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Chapter 2. Dilemmas of alienation in arts-based education research methods

  

<AU>Jeff Adams and Emma Arya-Manesh  

 

Abstract 

 

We discuss the use of arts-based practices from our recent investigations into 

research methodologies, comparing the approaches of educators and doctoral 

students whose work has derived predominantly from their previous experience 

of arts-based practices with those who had no previous experience of such 

practices, but who nonetheless engaged with it for at least part of their research. 

All of our participants are professionals engaged with education backgrounds, 

such as doctoral students, teachers and gallery educators, and we explore some 

of the tensions arising between professional and arts-based practices, and 

discuss questions of the legitimacy and validity of these practices as perceived 

by our participants, with a critical focus on the feelings of scepticism and 

alienation that arts-based methods may generate for the inexperienced. 

 

Keywords: arts-based practices, alienation, non-arts participants, validity, 

research methodologies 

 

<H1>Introduction 

 

<NP>This chapter looks at arts-based practices to which researchers have been 

exposed in the course of their research projects in a variety of contexts. We are 

particularly interested in the nuanced differences that degrees of enculturation with 

arts-based practices engendered and which were manifest in the participants’ 

practices and perceptions. The context within which our research occurred enabled 

us to compare the perceptions of those researchers who had plentiful direct 

experience of the arts with those who had little or no previous exposure or familiarity 

with arts practices, methods or pedagogies.  



 

We are university-based academics who have been involved with the Beyond Text 

project since its inception. Both of us are actively involved with research projects 

located in Palestine, with a focus on education and learning. Arya-Manesh is actively 

participating with research involving everyday experiences of women living in the 

West Bank, and with Adams who has a specialist interest in creative pedagogies. 

Adams has a background in the artist-teacher movement and is currently engaged in 

artistic practices that explore the interface between the natural and political 

environment. 

 

The amenability of the participants to the arts-based practices with which they 

engaged varied greatly, and, as might be expected, correlated to a large extent with 

their previous familiarity and expectations. Our interviews, discussions and 

observations revealed nuances of acceptance and alienation over and above these 

more obvious disparities. Sometimes the participants rejected the identities that they 

perceived the practices imposed upon them, by means of minor acts of resistance, 

while others embraced the practices despite, or perhaps because of, the alterity that 

they generated within them – a sense of being culturally ‘othered’ by the activities 

and by the participants in which they were engaged. With others the excitement of 

encountering the unorthodox that gave rise to unexpected insights, gave way to 

abjection. 

 

We draw on Julia Kristeva’s (1982, 1986) ‘abjection’, in which feelings of revulsion 

occur when there is disruption to ‘identity, system and order’ (1982: 4). As Moran 

and Atherton observe (2018), Kristeva’s abjection is conscious and menacing, 

watchful and vigilant, careful to ascertain and seek out that which threatens to 

undermine identity. According to this theory, when applied to our context, when a 

person defines and identifies themselves in a role, whether it be an artist, arts-based 

researcher, a theoretician or a practitioner, in a bid to ‘maintain the preferred state’ 

(Moran and Atherton 2018), they become what they are by ‘excluding that which they 

are not’ (Hulse 2015: 78). They ‘spit out’ or ‘cast off’ that which perpetually threatens 

the unattainable, a unified identity. Commentators such as Eisner (1997) and Finley 

(2008) explain that features of arts-based research (ABR) such as subjective, 

imprecise and ambiguous ways of knowing, as experienced by some of our 



workshop participants, give rise to fears and anxieties that are synonymous with 

abjection. Burge et al. (2016) discuss how an arts-based workshop in a higher 

education context led to feelings of ‘shame’ and ‘bewilderment’, concluding that 

some of their participants felt their ‘expert status’ had been put at risk through being 

asked to express themselves in ‘unfamiliar’ ways. 

