondel).
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Figure 25.2 In the salon: The beauty therapist’s work station (photograph by 
Louise Rondel).
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Beauty Matters

To ‘do social research with wax’, I closely attend to the material itself, to 

what it is, how it behaves, who works with it and how it impacts on those 

with whom it comes into contact. In this, wax is considered ‘vibrant mat-

ter’; a thing which ‘has efficacy, can do things, has sufficient coherence 

to make a difference, produce effects, alter the course of events’ (Bennett, 

2010, p. viii, original emphasis); which has the ‘capacity to prompt certain 

actions’ (Hawkins, 2009, p. 193). This focus on wax as lively matter under-

scores the material dynamics entangled in the production of a ‘feminine’ 

appearance in the salon as it prompts particular practices and formations 

and, ultimately, makes hairlessness possible. Interrelatedly, ‘doing social 

research with wax’ highlights how this ‘femininity’ is inseparable from 

the long- term and unevenly distributed health impacts of the labour of 

beauty work as the beauty therapists ‘co- emerge with the materials that 

we mine, manufacture, and mobilise’ (Litvintseva, 2019, p. 154). As such, 

‘doing social research with wax’ allowed me to explore not only how the 

wax’s active materiality effects a particular hairless version of ‘femininity’, 

but it also permitted me to address broader concerns about how beauty 

products, oil dependence, labour practices, uneven health impacts, envi-

ronmental injustices and ‘femininity’ are entangled.

In the following, I begin with my guided tour of the wax manufacturers 

to closely examine what the wax consists of and, in particular, the petro- 

products which afford it particular ‘performance characteristics’ (per-

sonal correspondence with wax manufacturers, November 2019). These 

characteristics –  malleable, meltable, spreadable, viscous, viscid, colour-

ful (‘feminine’), pleasant- smelling (‘feminine’) –  enable the wax to remove 

‘unfeminine’ hair. In the second section, I continue this investigation by 

returning to the salon. Here, I attend to the beauty therapists’ engagement 

with the wax and other tools and beauty products exploring how these are 

(at times literally) incorporated. In each section, I take a different meth-

odological approach connected through putting wax- as- material and its 

effectuations at the centre of my inquiry. In the first section, I draw on 

the explanations of people working in the wax manufacturing trade, but 

find wax’s active role overshadowed by an emphasis on how the products 

have been developed to respond to customer demand. Having already 

spent time in beauty salons and experienced the wax ‘in action’, I am left 
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questioning the straightforward demand–supply narratives put forward by 

the manufacturers. In the second section, I return to the salon to consider 

the beauty therapists’ relationships with the wax by asking them to tell me 

about what they are doing as they perform treatments. Unlike the explana-

tions of those manufacturing wax, these in situ observational interviews 

make explicit wax’s lively materiality, the role it plays in the therapists’ 

working lives and how it serves to actively effect ‘femininity’. These inter-

views also draw attention to the (potentially3) toxic and long- term health 

impacts of carrying out beauty work. I consider these not as consequences 

of the production of ‘femininity’, but rather as inseparable from it, for the 

very petro- products which provide the particular ‘performance character-

istics’ of different beauty products also permeate the salon environment 

and bodies working therein in more insidious ways.

Meeting Demand?

Having spent the early part of my fieldwork in beauty salons, I became 

increasingly interested in the wax itself, where it comes from, and how 

it is made and so I arranged a visit to a wax manufacturer. At the begin-

ning of my guided tour of the factory, I am invited into the boardroom and 

seated opposite a glass- fronted cabinet whose shelves are filled with the 

impressive range of products made by the company. Here, the Managing 

Director starts my visit by talking me through the uptake of waxing in the 

UK since the 1980s, describing how the preferences and treatments have 

changed and how the products have been innovated in order to respond 

to the different trends. As he explains it, a series of linear developments 

appears: propelled by various cultural factors, it has become normal for 

ever- increasing parts of women’s bodies to be hairless and so the manu-

facturers have responded to this demand by blending different ingredients 

in different quantities, resulting in waxes with different properties, which 

act in different ways, and which thus can be used on different areas of the 

body. For example, he describes how the soft and sticky waxes of the 1970s 

3It is important here to emphasise the potential toxicity of these products as although nobody 
and nowhere is free from toxins (Alaimo, 2008, p. 260), the ways in which these impact us 
vary enormously.
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were fine for waxing the lower legs as here you have the shin bone and 

calf muscle which provide some traction against which to pull. But, he 

continues, these early waxes were unsuitable for the softer, fleshier and 

more sensitive areas of the thighs. And so, as full- leg and bikini- line and 

then Brazilian4 and Hollywood5 waxing became increasingly popular, it 

seems that, in response, waxes with different properties were developed 

so that this demand for extended hairlessness could be met (fieldnotes, 

October 2019).

