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Summary.

In this thesis I use creative methodologies - a “new writing” (Denzin, 2003: 118)
strategy - to explore body marking practices (‘self-injury’ and body modification)
in the context of gendered embodiment. The overarching question is framed in
terms of whether sociological knowledge can provide a model of engaging with
and understanding these body practices which avoids hierarchy, dualism and
objectification. I aim to demonstrate that a feminist model of embodiment, which
works through an ethics of both theoretical and methodological practice, as well as
a relation to experience, can indeed facilitate this aim. Such a position engenders a
radical shift in terms of normative research and representation practices and
transforms the roles of the researcher and the reader, as well as the structures of
evaluation and merit. It 1s precisely this refiguration of the norms of academic
practice and its relationship to experience that connects with, and indeed emerges

from, human embodiment.

Overall, my thesis explores and represents the ways in which a feminist position of
embodiment can be effective as a sociological strategy, and in particular a strategy
that 1s ethically salient and experientially grounded in both empirical and
epistemological terms. From this position body marking is no longer a stigmatised
or objectified spectacle of the other, but is a process that is social and subjective,
symbolic and corporeal, gendered and transformative, and fundamentally
embodied, not unlike the methodological strategies that I employ for its

articulation.
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Note on Terminology.

Most of the terminology which is applied to the bodily practices I discuss originates
within problematic and contentious structures of knowledge and value. Such
terminology fails to reflect the experience or the perspective of those described, and
instead is located much more closely within the power, politics and values of those

who occupy a position to define. Jane Kilby describes how there are,

a profusion of officially recognised names for self harm including;
‘deliberate self-injury’, ‘self-inflicted violence’, ‘self attack’, ‘self-
cutting’, ‘deliberate non-fatal act’, and ‘symbolic wounding’. But
many of these names are subject to dispute on the grounds that they
fail to hear the voice of the self-cut skin [....] or that they represent a

hostile response to it.
(2001: 126)

The difficulty of articulating an alternative knowledge, experience and perspective
of these experiences and the lack of linguistic means to do so, are not, I feel,
incidental. There are political as well as representational issues in terms of the ways
in which we name and describe experiences, particularly if making reference to
‘others’. For these reasons the specific terminology adopted by myself and other

writers in this area is very significant, and 1s clarified below.

Self-harm / Self-harming behaviour: I follow Babiker & Amold’s (1997) use of
these terms to signify a very wide range of behaviours that have some kind of
negative impact on physical or emotional well being. ‘Self-harm’ includes actions
which are socially sanctioned such as drinking alcohol and smoking, as well as
more pathologised actions such as non-safe IV drug use and ‘eating disorders’, as
well as behaviour which more directly constitutes ‘self-injury’. However, ‘self-
harm’ is differentiated from ‘self-injury’ in that the ‘damage’ 1s indirect, and 1s not
usually the primary motivation of the behaviour. Body modification is often cited

as a succinct example of self-harming behaviour.
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Para-suicide: Often confused with ‘self-injury’, this term is properly used to
describe repeated but unsuccessful attempts to commit suicide, it is entirely
different in motivation and action to behaviours that are considered as either ‘self-
harm’ or ‘self-injury’, (Babiker & Amold, 1997) and is entirely outside the remit of

my work.

Self-injury / Self-mutilation: Babiker and Amold (1997) use these terms
interchangeably to describe actions which are both motivated by the desire for, and
result in, physical damage. This includes behaviours such as self-cutting, buming,
picking, scratching, rubbing substances such as bleach into the skin, as well as

ingesting toxins and sharp objects.

Personally, I am uncomfortable with the use of the term ‘self-mutilation’ because
of the negative, value-laden implications of ‘mutilation’. Mutilation, which stems
“from the Latin mutilus, .... has negative connotation[s] - to maim, cut off a limb,
create a dysfunction or to make imperfect through excision” (Pitts, 1999: 293). As
such, this term is often deliberately used by those who pathologise and stigmatise
this form of bodily practice. However, I am not entirely comfortable with the term
‘self-injury’ either, and have used it out of descriptive necessity, rather than a
category of choice. Because of my discomfort I place the term in inverted commas

in order to continually disrupt an uncritical acceptance or reading of the term.

Body modification: This term 1s used to describe bodily practices which create a
permanent alteration to the body. Common forms include tattooing and piercing,
and less common but still quite widely practiced are scarification, branding,
sculpting and amputation (Musafar, 1996; Pitts, 2003 ). Cosmetic surgery, 1s
sometimes included under the heading ‘body modification’ and while I would
certainly not dispute such a definition it is not something I have directly focused on

in my research.

Kay Inckle. Terminology.
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Body marking: Is a term I use to incorporate the bodily interventions that are
normally described as either ‘self-injury’ or body modification. I use a single term
in order to firstly, explore the links between embodied practices which are
expressed through body alteration, and secondly, to critique the binaries of
definition that are reiterated within normative terminology. Further, the term body
marking is descriptive rather than evaluative, and continually challenges the
assumptions and definitions which have formed the basis of many of the positions I
critique. Nonetheless, it 1s important to note that when discussing different
theoretical positions, quoting authors, or research participants, my use of
terminology deliberately reflects their own. I do this for two reasons: firstly in
order to represent their position as accurately as possible; secondly, using the
preferred terminology of the author in the context of these definitions highlights the
meanings and implications of such usage, and underscores the significant contrasts

1n perspective.
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Introduction

It was my first day in a new job. The large residential project, where I would spend
the next three years as a support worker, towered in front of me, daunting and
unfamiliar. I entered the austere, grey, stone archway of the converted convent
building’ and stepped into the reception area. My first week was to be an induction
and hand-over during which I would, for the most part, shadow Maggie” who I was
replacing. Maggie was very popular in the project, not only with the people whom
she directly key-worked, but also with the other residents and staff alike. Because
of this her final days generated a lot of commotion, and I couldn’t help feeling
more on edge as a result. However, on this bright September moming, when I first
set foot inside the building, an incident occurred which set in motion a whole

process of reflection and learning, culminating in this PhD project.