 

We also draw theories of social alienation, to emphasize a form of distancing or 

estrangement that works in synergy with theories of abjection. Inspired by Bullough 

(1912) and more recently Brown (2011), we understand alienation as a ‘comfortable 

distancing’ or critical alterity that ruptures when confronted with the ‘uncomfortable 

proximity’ of the ‘unconventional’. For some of our arts-based workshop participants, 

the regression from stimulating critical engagement to alienation appeared to occur 

in three principal ways: 

 

1. Marginalization through the imposition of roles by others, such as being 

categorized as a non-arts practitioner; 

2. Self-imposition, such as determinably maintaining one’s previously 

established identity and integrity as a scientist or as an engineer in opposition to 

the artist practitioners, thereby resisting the collaborative identity of the group; 

3. Alienation brought about by the practitioners’ doubts about the validity of their 

methods and the results that they yielded, or the legitimacy of their status as a 

researcher.  

 

These alienation dilemmas are amplified by the differences in disciplines and their 

traditional and historical positioning with regard to research and to the arts in 

general. These have a profound effect on the experiences of researchers when 

employing arts practices in their research, and help to contextualize the perceptions 

and approaches that we discuss here.  

 

The events and workshops using ABR practices in which our participants engaged 

were designed in such a way that the participants should have been able to suspend 

any encroaching feelings of alienation, and thereby avoid this clash, and also 

displace the momentum of any conflict that might be generated. The success of this 



strategy was at times impaired by the constraints described above, but these failures 

resulted in revealing perceptions and experiences that informed our research. 

 

Our participants were all associated with our research centre, RECAP (Research 

into Education, Creativity and the Arts through Practice) through the Centre’s 

doctoral programmes. As part of the doctoral programmes students have to engage 

with arts-based practices through workshops in a contemporary art gallery, the 

setting for some of our examples of practice that follow. All participants’ names have 

been changed to preserve anonymity.  

 

We have divided the chapter into two parts, the first being the experiences of those 

participants who were known to have long-standing familiarity with ABR, while the 

second focuses on those without. The purpose of this division was to emphasize the 

way that the pre-existing cultural positioning of the participants, and the conditioning 

of their perceptions of the arts and their value in research methodologies, has a 

profound effect on the approaches and methods they adopted in their research 

practices. However, that influence notwithstanding, this is a complex picture and the 

background of the participants did not necessarily lead in direct or straightforward 

ways to their perception and use of arts-based practices. 

 

<H1>Arts-based researchers: Preconceptions, tensions and anxieties about 

practice 

 

<NP>Three arts-based practitioners are discussed in this section, all of whom had 

been mature students on doctoral education programmes in a higher education 

faculty, and all of whom had practised as artists or curatorial educators either 

professionally or as students. Their attitudes towards, and understanding of, ABR 

were derived from this foundational position as assured practitioners, although they 

were not without contradiction.  

 

<TEXT>Our three examples that follow explore the attitudes to research held by 

three arts-based researchers, who are also educators and who have, or have had, 

an artistic practice. The legitimacy of their research and use of ABR methods have, 

in all three cases, been called into question, sometimes by themselves. It seems 



validity is a key question for arts-based practitioners when conducting research and 

using these approaches. 

  

<H1>Tara: A contemporary gallery worker investigating knowledge and 

authority 

 

<NP>Tara is an interesting case because she works amongst practitioners and yet is 

not an artist herself, and this creates some tensions. She uses arts-based methods 

in her work on a regular basis, and is familiar with the modus operandi of artists, and 

so occupies an ambivalent space, in that she is familiar with arts-based practices but 

would not consider herself as an artist. We were curious about how her position in 

the hierarchy of her institution – a large and well-known contemporary gallery – 

affected her approach to her research and how her participants (themselves 

employees or associates of the same institution but occupying different positions in 

the hierarchy) might respond to her.  