In developing waxes to (seemingly) meet this demand, oil- derived 

ingredients feature heavily. In the warehouse, we are surrounded by pal-

lets stacked from floor to ceiling and piled high with sacks of hydrocarbon 

resins, boxes of paraffin waxes and drums of white oil. In an email corre-

spondence, the Quality Assurance Manager of another wax manufacturer 

explains how, amongst others, petro- products are used in depilatory wax to 

provide colour, fragrance and other properties (personal correspondence, 

November 2019). For example, he tells me that white oil (Paraffinum liq-
uidum) –  a by- product of the petroleum refining process whose ‘major 

global producers’ are Petro- Canada and Exxon –  is ‘fairly commonly used 

in depilatory products’ (personal correspondence, November 2019). In 

addition, for hot waxes which need to ‘remain malleable enough to be 

removed without the need for cloth waxing strips’, polymers are added 

in order ‘to provide these performance characteristics’ (personal corre-

spondence, November 2019). Most straightforwardly, these by- products 

give the wax particular ways of performing which, in turn, allow the wax 

to meet the demand for ‘feminine’ hairlessness – hairlessness which has 

been, according to my tour guide, largely driven by changing fashions and 

the increased availability of pornography (fieldnotes, October 2019).

In these explanations, it seems as if the developments in wax are 

straightforwardly reacting to consumer demands propelled by various 

socio- cultural factors. The wax seems muted, far from an active participant 

in the making of ‘feminine’ hairlessness. Yet I am left wondering about the 

role of the wax itself, for as formulas are developed which change what 

4An intimate form of waxing where all the pubic and anal hair is removed except for a thin 
strip on the mons pubis.
5An intimate form of waxing where all the pubic and anal hair is removed.
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wax is, the possibilities of what it can do (i.e., the hair it can remove and 

the body parts which can be hairless) are expanded. As I am sitting in the 

boardroom, I compare the neatly- packaged wax in the display cabinet to 

the fieldwork I had conducted in the beauty salons where I had experi-

enced the hot, sticky, viscous, malleable wax at work. Despite the straight-

forward explanations of my tour guide, I question if the wax is merely 

meeting the demand for ‘feminine’ hairlessness? If perhaps ‘feminine’ 

hairlessness is, in fact, predicated on the wax and its petro- derived ‘per-

formance characteristics’? If these, in fact, are serving to effect ‘feminine’ 

hairlessness? What else is the wax engendering here and how is this imbri-

cated in the production of ‘femininity’? And I return to the salon with a 

keener attention to what the wax is and so to what it can do.

‘It’s All About How It Acts’

Unlike the explanations of those manufacturing wax where the product 

appears to be only responding to consumer demand, subordinate to the 

logic of demand–supply, spending time in the beauty salon and observing 

beauty therapists at work drew my attention to its liveliness. Returning to 

the beauty salon and asking the therapists to tell me about what they were 

doing as they worked put into relief how wax has its own ways of moving, 

stopping, sticking, not- sticking, spreading, cooling and ultimately remov-

ing hair. As one therapist describes to me as she carries out a leg and bikini 

waxing treatment, ‘for me, it’s all about how it acts’, precisely explaining 

‘what I know from working with this’ whilst using the spreading spatula 

to twirl the perfect amount of wax at the perfect temperature before deftly 

applying a swatch of the perfect width and length to the client’s leg (field-

notes, October 2019). Thus, as they work with it to produce ‘feminine’ 

bodies, narrating their work reveals how the wax brings about the beauty 

therapists’ bodily movements and dispositions as the materially- informed 

skill of waxing becomes incorporated (as well as shaping their own bod-

ies in less obvious and more pernicious ways). For those working with it 

in the salon, then, the wax’s ‘performance characteristics’ –  how it moves, 

sticks, heats up, cools down, is removed –  become integrated into their 

bodily- spatial repertoire. In combination with how the wax itself acts, this 

is an acquisition of an embodied set of skills which further entrenches 
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increased ‘feminine’ hairlessness, for as the beauty therapists are able to 

perform an ever- wider range of services, in part engendered by the wax, 

ever more services in turn become possible.