As I hovered in the reception area, nervously waiting for Maggie to take me into
the office, I was aware of two young women regarding me cautiously from the
cormer. When Maggie emerged from the office, the two rushed forward to greet her,
bubbling with enthusiasm. Their attachment to her was very apparent, and Maggie
equally enthusiastically responded to them. One of the two women was someone
with whom I would work closely for the next year or so as she stabilised and then
moved on from the project, but it was her friend who had such a profound impact
on me. Maggie explained to the women that I was “the new staff” and was about to
properly introduce us. However, before she could do so the second of the pair -
who I will call Siobhan - rushed up to me exclaiming, “I’m so glad you’ll be

working here, you like pain too!”

I would like to describe myself as having responded in the most apt, cool and non-

judgemental way, but to be honest I was both mortified and dumfounded by her

! At the time I worked there, there were suspicions that this building may once have been one of the
Magdalene laundries.

2 Not her real name.
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words”. I felt exposed and embarrassed, not necessarily because I was making the
same connections as Siobhan, but more so because in a public space she had
traversed a boundary between what is defined as normal and what is pathological
and associated me, like herself, with the latter. Siobhan was making direct
reference to the fact that we both had multiple piercings visible, and that for her -
through her relationship with pain - they were intrinsically connected to the ways in
which she ‘injured’ herself’. She had also touched on what is for me a very
personal issue, in that while I certainly do not enjoy pain, because of the nature of
my disability my relationship with pain is very complicated, so that in order to

function normatively I spend a lot of time both in pain and hurting myself.

At that time, and for a long while afterwards, I completely rejected the connections
that Siobhan made between body modification and ‘self-injury’. Indeed, because in
that context the only available model for understanding ‘self-injury’ was the
medicalised, psychiatric position’, which defines body modification and “self-
injury’ as forms of pathological body mutilation, I even more vehemently rejected
any possible relationship between the two. Certainly I did not want to be identified
as a ‘self-mutilator’, particularly in that kind of work environment where the
boundaries between ‘staff” and ‘clients’ are established on the basis of an assumed

distinction and polarity of experiences’. However, as a feminist, I was also aware of

* Mike Angrossino (1998) discusses some of the temptations and pitfalls of the ways in which we
may wish to represent ourselves subsequent to an event we are describing, as well as the power
inherent to the position of the author that makes this possible.

“ “Self-injury” was very common among the women I worked with in this particular project as well
as in my previous job where I had worked in a ‘care’ facility for (female) teenagers.

*In the UK a social, harm-reduction model is increasingly available - although not within
conventional medical practices around ‘self-injury’ (Babiker & Amold, 1997). To date this has not
really occurred in Ireland to the same extent, although the training workshops I have facilitated over
the last couple of years have been based on this model, which is discussed in more depth in chapter
five.

S Itis interesting that while feminists have often described it as necessary to share the experiences of
the women they are working with in order to be fully empathic, respectful and understanding of
them (see chapter one), in contrast, in the social services sector up until very recently it was deemed
as inappropriate for anyone to work with individuals with whom they shared common experiences.
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the contradictions, as well as the issues of power and control that are enmeshed
within medicalised diagnosis of gender and normalcy/pathology. And on occasion I
couldn’t refrain from making direct recourse to these issues, so that, for example,
during one training session which was facilitated by a psychiatrist I probed her
definition of ‘self-injury’ to the point where it became apparent that a woman who
shaved her head would be considered a ‘self-mutilator’ but who shaved her legs
would not. Indeed, normative feminine body practices are encouraged within
psychiatric institutions as a means of demonstrating appropriate mental and
emotional functioning (see chapter five). Further, that a psychiatrist, who
apparently uncritically engaged with some ‘damaging’ (but culturally sanctioned)
bodily practices such as wearing high heels, waxing her legs and plucking her
eyebrows could define me, or someone else, as mad for not engaging with these
practices or for adopting others such as tattooing and piercing, really was the final
straw! Finally, on a more serious note, I worked with many women who had been
in contact with psychiatric services at the same time as continuing to ‘self-injure’ in
increasingly damaging ways, in one case for more than twenty years. Clearly, the
medical model wasn’t working’. From here on I was determined that there must be
other possibilities for understanding the experience of body marking which avoided

such deterministic, pathologizing and unhelpful responses.

Some time later, when the opportunity arose for me to give up my full time job and
to work on a PhD via a scholarship, I jumped at the chance. It seemed the perfect
means to focus on the issues that I had been thinking about for some time, enabling
me to bring my experiences into the academic context and try and work them out.
Further, I had some months prior to applying to work on my PhD, started my own
therapy, and because of this it was becoming increasingly difficult for me to work
in the ‘support’ environment. However, the experience of the various different

therapies and healing practices with which I have engaged over the years has added

" The failure of medical interventions to constructively respond to ‘self-injury’ is noted by
proponents of the harm reduction model (Babiker & Amold, 1997) as well as survivors of the
psychiatric system (Harrison, 1996; 1997; Pembroke, 1996; Strong, 2000).
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a further dimension to my work here. Therapeutic practices necessitate opening up
to a whole range of knowledge and experience that is closed out of normative
paradigms. It 1s a process which fundamentally engages the embodiment of self,
personal life history, feeling and emotion, and re-figures the cognitive processes by
which we think and know. Experiential, feeling embodiment is pivotal to
knowledge and understanding. Therapeutic ways of knowing and being contrast
with the unemotional, disembodied and combative structures of academia and
provide a means of engagement with embodied experience, which is crucial in
moving away from diagnostic and pathologizing approaches to body marking.
However, in the social sciences therapeutic practices are often only critically
referenced and afforded a pathologised status (see, for example, Barbalet, 1998;
Denzin, 1998; Furedi, 2004) despite having much to offer in this context (Craib,
1998; Ellis in Flemons & Green, 2002)*. Therapy not only challenges the ways in
which we know ourselves but also the ways in which we interact with and
‘understand’ one another. These issues have become increasingly enmeshed within
my work and have ethical and practical implications for understanding body

marking in theoretical and methodological terms.