 

<TEXT>Tara was cautious in her research, as she was aware of the contextual or 

pre-existing professional tensions between people who were participating and she 

saw her preparatory task as alleviating those tensions. She describes her gallery 

activity ‘Drawing in the round’ as designed to resist generating alienation on the part 

of novice participants by displacement and sharing creation – drawing a sculpture in 

the gallery by collectively working on each other’s drawings in timed turns. The 

purpose of the activity was to encourage people to engage with the gallery space on 

an even footing, rather than in a hierarchical status structure based on prior 

knowledge or skills. Also, the activity avoided a dependency on professional 

language in the gallery space while still making an active response to an artwork. 

Engaging with contemporary art is often difficult for people unfamiliar with gallery 

cultures, and the workshop was intended to provide an entry point: ‘It was 

democratising […] it put them all in the same position […] I think the drawing activity 

[…] gave them something different to reflect upon’. 

 

The participants’ professional identities were not essential to the activity and so 

tensions were alleviated by this displacement, resulting in ‘knowledge co-creation’ or 

‘knowledge exchange’ (Riding 2017). Tara put all of the participants into the same 



position, dispensing with hierarchies. This dispensation was achieved by having no 

one person responsible for a drawing, but treating it as a collective endeavour. 

Consequently, the activity became more about process than product. Tara 

mentioned that she often heard from her participants’ discourse around the topic that 

it was not about the correct way to draw or the ability to draw, but more about the 

nature and use of the materials and the object of study. However, the engagement 

with the art objects in the gallery that Tara facilitated was subject to the wider 

hierarchy of curatorial authority: none of the work the participants produced could 

actually be shown in the gallery as art, as this was governed by the authority of the 

gallery curators and exhibition policy, itself determined by an understanding of the 

authority of canonical art, which dominates the art world.  

 

Tara drew on her long experience of working with contemporary art and with 

participants alien to this field to pursue and develop her research nonetheless. Her 

confidence in the robustness of arts-based practices, borne of facilitating a profusion 

of encounters between the public and unfamiliar concepts of art, enabled her to 

resist the superficial rejections of both the works and her methods of engaging with 

them. As a consequence Tara was able to collect data that included much deeper 

reflections and more sustained engagements from her participants, enabling her to 

understand the nuances of the subjectivity of the relationships between participants 

and the works of art, and to discover much more about the social and political basis 

of learning in the gallery. From this rich data, engendered through the performances 

and reflections that she contrived, Tara was able to fully develop her research 

through art-based practices towards theories of shared and co-created knowledge 

(Riding 2017). 

 

<H1>Hannah: An educator using her artistic practice in her arts-based 

research methods 

 

<NP>Hannah is a tutor working in a higher art education institution in the 

Netherlands. She has a long-standing arts-based practice in fine art, and uses art-

based methods in her doctoral study. Her research interest is democratic 

pedagogies, and the physical and metaphorical learning conditions associated with 

them. Her arts-based practice comprises making models of learning spaces and then 



capturing them using photography. However, she argued that this practice was 

employed in the service of her research projects rather as a constituent in a 

professional artistic practice: 

<EXT> 

I often consider myself an amateur artist. I was not trained officially at art 

school but as a teacher on a training programme for art teachers and I 

sort of self-developed my own practice. I’m not good at applying for 

funding, I’m not good at applying for exhibitions, and I hate that stuff. I 

love working in the studio, I love drawing, but I hate all the other stuff. 

<NP>This illustrates Hannah’s anxiety over her status as an artist, an abjection that 

is commonly found amongst educators and researchers who have their own art 

practice. For instance, she has a negative attitude towards her own artwork that 

seemed to require external authentication, only remedied when she produced work 

as part of a class that she attended, because validation there was provided by both 

the artist leading the class, and also by the arts community within which she was 

working. Her professional profile as primarily an educator and researcher is such that 

she felt unable to acknowledge herself as a practising artist in her own right.  