Focusing on the materiality of the wax and other beauty products 

(many of which also rely on petroleum- derived compounds for their ‘per-

formance characteristics’) shows how these shape the beauty therapists’ 

bodies in more insidious and (potentially) toxic ways too. Performing the 

depilatory treatments, the beauty therapist is continuously in motion. 

Negotiating and managing the wax and other products, the tools and the 

client’s body, she6 repeats the movements of bending over the treatment 

bed, applying the wax, smoothing the strip and ripping it off. Occupational 

health and social science research has shown some of the harmful bodily 

impacts of carrying out beauty treatments. For instance, there are reports 

into musculoskeletal issues and joint pain from long hours of standing and 

performing repetitive actions (de Gennaro et al., 2014) and risk of injury 

from contact with hot wax and sharp tools or from thrashing customers 

undergoing painful waxing treatments (Herzig, 2009, p. 258). Thus, at the 

same time as skill becomes incorporated, these work practices painfully 

become ingrained in the salon workers’ skin, muscles and joints. Although 

the wax itself might not be toxic, occupational health studies into beauty 

salon work have reported on concerns around exposure to Volatile 

Organic Compounds, phthalates and numerous other pollutants emitted 

from a cocktail of products used in hair and beauty treatments (Zota and 

Shamasunder, 2017). This research has pointed to how these salon expo-

sures (potentially) give rise to a suite of health impacts: skin allergies, respi-

ratory disorders, cancers, endocrine disruption, reproductive harms and 

impaired development in foetuses and children. Moreover, if, as Naomi 

Wolf has famously argued, beauty work has become women’s ‘third shift’, 

working to limit their power and undo the gains of feminism (2002, p. 25), 

then it is crucial to attend to Miliann Kang’s response that Wolf’s position 

‘ignore[s]  the many women who do not do their own beauty work … [who] 

pass off sizable portions of the third shift onto the shoulders of less- privileged 
women’ (2010, p. 15, emphasis added). Indeed, the research into the 

6The beauty industry has a highly feminised workforce: in the UK, ‘94% of people working in 
beauty are female’ (National Hair and Beauty Federations, 2019, n.p.).
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health impacts of salon work has highlighted that this (potential) toxicity 

is most heavily borne by the largely female workforce and within this, by 

racialised and otherwise marginalised women. An attention to the materi-

ality of the wax and other products, to the petro- products which constitute 

them, and to what they are and so what they do is one way of bringing 

these asymmetrical impacts to the fore. These, I argue, are not merely the 

consequences of working with these products and the notion of ‘feminin-

ity’ underpinning this work. Rather, attending to the wax (amongst other 

products) and what it does shows that these (potentially) toxic effects are 

fully entangled with ‘femininity’ as produced in the salon. The very com-

pounds which enable the products to perform in particular ways are those 

which also give rise to these (potential) harms, ultimately making this ver-

sion of ‘femininity’ possible.

Conclusion

‘Doing social research with wax’ has put into relief how the hairless version 

of ‘femininity’ produced in the salon is not only socio- culturally impelled 

but has significant material contingencies and is permeated by petro- 

products. I have argued that, by affording the wax particular ‘performance 

characteristics’, oil by- products make extended hair removal possible and 

so effect and entrench ‘femininity’ as hairless. ‘Doing social research with 

wax’ has further drawn attention to the significant bodily impacts on those 

who work with the wax and other beauty products as they make their liv-

ing. These impacts include the development of the embodied skill of wax-

ing which also serves to effect ‘feminine’ hairlessness as well as the more 

pernicious incorporation of the products, a (potentially) toxic burden 

most heavily borne by the disadvantaged women who perform the ‘third 

shift’ of beauty work. This (at times literal) incorporation of the products 

also works to effect ‘femininity’ as the impacts are inseparable from how 

the materials act.