When I finally emigrated’ from the residential sector into the academic
environment the intellectual baggage that I brought with me - or at least that which
I declared - was made up of three main strands: Firstly, the theoretical 1ssues,
largely framed in terms of a feminist critique of gender, bodily practices and
medicalisation, and also as providing the initial political and ethical framework for
my research practices; The second strand was made up of the experiential aspects
of my relationship to body marking, both in terms of my own experiences as well
as those of women who I had worked with and/or known; The final strand drew on
my own personal therapeutic work and how this could be applied to understanding

and engaging with body marking, in a non-judgemental person-centred position

¥1 discuss these issues in depth in a paper Method in the Madness? A Reflection on Some
Possibilities for Therapeutic Sociological Practices.

° I use this word intentionally, the experience really was one of huge cultural contrast, and I discuss
some of the impacts of this in chapter two.
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which facilitated self-knowledge and transformation. Indeed this strand has also
provided the basis for a series of training workshops I have facilitated for staff in

the social/voluntary sector who are working with clients who ‘self-injure’.

These three strands have twisted and tumed over the last four years, and developed
in many ways I had not, at the outset, anticipated. However, fundamentally, they
have remained present, and are finally worked out through a theory, method and
ethic of embodiment. This conceptualisation of embodiment also incorporates the
complexity of lived, human experience and the means by which we represent and
reflect upon it. Each of the three original strands is also present at a more direct
level: The feminist perspective is captured within the theory of embodiment
through which I ground my work in sociological discourse; The experiential strand
1s overtly present in the stories of the research participants, while the therapeutic
strand 1s present within the ethics and aims of an embodied methodology which

includes empathy, connection and transformation.

That said, it has by no means been a straightforward process to resolve these issues,
or to come to understand them and their interconnections in this way. It was a long
struggle before I finally reconciled what increasingly appeared as juxtaposed issues
and experiences through the conceptualisation and understanding of embodiment.
The thesis that follows documents this process in a way which, as much as
possible, also reflects it. It enables the reader to experience the process of the
culminating and reconciling of the various strands of knowledge and experience,
rather than simply ingesting an account of it. In the remainder of this introduction I
will provide a brief guided tour through the chapters in order to set out a
preliminary map of my work. This map is intended to act more as a compass to aid
the reader rather than to provide a detailed, explanatory travel-log to the journey

ahead.

In summary then, my experiences have, in normative terms, straddled three distinct

positions - that is the academic position, the practitioner’s experience, and the
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healing and therapeutic supports - where the knowledge forms are structured as
discrete, exclusive and often contradictory to one another. These positions often
appeared so contradictory and exclusive to one another that for some time I was
unable to find any point of resolution between them myself, and certainly not
within any of the literature or research I was reading. However, through
experiencing and understanding embodiment I began to consider that this may be
the very conceptualisation - in both lived and theoretical terms - through which I
could reconcile my position. Embodiment also connects with the methodological
ethics, 1ssues and practices I had been developing, and which are addressed in

chapter one.

I had, prior to commencing this project, strong allegiances to feminist
methodological ethics and practices, which I intended to be central to my research.
But, for some time, I struggled to understand how the methodological and
theoretical dimensions of my work could be integrated, and indeed, they often
appeared quite polarised. Analyses of body marking, both in structure and content,
appeared at odds with the experience itself as well as the feminist ethics of
engaging with it. Within both the mental health and academic genres I had searched
for analysis and understanding of these practices that connected with my own
knowledge and experiences. Yet as I read the literature I was - and continue to be -
disturbed by how stigmatising, pathologizing and stereotyping of individuals it
tends to be, and how it absents understanding and engagement with real people. I
had much invested in this literature and yet found that it had little to offer in terms

of effectively engaging with and representing the experiences it purports to explain.

Later on in my research, I discovered that I have not been alone in the search for
meaning and explanation of my own experiences within academic literature, and
also of being continually disappointed in this quest. For example, in the context of
the “failed body”, (Sparkes, 1997a: 116) Andrew Sparkes also found scholarly

writing inadequate and unable to help him to understand and integrate his own
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experiences (Sparkes, 2003)'°. For me, this raises huge questions in terms of the
purposes and methods of social research. If we cannot recognise, understand and
explain our own experiences through these methodologies, then how can we ever
claim such practices as a vehicle for accurately representing and understanding
others? Is it not antithetical to the whole purpose of research if contradictions and
ambiguities “arise when we seek simultaneously to serve an academic audience
while also remaining faithful to forms of knowledge gained in domestic, personal
and intimate settings” (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998: 2)? My question is, then, is it
possible within sociological paradigms to reflect upon and understand these issues
in a way that correlates with both lived experience as well as theoretical
abstractions? In this vein my thesis is an exploration of some of the ways in which
sociological knowledge may be framed so that this is indeed the case. This re-
consideration of sociological praxis involves asking questions about not only the

subject matter, but also the ways in which we generate and legitimate knowledge.