 

According to Hannah the hybrid identity of an artist and a teacher legitimizes their 

‘marginal’ place and entitles them to stay there. Their identity outside of education as 

an artist informs their pedagogy, and as Hannah claims, reinforces the essential 

nature of the outsider position for this to occur with the force that it does: 

<EXT> 

[…] these artist-teachers somehow create a zone or a place somewhere 

on the margins of education, to be able to live up to the standards they 

carry within themselves […] and they sort of choose to function on those 

borders. But as I can see now, this is really an essential decision that says 

a lot about their pedagogy […] 

<NP>As part of her teaching practice, Hannah considers that it is important for 

children to work as practising artists, which she argues makes it a more valuable 

learning experience for the children. Paradoxically, the authenticity of the children’s 



artistic practice legitimatizes for Hannah her practice as an artist and as a teacher of 

that practice, and it also provides a stable platform from which to launch her artistic 

research practices, the subject of which is often creative pedagogies and young 

children’s art. 

 

<TEXT>Hannah was not trained as an artist, and she compensates for this 

perceived lack of authenticity through her training as an educator and a researcher; 

in these domains she considers herself a bona-fide practitioner. Although being an 

educator is less marginal than being a practising, exhibiting artist, it is nonetheless at 

least partially marginal within the education system, and therefore garners some 

‘outsider’ kudos. 

 

In terms of research Hannah is comfortable making a claim to being a creative 

researcher, but not a ‘trained’ researcher as such. This also plays into her status 

anxiety of being neither a trained researcher nor a practising artist, and yet carrying 

out both roles. Hannah does lay claim to being a qualified educator, and is therefore 

able to carve out a space in the educational system. There is a legacy attached to 

this too, in that Hannah believes that these art-based methods and practices can be 

passed on to her students: 

<EXT> 

[…] the exciting feeling of stepping onto a new territory […] because I 

work a lot with masters students, and undergraduates; I could also see 

myself, working with them to do forms of artistic enquiry […] so I think that 

would be something that would really excite me, to sort of hand it over to 

them as well.  

<NP>Hannah’s art practice comprises constructing dioramas that offer insights onto 

the spaces of learning, and these are most poignant when seen through her 

photographic reproductions, as these ‘make strange’ the views into the miniature 

stage sets and temporarily suspends the signifiers of scale and perspective. One is 

not sure if one is looking into a large or small space, or if indeed the space is real or 

a simulation, and this estrangement revivifies, and offers an analogy for, the sense of 

novelty that accompanies new learning, similar to Atkinson’s notion of the uncanny 



(Atkinson 2017). Her artistic abilities inform her teaching but there is more to it from 

her point of view: they transcend the aesthetic, the superficially visual as a method of 

inquiry.  

 

<H1>Emily: Artist and teacher researching self-efficacy 

 

<NP>It is important to Emily to identify herself as an art practitioner as well as an art 

teacher, as Springgay et al. (2007) have identified as a feature of auto-ethnographic 

art practices associated with education practitioners. Emily is a qualified secondary 

teacher, and she explicitly mentions her exposure to creative practices (part of her 

doctoral studies) acting as a stimulus for using art practices in her research. Emily 

makes a clear distinction between the artwork that she produces in her professional 

role as a teacher, and the artwork that she makes as a practitioner; she appears to 

be comfortable identifying as an artist as well as a teacher: 

<EXT> 

[…] there’s kind of two strands to my artwork because I make artwork as 

an artist myself, but also I make artwork as a teacher with my teacher hat 

on, so I make examples for the students as well. 

<NP>This willingness to identify both roles simultaneously is a manifestation of her 

confidence in both arenas, yet surprisingly her doctoral thesis was concerned with 

her self-efficacy and the anxieties that lay beneath the surface. She uses her arts 

practice reciprocally to inform her students’ work and vice versa. She describes this 

reciprocal learning as a necessary condition for forming a community of practice, 

seeing her students as fellow artists; this community then forms the basis of her 

research. The community of practice idea arises because of her experience as an 

artist in a local group of artists that she helped to set up and with whom she shared 

studio space and developed a common identity. This seems to have transferred 

successfully to her conception of pedagogy whereby the students are, at times at 

least, an extension of that community. 