But ‘how to do social research with wax’? Underpinning this examina-

tion of the production of ‘femininity’, the associated petro- derived prod-

ucts and the unequal impacts of beauty work is the insistence that wax is 

a lively (or deadly) material. In other words, I take wax as an active partici-

pant in the social world with the ability to effect particular practices and 
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formations and, concomitantly, to shape bodies and make ‘femininity’. 

Methodologically, this has involved a focus on what wax is and so what 
wax does. This enabled me to question the straightforward demand–sup-

ply explanations whereby those working in wax manufacturing posit the 

developments in wax as merely a response to consumer demand for ‘fem-

inine’ hairlessness. Instead, considering the wax’s petro- afforded proper-

ties and examining how it acts in practice show that the hairless version 

of ‘femininity’ is equally prompted by the material. Leaving the factory 

and returning to the salon, the wax as an active participant most clearly 

comes into view, especially when asking the beauty therapists to tell me 

about what they are doing as they do it. Through these in situ narrations, 

not only their relationship with the wax and other beauty products but, 

entwined with this, ‘how it acts’ and how it becomes incorporated are 

put into relief. Thinking through these alongside occupational health 

research which also emphasises the materiality of the products and their 

emissions, the (potential) toxicity of the work and its uneven distribution 

(inseparable from this production of ‘femininity’) are underscored. To 

‘do social research with wax’, then, I have closely attended to what wax 

is and so what it does, and so to how it is worked with, to what it affords 

and effects, to the different (and potentially toxic) ways it is incorpo-

rated, and to how all of this is entangled to produce a particular version 

of ‘femininity’.
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How to do social research with... 

WhatsApp soapie

Yasmin Gunaratnam, Phoebe Kisubi Mbasalaki and Sara Matchett

Scene

Scene 1: Action!
What happened to Tanya?

TEXT MESSAGES READING:

Has any1 seen Tanya?

What really happened to Tanya?

A phone buzzes. The screen lights up. A text message. ‘What happened to 

Tanya?’ The question arrives embedded in a sequence of short textual nar-

ratives, photographs and video clips. Together, the various stories gather 

into scenes in a WhatsApp soapie or soap opera. Our soapie1 was made 

towards the end of 2019, using participatory theatre and Performance 

as Research (PaR) methods with a group of 13 street- based sex workers 

in Cape Town. The soapie was part of a bigger trans- regional project on 

decolonising gender inequalities.2 In centring bodies and emotions, PaR 

resists ‘unhelpful dichotomies and fixed binaries which separate embodi-

ment and intuition from intellectual practices, emotional experiences and 

ways of knowing’ (Kershaw and Nicholson, 2011, p. 2).

Before we describe our object, you should know that PaR has grown 

in use in post- apartheid South Africa (the apartheid regime ran between 

1The idea to make the soapie was inspired by Sanlam’s (a South African insurance company)
WhatsApp drama series, Uk’shona Kwelanga (Sanlam, n.d.).
2The WhatsApp soapie was part of a five- year collaborative research project between the 
Centre for Theatre, Dance and Performance Studies (CTDPS), the African Gender Institute 
(AGI) at the University of Cape Town, and the non- governmental organisation (NGO), the 
Sex Workers Education and Advocacy Task Force (SWEAT). The wider research consortium 
GlobalGrace (Global Gender and Cultures of Equality), involved six countries (South Africa, 
Brazil, Bangladesh, Mexico, the Philippines and the United Kingdom).
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1948 and 1994), mostly through work in university theatre and perfor-

mance departments. PaR tries to convey the interanimation of thought 

and the experiencing body. Recognising a thinking, sensually appreciat-

ing self was important to us because of the potential for the method to lure 

and be receptive to what can be difficult to put into words. Or, where the 

concepts and vocabulary to signify sidelined experiences are depleted, 

lacking or lost; a structure known as ‘epistemic injustice’ (Fricker, 2007).