In chapter one I describe the development of my methodological practices along a
path that led me to understand how embodiment could operate as a methodological
ethic and practice of knowledge and representation. The chapter follows my
journey through the different themes and issues as they became integrated into my
work. My methodological journey begins with feminist politics and practices of
research, which focus on issues of power, equality and participation in research
practices, as well as the ethics at the heart of producing knowledge, particularly
when that knowledge relates to issues of a personal or sensitive nature. Feminist
research is premised upon goals of transformation and social change, as well as
careful reflection upon location and relationship of the researcher to her
participants and the issues she studies. These issues have also been developed in
terms of an ethics of representation which I discuss through reflexive practices and
creative methodologies. I use the discussion of reflexivity not only to address my

presence and role as researcher, but also to consider the ways in which researchers

1% These are precisely the reasons why many scholars researching unusual, sensitive or embodied
issues have turned to autoethnography as a means of articulating and understanding their
experiences (see chapter one).
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often uncritically rely on interaction as a means of knowing ‘another’. Drawing on
work from therapeutic practices I problematise conventional research interactions,
and in doing so take a further step towards the practices and procedures that have
been adopted by ‘creative’ researchers. Here, an ethics of research emerges which
begins to traverse dualistic borders upon which much academic convention 1s
based. This enables a move into forms of representing, and a relationship with,
knowledge which are expressed through creative practices, including poetry, fiction
and performance. This approach fundamentally shifts the structure of not only of
the research and writing practices, but also the relationship with, and the role of, the
reader. The writing itself becomes a process of discovery (Richardson, 2000) and
so the strands of my work unfold, loop back upon, and connect the themes and
issues I address in a non-linear exploration. This strategy is intended to more
closely reflect the ways in which as human beings we come to make abstract
knowledge as well as to know one another. As such the reader 1s invited to be
active, and to engage with not only the written text, but also the gaps and spaces,
and the reflexive responses it invokes (Sparkes, 2003). In this way the methodology
chapter (and to some extent the chapter which follows) also re-iterates the
researching, writing, and reading strategies at the heart of my work and locates both
the reader, and myself as researcher, within that process. Overall, I write with the
hope that the reader will accompany my joumey with the issues and the individuals

who have been central to my life and work for many years.

For this reason, the second chapter provides an opportunity to both meet the
research participants and to enter into the contexts in which my research practices
have taken place. I introduce the primary research participants through the story of
their first tattoo as a means of drawing the reader in to the complexity and diversity
of the experiences and lives that have touched me and my work. Throughout this

project my relationship with the people, issues and experiences that are at the heart
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of my thesis mean that I have acted as my own ‘key informer’ in terms of accessing

participants, locating contexts and highlighting the issues that I develop'.

However, in many ways my research process has not altogether been a particularly
happy experience, but rather, fraught with ethical and personal dilemmas. I
highlight some of the difficulties that I have experienced in my work in terms of the
ethnographic practices that I briefly pursued and quickly abandoned at the
beginning of my research. Nonetheless, despite these issues, and as I hope becomes
evident, I have been fortunate to have worked with six very forthcoming, articulate,
and interesting key-research-participants, who have continually enabled me to
process, question and move forward with my work. So that while the context and
process of this thesis is inevitably shaped by me, the final analysis that develops
here was not pre-determined or fixed at the outset. My early ideas about how my
work would take shape were quickly challenged as my research progressed. And
since a key part of my ethic was to remain open to and to honestly represent the full
range of experiences which I encountered, the final themes and issues are very
much emergent. They have developed as a result of my relationships with the
research participants and the ways in which they impacted upon and transformed

my relationship with, and understanding of, the issues at the heart of my research.

Likewise, the foundation of chapter three signalled a return to some theoretical
issues that I had not set out to incorporate within my project. The origins of
theorising the body within sociology did not seem particularly relevant to the ways
in which I initially intended to think about body marking. Further, the much deeper
connection of feminist work with the body appeared to provide a much more

fruitful and relevant starting point'>. Indeed, I saw a feminist position as relevant to

11 felt that undertaking a PhD provided an opportunity to focus on issues and experiences that I
had been working with, on many levels, for some time, and that [ was effectively coming in from
‘the field” in order to formalise the learning and knowledge I had gleaned during the previous years.

' That is not to imply that feminist work in this area is wholly unproblematic. Indeed, in chapter
five, I specifically consider the ways in which feminism, while addressing issues of gender and the
body in terms of women’s body marking practices, has often fallen into precisely the separation of
self and body it sought to criticise.
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my work in both theoretical and methodological terms, and I initially formulated
my thesis solely in feminist terms. Feminists have not only considered the issues
and implications of research methodologies but also the consequences of
theorisation at both the individual and social level. In terms of body marking these
consequences include the interpretation of such practices as being indicative of
mental illness, or, oppression and the passive acquiescence to it (chapter five)", as
well as deviance and perversion (chapter seven). In all of these contexts body
marking 1s connected with the medicalisation of the body where the view of bodily
practices and the diagnosis of disorder 1s inherently structured through gender
norms. A feminist perspective enables the proposition that if ‘self-injury’, as with a
whole range of bodily practices, is more prevalent amongst women than men then
this may be due to the gendering of the body-self relation rather than an essential or
pathological component of gender itself. However, even at this stage of the analysis
I continued to feel that a fundamental link that connected the three key strands of
my position was still missing. It was while preparing to teach a course which
focused on sociology, the body and embodiment, that it became apparent that the
journey into an embodied sociology provided precisely the link for which I had
been searching between the theoretical, methodological and experiential positions.
A theory, or rather a position of embodiment, which Thomas Csordas describes as a
“radical empiricism” (1994: 10), reconciles the empirical, epistemological, and

experiential strands of my work.