 

<TEXT>Emily now feels distanced from her original artistic community because she 

has acquired and practised critical thinking skills through her doctoral practices that 



make her inclined to apply social theory to her own and others’ artwork and 

practices, which was not always welcome in that group. Such approaches were not 

always well received, resulting in Emily feeling alienated from that group, and 

introduced tensions into the familiar patterns and conventions of her art community 

and its support network. When discussing her theoretical approach she noted her 

fellow artists’ reluctance to engage or reciprocate: 

[…] I feel like they’re less receptive to it because they see it as quite 

scientific and they’re not maybe confident with it themselves so I try to 

explain a bit about how […] and we’ll have a discussion, but they just want 

to see the visual side of it really. 

<NP>Consequently Emily became estranged from the contemporary art network as 

she embraced social theory and applied it to her own work. Emily felt that her 

theorizing was alienating from her fellow practitioners because her practice became 

‘too scientific’ in their eyes. Her new hybrid identity as researcher and artist impacted 

her practice and subsequently distanced her from her friends and her group, a 

community group of which she had been part for many years. She perceived that the 

theorizing bored them and distanced them from her and her work, but she believed 

that it had become so integral to her practice that she could no longer abandon it: 

she persisted and recreated her practitioner identity in this new theory-informed 

mould.  

 

<TEXT>All three arts-based practitioners, Tara, Hannah and Emily, were growing in 

confidence in their ABR practices as their engagement became more familiar and 

deeper rooted, but in each case this competence came at a price, whether it be 

through self-doubt, concerns about validity, or professional and practitioner 

antagonisms. In the next section on non-arts practitioners, some of the same issues 

were manifest, albeit in different forms. 

 

<H1>Non-arts participants’ engagement with arts-based practices  

 

<NP>Introducing arts-practices to researchers and educators who have little or no 

familiarity with them can be fraught. This is further complicated, as O’Donoghue 



(2009) explains, as it’s not only trying to bridge the gap between different disciplines 

and research discourses, it’s also the differences between practitioners and 

researchers. Even between arts-based researchers and arts-based academics, 

mutual understandings are sometimes conspicuously absent. In this section we look 

at workshops to support participants who were new to these methods, run by very 

experienced arts practitioners, set in a contemporary gallery. 

 

<H1>Amy and George: Troublesome encounters in the contemporary art 

gallery 

 

<NP>This offers an interesting contrast to the cases above where the participants 

willingly engaged with arts-based practices because of their familiarity with them. All 

of these practices start from a necessary corroboration with a shared notion of the 

arts being intrinsically creative and expressive, and therefore engagement with them 

is potentially productive in relational modes of being. To not accept this as a starting 

premise neutralizes any imperative to engage and create, and in its place 

establishes cultural displacement and resentment. 

 

<TEXT>Amy is a tutor of geography in a further education college. Many of the 

students at her college are disadvantaged and therefore, from Amy’s point of view, in 

need of qualifications and positive educational experiences. Amy participated in a 

workshop at a large, well-established contemporary art gallery, and was asked to 

engage with co-creative meaning-making exercises in the gallery with a group of 

fellow doctoral students. The issue with this particular case is that Amy had 

fundamental objections to most contemporary art, and therefore also to the 

institutions that collected and promoted these art forms. Her hostility to the artworks 

was rooted in her belief that they were representative of a middle-class moneyed 

culture, which was primarily interested in maintaining art as an economic investment, 

masking the social inequalities and injustices from which her students suffered.  