The techniques that we used in developing our soapie come from 

Forum Theatre (Boal, 1985), a form of participatory theatre where audi-

ences are invited to come up with possible solutions or alternatives to 

challenges presented in a theatre piece. In Forum Theatre, actors perform 

a scene, featuring an oppressed protagonist. The scene must end unre-

solved, leaving the protagonist with their problems. It is then performed a 

second time and the audience is invited to pause the scene when they dis-

agree with the protagonist’s choices. The spectator (or ‘spect- actor’) who 

stalls the action then intervenes to try to change the outcome. They do this 

by replacing the protagonist and exploring other options. In workshop-

ping our soapie scenes, there was no ‘outside’ audience. The sex workers 

were their own audience.

To make a soapie like ours requires a smart phone with audio- visual 

recording and editing functions. You will also need a group of perform-

ers; knowledge of theatre (especially theatre of the oppressed techniques) 

and/ or a script writer; and locations in which you can film in safety. We 

created a closed group of about 30 people to send our soapie to, using the 

WhatsApp broadcast list function. The group consisted of members of the 

theatre group, employees of our NGO partner, the Sex Worker Education 

and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT), global partners on the GlobalGrace 

project and other allies. Why work with a closed group? Because sex work 

is still criminalised and stigmatised in South Africa. We felt that a larger 

public audience would endanger the sex workers.

A Scene

The scene, then, is our object. A scene is a framing device, a dramaturgi-

cal apparatus and a ‘problem space’ (Lury, 2021), in which conundrums 

unfold and stories are told and re- / enacted. A problem space, as Celia Lury 

describes it, is characterised by givens, goals and operators. ‘“Givens” are 
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the facts or information that describe the problem’, Lury explains (2021, 

p. 2), ‘“goals” are the desired end state of the problem –  what the knower 

wants to know; and “operators” are the actions to be performed in reach-

ing the desired goals’. As Lury makes clear, problems are dynamic. They are 

a becoming; unfolding with a method.

A scene as a sequence of action is not necessarily something we are 

aware of. Yet scenes are valuable sociologically and methodologically 

because they assert some form and timescale onto the material and/ or 

imagined flows between givens, goals and operators. If you are up for a 

more psychoanalytic framing of that last point, a scene is a problem space 

of play in which external realities meet inner worlds of make- believe, to 

be messed around and experimented with: presence/ absence, real/ imagi-

nary. For Gail Lewis (2017, p. 4), there is a potency and creative potential in 

this tension between presence and absence, in its prising open of a shifting 

space of ‘coming into being differently’.

With ‘coming into being differently’ in the circumstances of post- 

apartheid South Africa, we invariably bump into ‘seen’ as a homophone of 

scene, holding other meanings and doing other work. The scene as ‘seen’ 

enters into discussions of ‘presencing’ in black feminist and anti- colonial 

writing and in theatre and performance studies (Lewis, 2017; Mbembe, 

n.d.). What it means for the lives of sex workers to be dramatised into 

appearance emerged in two registers of ‘presencing’ in our soapie: pres-

ence and sensing. These registers are mobile, resonating differently within 

the live scenes as they were workshopped and recorded in Cape Town and 

in how they journeyed outwards as visual, aural and typographic perfor-

mances through WhatsApp. So, our object is layered in its movements, 

sensuality, times and scales. When in circulation it might afford a proxim-

ity to, as much as an uprooting from, the performed contexts.

As you move through our scenes, we encourage you to take some 

questions with you. Who is legitimised, however thinly, to have presence 

and how are they allowed to be present? Might presence have an uneven 

distribution for those who have to live under the radar in post- apartheid 

South Africa, and who might also face other hostilities such as Afrophobia 

and anti- migrant hatreds (see Matchett and Okech, 2015)? And what about 

Édouard Glissant’s honouring of the right to opacity (Diawara, 2009)? 

Could dissimulation and opacity as survival and insurgency be compro-

mised by the presencing energies and technologies of our methods? How 
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can givens, goals and operators, as problems, appear and move around 

within and outside a scene?

Scene 2: Workshopping

Figure 26.1 Homeless, scene 3.