" One of the issues that I have not developed here, and which has been considered crucial within the
experience of gender (from a feminist position) as well as ‘self-injury” (within both medicalised and
feminist analysis) is the experience of sexual abuse. Sexual abuse 1s quite commonly associated with
body marking as ‘self-injury’ (Babiker & Amold, 1997; Favazza, 1996; Jeffreys, 2000; Strong,
2000) as well as body marking as ‘body modification’ (Favazza, 1996; Pitts, 2003; Strong, 2000).
There are three main reasons why I do not directly address the issues of sexual abuse. Firstly, that
sexual abuse is so prevalent — estimated to occur at a rate of one in three to girl children (French,
1992), and increasing into adulthood - that any female patterns of behaviour are going to include a
significant percentage of those who have been sexually victimised. Further, causal relationships
between sexual abuse and subsequent behaviours can be extremely problematic, misrepresentative
and damaging (see footnote six in chapter one). Finally, sexual abuse can be understood in terms of
the body-self relationship that it often creates, and thus connects with issues I raise in gendered
embodiment (Babiker & Amold, 1997; Bass & Davis, 2002). However, that said, my PhD - as with
much of my previous work - seems haunted by the spectre of sexual abuse and its implications in
terms of researching, thinking about and understanding gendered experience.
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That said, an embodied sociology is not without its problems and I address these in
terms of the ways in which its disciplinary location has resulted in some significant
lapses and omissions. These arise when issues of gender (as well as disability) are
brought to the fore, and placed in contrast with the depth and range of feminist
work. In this way I use a feminist position to build onto the sociological model of
embodiment and to propose a theory of gendered embodiment in which I locate my
understanding of body marking practices. In doing so I specifically consider the
ways in which gender difference 1s materialised through the bodily practices which
create normative femininity. This strategy not only establishes the purposefulness
of a position of embodiment, but also lays a crucial foundation stone to the critique
of normative, dualistic analyses of gender and body marking practices. I close this
chapter with a reflection on the ways in which a feminist, embodied position offers
an ethics, practice and theory that may be understood not only as fundamental to

embodiment but also as a metaphysics of knowing and being.

At the conclusion of chapter three I hope the themes and issues of a feminist,
embodied sociology and an ethics of embodiment have been raised in such a way
as to clearly connect with the issues and ethics of research and representation that I
addressed in chapter one, as well as the embodied experiences I began to explore in
chapter two. Chapter four re-works the themes and issues of gendered embodiment,
the ethics of representation, and lived experience within a ‘fictionalised’ group
discussion. The conversation, which takes place between three of the research
participants and myself, develops these themes on many levels. As a creative piece
it raises issues around representation, knowledge, and the engagement with
women’s experiences both within and outside the research process. It also begins a
critique of the omissions and assumptions that arise from normative, disembodied
theorisation, and specifically addresses the lived experience of non-normative
femininity within the imperatives of gendered embodiment. This conversation takes
place in two halves, the first here in chapter four, located around issues of gendered
embodiment, and later in chapter six, where we connect our experiences with body

marking practices.
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Chapter five forms the initial location where the three strands of my work begin to
explicitly merge and I draw together some of the themes for an embodied
understanding of body marking'*. My position emerges from a critique of the
dualisms of agency and mutilation which are commonly operationalised in order to
theorise body marking practices. Here, I also begin to problematise some of the
feminist analysis of women’s bodily practices, specifically in terms of the binaries
they rest upon, or the disembodied self they appear to posit as an aspiration for
female personhood. Many of these positions also seem premised upon a lack of
self-reflection, and a separation of self and other, that have been defined as

antithetical to a feminist project.

At this stage an 1ssue arises from within my analysis that it 1s important to address
here. Namely, that criticism appears to dominate my analysis, and yet I have also
argued (in chapter one) that criticism and conflict are not the most effective means
by which learning 1s facilitated. My critique of either disciplines in general, or of
specific theorisations, is not meant as a hostile rebuttal or dismissal of them, or to
imply access to a superior truth claim. Rather, I have tried to use both the strengths
and the weaknesses within the work I critique in order to facilitate increased
engagement with and understanding of the 1ssues, and indeed the people, who are
discussed. In this way it is not criticism for its own sake but rather a process I have
undertaken because I care deeply about, and am all too aware of the implications of
the ways in which we understand one another. These implications are serious,
particularly in terms of the ways in which women’s relationship with their bodies
are ‘diagnosed’ and how they are treated as a result. I have seen women refused
support services, including basic facilities such accommodation, when their bodily
practices become know to those who have authority over them. Or, in some
institutions women are often refused fundamental human dignities, such as being
able to wear their clothes, as a response to behaviour construed as ‘self-injury’. Our

knowledge has a huge impact on the lives and well-being of the people we claim to

' This gradual drawing together of the themes perhaps requires not only an active but also a patient
reader!
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know about, and indeed, the experiences of some of my research participants,

particularly Elaine, graphically iterate these issues.

By the close of chapter five I hope I have made some significant steps towards
undoing the normative paradigms of understanding body marking, a process which
continues throughout the subsequent chapters. Chapter six revisits the conversation
that began in chapter four, and again draws on the ways in which an embodied
ethic moves away from dualism and into an understanding which is more open and
fluid, and which can incorporate the very ambiguities that are at the heart of
embodied human experience. Here, our discussion which focuses on the
experiences of body marking practices in the context of non-normative
embodiment and in doing so problematises the assumptions that underpin much of

the work 1n this area.