 

This antipathy to the art institution prevented Amy from fully engaging in the activities 

that were presented to her. This was exacerbated by what she saw as clear 

evidence of ideological hoodwinking in the form of works of art that were minimal and 

conceptual in character, with meaning that was seemingly inaccessible to the 



general gallery visitor. These works impressed themselves upon her to such a 

degree that they formed a resentment that occluded any activities that were 

presented to the group, and superseded any interest that she may have had with 

engaging with the rest of the group through the activities on offer.  

 

George came to the gallery feeling that this was a space to which he previously had 

not had access, and once there he felt unwelcome. This largely derived from his 

unfamiliarity with gallery spaces and gallery culture: until this encounter he had never 

been in a contemporary gallery and he failed to see how such a space could provide 

him with anything relevant to his professional practice, or how it could inform his 

professional practice-based research. As a consequence of this the workshops did 

not go well for him. In the first workshop of the day he was required to choose a 

picture from a selection of reproductions of art in the gallery collections. He chose an 

image that was a photograph and featured many people in a stock exchange. 

Afterwards he said that he chose this image more for reassurance, a familiar image 

and one that was probably at most distance from the many abstract or conceptual 

images that were also available.  

 

In his group were research students also largely from non-arts backgrounds but who 

were more at home and familiar with the gallery culture, and they chose more 

challenging images and were able to speak with more authority about them. This had 

a destabilizing effect upon George, who during the feedback session when people 

were asked for their reasons for their selection, disengaged by concentrating on his 

phone and refusing to contribute.  

 

Later in the day, George was paired for a shared drawing activity. The idea was that 

each person in the pair was able to make marks on a shared piece of paper on the 

gallery floor in response to a work of art from which they had jointly agreed to work. 

He felt very uncomfortable with this unfamiliar activity in a public setting, and he felt 

he had to be subservient to his partner who was far more confident and comfortable 

with both the exercise and the situation. As a consequence he felt disempowered 

which contributed to his growing sense of alienation. The pairs were later asked to 

respond to another chosen work of art in the gallery, but this time through any 

medium that suited them, and which they thought would be appropriate as a means 



to express meanings they felt were generated by that work. In the whole group 

roundup of responses another pair created a dramatic response to a neon sign 

artwork by staging a drama performance in front of the work. George found this 

intimidating and it further exacerbated his discomfort and rejection of arts-based 

practices, at least in that context.  

 

George’s alienation from the situation, his sense of abjection, was palpable. At the 

culmination of the day’s sessions, when students were invited to feedback on their 

experiences, he was once again disengaged and focused myopically on his phone. 

When free tickets were offered for a current paying exhibition elsewhere in the 

gallery he declined, later commenting that he wouldn’t use them, and furthermore he 

wouldn’t come back to the gallery. However, he did participate and contribute to 

most of the activities and discussions of the day, and later did acknowledge that 

there were possibilities in arts-based practices that might play a part in his future 

research, and had certainly given him food for thought. His negative experiences of 

the day had made him doubtful, but had not yet presented a dead end in this 

thinking. 

 

<H1>Conclusion 

 

<NP>These examples illustrate some of the tensions that can emerge when these 

research methods are introduced into new, uninitiated academic arenas. Where 

participants in arts-based methods workshops were a mixture of arts-based 

practitioners with educators from backgrounds that did not comprise any significant 

experience of the arts, the non-arts practitioner groups often appeared to feel very 

uncomfortable because they perceived themselves as inadequately able to respond 

to the tasks, whereas the practitioner artist educators usually felt at more ease. The 

main issue we discovered was trust – those without arts experiences were often 

found to be feeling insecure and troubled by the activities, and occasionally were 

sceptical, wondering if the activity was designed with their best interests in mind. A 

deficiency of trust was a contextual characteristic of all three of our distancing 

categories discussed earlier: marginalization, self-imposition and alienation.  