How to do social research with... WhatsApp soapie  |  269

   269

The scenes in our soapie were created in scriptwriting workshops, led by 

scriptwriter Chase Rhys. The workshops were an offshoot of the first of 

five larger training modules for our participants, covering: ‘Participatory 

Theatre/ Theatre of the Oppressed’; ‘Physical Theatre’; ‘Voice as Material/ 

Poetry Making’; ‘Public Art and Mask Work’; and ‘Arts Administration and 

Fundraising’. Each module culminated in a live performance; each an 

experiment with different ways of making theatre. The first performance –  

Intando Yam: My Choice was staged in August 2019 and directed by Delia 

Meyer, a Forum Theatre practitioner.

Serendipitously, the episodic nature of Intando Yam, which included 

image sculptures, offered an obvious transition into creating the soapie. 

Once the group had translated their scenes into the language of WhatsApp, 

they began to workshop and rehearse them. Scenes were then filmed 

on a mobile phone. The completed scenes were given to Phoebe Kisubi 

Mbasalaki, who set up a WhatsApp group and posted one or two scenes 

per day over a two- week period.

Figure 26.1 is an example of a technique of sculpting/ moulding the 

body into still images or tableaux to re- run and explore real- life situa-

tions, as well as more abstracted ideas such as relationships, emotions 

and attitudes. Working in silence, participants shape their own or each 

other’s bodies, using only touch to convey and investigate ideas, sensa-

tions and emotions. They might move an arm or legs, adjust a head, soften 

or straighten out a posture. The images are then dynamised into action. 

The relays between stillness and movement of these adjustments can pro-

duce questions and new circumstances, manipulating and questioning 

the original framing of a problem, tugging it into different settings. As the 

scene moves, something unexpected can appear. How you curate, pace 

the send out of soapie scenes, how you splice text, image and sound, will 

further shape how a problem makes an appearance.

In producing images like this, the very absence of spoken language 

can help to transport experience into a mutable material form (the body as 

image), allowing it to be re- worked to tweak/ transform the original prob-

lem. And as an image travels within the soapie, the live sensuous presence 

of the performer/ participant in relation to themselves and to others that 

the workshops cultivated is left behind. What you could do differently with 

our object is to include more behind- the- scenes narratives, not so much in 
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the hope of a faithful transposition of the left behind, but more in the spirit 

of what Fred Moten imagines as a ‘a political radiophonics’ (2017, p. 19), in 

which some of the imperfect life of the production of an image accompa-

nies its journeys, encouraging more ambivalent readings.

Let’s move on and show you another soapie scene and how you might 

use our object with behind- the- scenes stories to animate the flux and 

evaporations between method and problem. In the following section, we 

dropped ourselves into thinking and writing by exchanging WhatsApp 

voice notes, across the UK and South Africa. Transposing collaborative 

aurality into sociological writing is another provocation and use of our 

object.

Scene 3: Voice Notes

A voice note (20 seconds): Client Scene
I’m just not comfortable to do this (pause). I don’t like this guy at all. I just need 
money, so it really hurts my feelings to do this. I’m sorry … I’m just not happy, not 
at all.

This voice note extract was the first in a three- part scene. If the first note 

set up a protagonist and a problem, as many conventional Northern story 

plotlines do, the second note traced a moral reasoning. ‘I mean what can 

I do to get money? Our clients are not this bad … yes, I would rather fake 

a smile and do what’s important. It will work. I know it will. I need the 

money’. The closing scene seems to peel back a resolution ‘The only way for 

me to be happy and excited to do this is to take poppers. Yes, now (sound 

of a deep inhale and exhale) is the time for me to give the good selves. 

I’m excited about doing it … sex work is work (hearty laugh, turning into 

a cackle).’

As Delia Meyer told us in a voice note (of nearly 14 minutes), in the 

early stages of performing these scenes, one of the sex workers as a ‘spect- 

actor’ intervened with an alternative scenario. ‘Hang on’, Delia remembers 

the spect- actor saying, ‘In that scene you are representing the client in a 

bad light … the client actually pays our bills … he is not your enemy’. And 

so, the sex- problem and the scene were deliberated and re- made. In the 

new composite version, Delia felt the client was ‘softer’ and ‘gentler’, with 

this more emotionally ambivalent rendition of sex work inciting another 
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‘agitator’, as ‘the actions to be performed in reaching the desired goals’ 

(Lury, 2021, p. 2). In the space of the new scene, the group came to discuss 

the reality of sex work, which can mean working with up to five clients in 

one night. ‘What was pointed out was that it becomes very impactful and 

intense to be engaging with, in this sex act so many times in one night’, 

Delia explained. An option in resolving this problem came from another 

sex worker who drew attention to their use of ‘poppers’. (Poppers in South 

African slang are liquids in the alkyl nitrite family that intensify sexual 

pleasure.) The entwining of bodily and emotional labour in sex work can 

be hidden in conventional accounts. But with the theatrical inhale and 

exhale and the cackle of the voice- note, there is an intrusion/ irruption of 

these types of work into sex.