As my work moves through the chapters which are intended to draw together an
ethic, method, theory and experience of embodiment, I notice a subtle binary
emerging in terms of the tone and representation of the theoretical and
methodological sections. As I reflect on this, I wonder if such a binary of the
theoretical and the empirical has become an unintentional reflection of the way in
which I oscillate between being in myself as an embodied subject, and then
retreating into abstract intellectualisation, in which the privileging of the mind
becomes a defensive strategy that separates me from myself and my work.
Intellectualisation appears to offer safety through the illusion of distance and
separation, yet it 1s inauthentic, since as subjective human beings we can never
fully separate ourselves from the knowledge we produce’. However, even where
tension remains apparent between degrees of embodied and disembodied
knowledge and (textual) representation this may not be altogether antithetical to the
position of embodied sociologist. Thomas Csordas suggests that “the point of

elaborating a paradigm of embodiment is then not to supplant textuality but to offer

1% John Bradshaw (1990) makes some very interesting observations regarding the ways in which
intellectualisation operates as a defensive strategy in which we continually repeat our own
fundamental issues and conflicts.
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it a dialectical partner” (1994: 12). In this way embodied methodologies offer a
complimentary juxtaposition with textual analysis and theory.

Problematizing the body and embodiment places [the] author within
a nexus of dualities .... to work out his or her own position with
respect to the relations between preobjective and objectified, mind
and body, subject and object, representation and being in the world,
semiotics and phenomenology, language and experience, textuality
and embodiment. .... These pairs of terms define a critical moment
in theorising about culture and self, and although none of these
dualities are spurious, neither are the polar terms irreconcilably
opposed.

(Csordas 1994: 20)

The final two chapters apparently reflect this oscillation between embodied and
more conventional textual means of representation. Chapter seven builds on chapter
five and further re-works a theoretical engagement with the embodied aspects of
body marking in terms of blood, pain and gender. The purpose here, is to re-
consider the ways in which an embodied position moves away from dualistic
approaches to body marking and into the complexity and multifaceted experience
of human embodiment. Symbolism and transformation are key themes in
connecting with and understanding body marking as embodied within individual
experiences and social contexts. The issue of transformation also connects body
marking practices with the purposes and ethics of feminist, embodied
methodologies. This connection of method and practice through the embodiment of
transformative practices 1s often epitomised within performance art which has
become of increasing interest to embodied sociologists as a means of incorporating

a method, theory and experience (in chapters one and three).

In chapter eight, through the format of a fictionalised ethnography, I attempt to
breathe life into the key themes and issues I have raised throughout my work. That
this final chapter 1s fictionalised, and appears in place of a conclusion, is intended
to re-iterate the key issues of knowledge and representation that were initial

concems in this work. But more fundamentally, through this strategy, the reader is
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invited to engage with and reflect upon the experiences and possibilities that are
present within the snapshots of five women whose diverse lives converge for one
day at a very culturally specific time and pace: The Third Annual Dublin Tattoo
Convention. These stories, and the lives of the women they represent, are intended
to touch the reader and to evoke thinking and feeling questions and leave open the

possibilities of meaning, interpretation and transformation.

Overall then, the main themes of my work are drawn together under an ethic,
theory and practice/experience of embodiment. In this context embodiment is a way
of making knowledge and a means of knowing, a way of relating to other human
subjects, and a way of being in the world and oneself. It offers a holistic, person-
centred, non-judgemental, self-reflective, and creative politics of equality,
transformation and social change. Embodiment, and the ethics and politics and
practices I have outlined, are not only integral to the processes of my research, but
also to the experience of body marking itself. In this way embodiment provides the
ethic and conceptualisation which has for me most purposefully encapsulated the

themes and 1ssues which I have struggled to resolve within this PhD.

In this way, because my work 1s based in an embodied ethics, I do not offer a
conclusion with finite answers but, rather, an embodied, fictionalised representation
of the lives and experiences I have sought to understand. These fictions open up
possibilities and questions not only in terms of gender and body marking practices,
but also through exploring how we come to know and understand ourselves and
one-another as embodied and intersubjective beings. The ethnographic fictions, a
textual articulation from a position of embodiment - an “embodied tale” (Smith,
2002; Sparkes, 2003), contrast sharply with normative academic practices which
privilege definitive conclusive statements. They provoke the responses and feelings
that are integral to the experience of body marking, and indeed, our embodiment as
human beings, which academic convention has sought to transcend in the pursuit of

‘rational’, disembodied knowledge.
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1. Knowing Me, Knowing You?

Ethics & dilemmas of research practices.

Introduction

In this chapter I document my journey into research methodologies that are
ethically salient and connected to the issues of gendered embodiment and body
marking practices. This process has led from feminist concerns around power and
equality, through issues of reflexivity and into creative means of conducting and
representing research. The result of these processes and issues, are for me, most
comprehensively understood as a position which encompasses an ethic and

methodology of embodiment.

I begin this journey by discussing the ways in which feminist approaches to
research have been fundamental in shaping my research ethics and practices.
Indeed, I initially believed that feminist research alone could incorporate all of the
issues I wished to address. And while this may be true in that feminist position(s)"
regarding research ethics and practices have developed into rich and varied
resources, these developments have not solely occurred within feminist work, and
many similar issues are teased out in other areas of qualitative research?. In this
way, both of the issues I address subsequent to feminist methodologies, namely,
reflexivity and creative methods, have also been defined as integral to a specifically
feminist ethics (Byme & Lenitn, 2000; Reinharz, 1992; Hague et al, 1987; Hertz,
1997; Lentin, 1995; 2000)’.

! There is, of course, no single feminist perspective or practices, but a vast range of approaches to
research.

? Thus, in a strange and unfortunate mirroring of what seems to occur within theorisations of the
body and embodiment (see chapter three), feminist work develops in parallel, rather than in
conjunction, with its methodological allies.