 



Epistemologically these configurations produce different formations of knowledge, 

such as propositional knowledge, experiential knowledge or co-created knowledge 

(Riding 2017). All of these were simultaneously at play in the workshops and events, 

as conflicting epistemological value systems were gradually revealed. The validity of 

the differing forms of knowledge varied according to the participants’ previous 

familiarity with arts-based practices, and the cultural and subject disciplines with 

which they were most familiar. Consequently, some of the activities produced 

knowledge that was accepted by one group, but questioned by another. For 

example, expressive art activities such as symbolic drawings when displayed were 

intended to provide a platform for co-creation through the juxtaposition of shared 

experiences. However, the authenticity of the original impulse is crucial to such 

activities, and in some circumstances the converse can occur if the original moment 

is dominated by scepticism and lack of trust, and instead of providing an open 

conduit or vehicle for the sharing of ideas, the activity can become a means to resist. 

If the participants’ starting points were arbitrary or disingenuous then intended 

conjunction of ideas could be seen as a jigsaw of fabrication. 

 

Non-arts practitioners were frequently troubled more by how the product of any given 

task would appear, rather than focusing on the object as a means of conveying and 

sharing ideas. The idea of an activity being a reflective tool that would generate new 

ideas through personal expression was, for some participants, negated by growing 

anxiety over the potential for a failed or disappointing end product, for example, 

concerns with producing ‘poor drawings’ or being seen as incompetent. This 

effectively stonewalled full participation in workshops, including full engagement with 

the debates at the conclusion of the project.  

 

Unsurprisingly, experienced arts-based practitioners were much more receptive to 

these modes of research, largely because their background interests were more 

suited to the task, and they could readily see how the activity could be of benefit to 

their practices. However, after periods of practice and exposure to the arts research 

methods the non-arts practitioners would often revise their views, and recognize the 

new and exciting ways of generating knowledge, and the potential for possible 

interdisciplinary research collaborations and the potential for project funding.  

 



This raises fundamental questions about whether arts-based practices are 

intrinsically democratic and collaborative. A key question that arose from our work 

with non-arts participants was: what is being asked of researchers from outside the 

arts when they engage with these methods? It may be more than a different 

approach to methods and methodologies – it is also challenging how people come to 

know the world and it can destabilize disciplinary conventions with their research 

field. These are epistemological problems which extend to ontology, and which 

present as issues of trust. Yet trust is critical to establish new ways of knowing 

without threatening existing ontologies, the way that researchers practise and 

understand the world.  

 

A problem that arises with all research methodologies, and to which arts-based 

practices are not immune, is that they can appear to be performed on others rather 

than with others. Avoiding this requires a conducive space for positive risk-taking 

rather than a place of exposure, and the sense of a collaborative joint venture rather 

than an instructional one; these seem to be especially important when fostering arts-

based practices with non-arts-based researchers. The uncertainties that are created 

need to be mutual and equitable, rather than one-sided, so that the experimental 

spaces that are inhabited by the non-arts-based academics and the arts practitioners 

are exploratory and research-based for both parties.  

 

The knowledge claims of arts-based practitioners are grounded in their day-to-day 

work, and they are fuelled by their commitment and passion. They are amenable to 

making space for the ambiguous, and as Jones (2010: 42) argues, they present 

open-ended data ‘so that readers can arrive at multiple and perhaps contradictory 

interpretations’. As O’Donoghue (2008: 142) observed, this ‘counterhegemonic 

research discourse’ can appear to be quite alien at times to those from other 

disciplines that are unfamiliar with the processes and practices of arts-based 

researchers, because they are not grounded in the territory of the rational and the 

scientific, and do not demand an emotional detachment from the work. By contrast 

the highly subjective arts-based approach can be alienating largely because of the 

investment in the emotional and the personal. We were reminded that artist 

practitioners and the non-arts-based participants are from distinctive communities of 

practice, with their own conventions, history and criteria for validity. Whilst 



maintaining that ABR can give voice to subjective perspectives, we also realized that 

arts-based researchers can run the risk of prioritizing novelty and method above 

critical reflection (Burge et al. 2016).  