Voice notes in PaR smudge the boundaries between event (speaking) 

and object (voice note), data and analysis. If the soapie was an experiment 

for the sex workers in manifesting something of the physical and eco-

nomic complexity of their lives, the WhatsApp format risks trivialisation, 

even erasure. Participatory theatre via the mobile phone is an especially 

circumscribed venue in South Africa. The politics of bodily spacing and 

segregation are never far from the surface. With a voice note, tonal pat-

terns, breath, pulse and pacing, as sonic qualities, can cut across histo-

ries of distance/ separation, endorse or enlarge them. And once opened 

for the first time, the impact of a voice note can never be experienced in 

the same way again. Insofar as we might try to capture our experience as 

listeners and researchers in written fieldnotes, transcripts or voice notes 

themselves, we are already in the realm of sifting, sorting and flattening 

the sensory downpour into a narrative, complicating reflexive practices 

(see Froggett and Hollway, 2010 on ‘scenic composition’).

Scene 4: What Have We Done?

In this closing scene, we draw close to the ragged slashes of Minh- ha’s 

(1986/ 1987, p. 9) refrain, ‘I am like you/ I am different’.

Here, we pause and note an inclination in Euro- narrative encodings of 

Africa: the tendency to catastrophise and tell miserable stories about those 

who bear the brunt of living with the ongoingness of colonial and settler- 

colonial injustices. Our soapie certainly resounded with scenes of everyday 
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violations. But there were also playful, comedic stories, touching on what 

filmmaker and academic Frances Negrón- Muntaner (2020) terms ‘decolo-

nial joy’, as those overflowing pleasures when we are able to experience a 

time in which coloniality is not defining. For us, decolonial joy was a lateral 

mist in the last soapie scene where the theatre group bursts into a South 

African protest song ‘Senzenina’, sung in a capella with a rhythmic, asser-

tive stamping and shuffling of feet. The refrain – ‘Senzenina’ – translates 

from Xhosa and Zulu as ‘What have we done?’ ‘Senzenina’ is a renowned 

anti- apartheid and protest song (it is also sung at funerals). The idea to close 

the soapie with ‘Senzenina’ came from the theatre group who expanded its 

anti- colonial messaging. The defiant tones in which the performer sang and 

moved runs counter to a social system that criminalises and dehumanises 

sex workers. It is their defiance that gets in the way of an easy empathy in 

which otherness can be pulled into existing universal notions of humanity, 

equality or citizenship. To get a sense of these different registers of the clos-

ing scene, the receiver/ listener/ viewer does not need to be knowledgeable 

about the history of ‘Senzenina’, or of the lives of the sex workers. Rather, 

the uncertain expansiveness of the scene can become an opening through 

which to feel unequal violent inheritances: the scale of the distances of the 

‘I am like you/ I am different’ couplet.

What puzzles and unsettles us about our object is what lies in these 

scales of distance brought together by a soapie scene. Researchers and 

participants can never be sure of what is being lured or drawn down 

through a screen and how this can come to matter once a scene is made 

and sent out. Soapie scenes created in peripheralised regions with mar-

ginalised groups are especially fragile methodological and ethical objects. 

There are dangers of a doubling of objectification, as those usually objec-

tified are enfolded and compressed into a portable object, released into 

digital economies where recorded experience is routinely skimmed and 

selectively mined (Han, 2021).

Rather than being a standalone methodological object and process, for 

us the soapie scene remains primarily an ambivalent ethical agitator. It is 

best used with other methods to reflect critically on and assess research 

relationships, tools and processes. As researchers we pass on our touch-

stone question and agitator, to be returned to throughout cycles of research.

‘Senzenina’. What have we done?
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