* However, since my initial ethical premise was feminist, and that these practices have been

explored in feminist research means that the continuation of these themes maintains some tangible
connections throughout my evolving research practice, particularly in relation to issues of gender.
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However, while feminist methodologies have been central to the development of
my research ethics, one of the 1ssues that was not so easily resolved for me within
feminist research practices was the issues of ‘accessing’ participants. Because of
the position from which I understand body marking the idea of somehow seeking
out and locating discreet groups of the population who indulged in particular
practices’ is not only antithetical to my work but also directly connects to my
critique of some feminist analyses of women’s bodily practices (see chapter five).
Further, because of the sensitivities around accessing participants, and how I would
use and represent their experiences, I wanted my research to only include women
who were “self-selecting” (Letherby, 2000: 92). Reading the ‘creative sociology’
enabled me to begin to resolve some of the issues regarding my location within the
work and to establish, in methodological terms, my relationship with the
participants (below). But creative methodologies are not only important in this
way, they also open up many layers of possibility in terms of representation and

knowledge.

Traditional research practices, based on gaining access to another’s experience
through interrogative interactions, have been widely critiqued by both feminist and
other reflexive researchers. From this position the possibilities of ever fully
knowing or representing experience is highly contentious and the rigid borders of
truth, knowledge and fact become blurred and mutable. Creative methodologies,
then, step in where reflexivity and “the crisis of representation” (Bochner, in Ellis
& Bochner, 2000: 748) left off. What I hope becomes apparent throughout my
discussion of the various creative practices - autoethnography, poetry, fiction, and
performance - is that they are fundamentally embodied in ethic, theory and practice.
Creative practices engage the researcher/author, participant(s), and audience in a
process of knowledge production that 1s intended to be affecting and
transformative. In conveying the complexity, ambiguity, and pain of lived, human
experience they also incorporate precisely the aims and ethics that are set out in a

theory of embodied sociology (see chapter 3, below). Thus creative strategies not

“ My initial supervisor had even suggested that I work part-time in a tattoo studio to this end.
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only involve many of the ethical concerns that are central to my research practice,
but also fundamentally connect with the position of embodiment through which I

understand experiences of body marking.

1.1 Feminist methodologies

From the very beginning of my research, indeed at the stage of submitting a
research proposal to register on the PhD programme, I had already firmly
established feminist research principles which I intended to form the very epicentre
of my work. I had enthusiastically and wholeheartedly embraced the feminist
critiques of positivistic, masculinist, social science and the related notions of
objectivity and rationality (Bell & Roberts, 1984; Bowles & Duelli Klien, 1983;
Byrne & Lentin, 2000, Finch, 1984; Fonow & Cook, 1991; Harding, 1987; Hertz,
1997; Holland & Blair, 1995; Lather, 1991; Mackinnon, 1987; Mies, 1983;
Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002; Reinharz, 1992; Renzetti & Lee, 1993; Roberts,
1990; Stanley, 1990). The critique of objectivity appealed to me not only in
theoretical terms, but also because it 1s intrinsically connected to the ways in which
we understand and relate to one another. Objectivity becomes inseparable from
objectification, and is intrinsic to epistemological practices where the researcher
“judges and dominates from afar .... The subject [who 1s] outside all objects, fixes
the object in its gaze, mastering and knowing it with unambiguous certainty”
(Young, 1990: 190-191). Feminists, then, have sought to develop an alternative
relationship with both the politics and practices of knowing within social research.
Issues of power and objectification, participation and equality, and the conscious
and reflexive acknowledgement of the partiality of the researcher have become
central to the ethics of feminist research practices. “Recognising the intrinsically
political nature of both theory and data means that the sociologist has a great
responsibility to be open and scholarly about her practices” (Finch, 1984: 87). And,
“feminism is in the forefront of developing less oppressive ways of knowing”

(Lather, 1991: 95).
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My Masters research had been formulated around feminist research ethics and
practices, which were particularly pertinent because of the nature of the experiences
upon which I was focusing. I was working with women clients of the Dublin Rape
Crisis Centre, and so issues around power and objectification were a huge concern
to me. As with other “sensitive topics” (Renzetti & Lee, 1993), conventional
research strategies were wholly inappropriate, or “morally indefensible” (Oakley,
1981: 41), and even in some cases, laughable when applied to women’s

experiences (see Oakley, 1981°). At this time I also came across Carol Roberts’
work with women who had experienced sexual violence, and she described the
specific context of this research relationship in a way which had a profound impact

upon me. She said,

Rape 1s the tuming of a woman into an object for the rapist’s use
only. There 1s no relationship, but an empty function between the
rapist and the raped. It seemed untenable then to take on research
methods which reflected such a process, for the process of
objectification itself seemed as objectionable as victimisation.
(Roberts, 1989: 46)

In this analogy Roberts starkly highlights the ways in which research may become
a vehicle for the objectification and violation of individuals and their experiences.
And if, as my own (Inckle, 1997), and other (Lees, 1996), feminist research has
highlighted, the questioning of women throughout the legal system is experienced
as equivalent to a repeat victimisation then the research interaction may be

potentially very damaging indeed’. Feminists who have worked with issues of

5 Anne Oakley highlighted the ridiculous implications of applying text book research practice to her
research with first time pregnant women. “These advise that such questions as “Which hole does the
baby come out of?” Does an epidural ever paralyse a woman?” and ‘Why is it dangerous to leave a
small baby alone in a house?” should be met with such responses as ‘I guess I haven’t thought it
through enough to give a good answer right now,” or ‘a head-shaking gesture which suggests, that’s
ahard one’. Also recommended is laughing off the request with the remark that ‘my job at the
moment is to get opinions, not to have them’” (1981: 48).