 

The arts-based practitioners were noticeably untroubled by the unconventional 

approaches to research methods, since they were accustomed to these modes of 

thinking. Surprisingly, however, they were sometimes hampered by other doubts 

about validity and authority. It seems that they were in the paradoxical position of 

being adept at practising creative and intuitive approaches to research whilst 

simultaneously rejecting the outcome as potentially invalid or lacking rigour. Despite 

meticulous adherence to a carefully structured methodology, the participants 

sometimes remained unconvinced by their own findings, especially when challenged 

by those more confident in the orthodox realms of research.  

 

The imposition of alterity, a negative sense of being culturally ‘othered’, can occur 

directly in the non-arts participants, and was expressed, sometimes immediately, by 

rejection or articulated as resentment, or by an incremental abjection. The arts-

based participants, on the other hand, responded as might be expected in ways 

amenable to the novel and the subjective, but found difficulties in reconciling their, or 

their participants’, insights and findings within the conventional world of science-

biased research methods. The perceived necessity of locating their new knowledge 

into this prevailing paradigm proved problematic, with a similar sense of abjection 

arising, albeit less pronounced.  

 

Arts-based practices in research can provide insightful methods, but the academic 

background in which the researchers have previously engaged is critical to the 

perception and confidence that they bring to bear on the methods they employ, and 

also have a bearing on the legitimacy, in their own eyes, of the new knowledge that 

is produced. This is exacerbated by the juxtaposition of researchers engaging with 

others from different academic disciplines, or adherences to conflicting paradigms of 

research, especially where one group appears to assume authority over another. 

However, although these conditions might make these methods seem fraught, they 

do not negate the potential for the exploration of new and uncharted interdisciplinary 

research territory, in which arts-based researchers can excel. 



 

<H1>References 

 

Atkinson, D. (2017), Art, Disobedience, and Ethics: The Adventure of Pedagogy, 
London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Brown, P. G. (2011), ‘Touching from a distance: Alienation, abjections, 
estrangement, and archelogy’, Norwegian Archelogy Review, 44:2, pp. 131–44. 

Bullough, E. (1912), ‘Physical art as a factor in art and an aesthetic principle’, British 
Journal of Psychology, 5:2, pp. 87–118. 

Burge, A., Grade Godinho, M., Knottenbelt, M. and Loads, D. (2016), ‘“… But we are 
academics!” A reflection on using arts-based research activities with university 
colleagues’, Teaching in Higher Education, 21:6, pp. 730–37. 

Eisner, E. (1997), ‘The promise and perils of alternative forms of data 
representation’, Educational Researcher, 26:5, pp. 4–10. 

Finley,S. (2008), Arts-based Research. In J.G. Knowles & A.L. Cole (Eds.), 
Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, Methodologies, 
Examples, and issues (pp. 71–81). UK: Sage. 

Hulse, B. (2015), ‘Understanding creativity and alienation in language teacher 
education: A critical ethnographic study’, Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
Chester: University of Chester. 

Jones, A. (2010), ‘Not some shrink-wrapped beautiful package: Using poetry to 
explore academic life’, Teaching in Higher Education, 15:5, pp. 591–606. 

Kristeva, J. (1982), Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press. 

Kristeva, J. (1986), The Kristeva Reader, Oxford: Blackwell. 
Moran, P. and Atherton, F. (2018), The Philosophy of Homelessness: Barely Being, 

London, UK: Routledge. 
O’Donoghue, D. (2009), ‘Are we asking the wrong questions in arts-based 

research?’, Studies in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Research, 50:4, pp. 
352–68. 

Riding, D. (2017), ‘Challenging the rules of engagement: Co-creation of knowledge 
in the public art museum’, Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Chester, UK: 
University of Chester. 

Springgay, S., Irwin, R. and Leggo, C. (2007), Being with A/R/Tography, Rotterdam: 
Sense Publisher. 



 