8 Damage may also occur when researchers are not fully aware of the specifics of the context in
which they are working. Sharon Herzberger (1993) describes how complete ignorance on the part of
researchers to the very limited and unrepresentative accounts with which they were working in
terms of childhood sexual abuse resulted in the widespread dissemination of the belief that
victimisation leads to perpetration of abuse. This is not only numerically untrue - in that after a few
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sexual abuse have stressed the importance of maintaining safety and confidentiality
for their research participants, as well as working in ways which are sensitive to,
and overcome power differentials, and where they also provide support for the
women (Fine, 1992; McCarthy, 1996; Kelly, 1988; Kennedy Bergin, 1993,
Roberts, 1989). In my research I was anxious to work only in ways which assured
the participants the utmost safety, confidentiality and respect, as well as the space
for articulating their own experiences and understandings of them. These very
genuine concerns for the well being of research participants, not only in the
research itself, but also in terms of considering its subsequent impacts has led
feminist researchers to develop models of participation, where the research
participant have some ongoing input and control over the way in which their
‘material’ 1s used. At the level of my masters research this meant that I ensured
participants (via their counsellor) had a copy of the transcript returned to them and
a period of reflection in which they may amend, qualify or withdraw any or all of
their comments. This practice remained central to the ethics I brought to my PhD
research, and was further influenced by the publication of Anne Byrne’s (2000)
work in which she developed an even more involved model of participation. She
used consent and commitment forms to clarify her role and responsibilities as well
as to ensure that levels of participation and anonymity were clear and acceptable
for each participant, and I immediately adopted this into my own practice (see

appendix).

Anne Byrne not only sent the transcripts to her participants for their comments and
clarifications, but also the theoretical material in which she developed her analysis
of their experiences. At the end of her research she also facilitated a group
workshop to provide an opportunity for the participants to meet one another and to
share and reflect upon their experiences. I found all of this intriguing and was

determined to work similar levels of participation into my own research. All of the

generations no individual would escape from the experience of abuse - but also totally contrary to
women’s experiences. Abused women who become mothers often have such a heightened
sensitivity to not harming their children that they are commonly unable to have any form of physical
relationship with them at all.
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participants were happy with the consent and commitment forms, they all also
returned the transcripts, either agreeing that they were fine as they were, or in some
cases making some clarifications. However, when it came to me sending material

to them, only two expressed an interest in receiving such documents and this has
not remained active. The most common response was that they would be interested
in seeing the final thesis but “not to bother” sending material prior to that. So, while
I was very keen to salve my conscience by having the participants ‘agree’ with my
representation and analysis of their experiences, they themselves had little interest
in doing so. As I reflected on this I realised that this was yet another way in which
the researcher - albeit with the most ethical of intentions - can impose her own
needs and agenda on the participants, many of whom were in fact quite happy for
their account to ‘appropriated’ and ‘manipulated’ as I saw fit. It also occurred to me
that perhaps Byme herself was ultimately not much more successful in this way, in

that, for example, very few of her participants attended the workshop.

Byrne’s work was also mediated by the fact that she did not share the experiences
that she was researching, a situation which some feminists consider a barrier to
equality and participation. According to Anne Oakley potential for equality and
participation within the research relationship is most enhanced where “there 1s least
social distance”, and especially where “the interviewer and interviewee share
membership of the same minority group” (1981: 55). Further, when the ‘interview’
(conversation) takes place in this context there is also potential for it to be an
enriching and transformative experience for the participants (Finch, 1984;

Letherby, 2000; Lentin, 2000; Oakley, 1981).

However, the issue for me is not so much about whether researcher and participants
(and reader) share experiences, but rather the assumptions and processes through
which we formulate the knowledge of shared experience and its implications. The
notion of shared experience often depends upon issues of identification and
readability, reciprocity and acknowledgement, that are problematised from a

position of reflexivity based in therapeutic interactive practices (below). So that
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while it has certainly been true that my research participants and I would share
many experiences, and that for me at least, this has been a source of inspiration and
support on many levels, I am not sure how apparent this was or what impacts it
may have had for the participants. And while I cannot speak for the participants in
terms of how they experienced the research, or me, I imagine from my appearance
and some of my comments, they would have not have interpreted me as being
wholly detached from the issues we were discussing, particularly in terms of body
modification and the complexities of non-normative embodiment. However,
because of the stigma and secrecy around ‘self-injury’ (as with sexual abuse) it
tends to be experienced in isolation, and I do wonder what assumptions the
participants made about my experiences, and the implications of these assumptions

(as, indeed, during my masters research).

Feminist ethics of participation and equality have developed into a particular
approach to the content of the interaction itself. Feminists working with ‘sensitive
topics’ tend to favour open, unstructured and reciprocal research conversations
which are often led by the participant rather than the researcher’. This was
something that resonated with me not only in ethical terms but also in terms of the
1ssues that are raised when the interaction process itself is considered more deeply
(below). Feminist research interactions based around ethics of “conscious
partiality” and “intersubjectivity” (Kennedy Bergen 1993: 202) also appear to me
to be intrinsic to an embodied perspective (see chapter 3) which draws the
researcher into experiences which are emotive and affecting. However, the nature
of this kind of interaction and the depth of personal rapport established prior to, or
during it, may also have mixed consequences, so that, for example, Gesa Kirsch
found herself experiencing “simultaneous excitement and discomfort” (1999: xi)
during her research conversations. Thus, on one hand feminists have argued that

reciprocity can be an important, equalising experience (Kirsch, 1999; Oakley,

7 This is not to say that there are not feminist quantitative researchers, or to imply that the method of
research rather than the politics and perspective 1s what fundamentally defines it as feminist. See
Byme & Lentin (2000) for a discussion of the issues and processes involved in defining work as
feminist.
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1981), which can also provide support to the participants when they understand the
researcher has shared their experiences (Finch, 1984; Letherby, 2000; Lentin, 2000;
Oakley, 1981; Reinahrz, 1990). However, on the other hand, and this would
certainly be true for me - as someone who would try and avoid talking about myself
as much as possible (even to my therapist!) - an openness to reciprocity can also
exacerbate the artificiality of the relationship. In this way, Kirsch realised that the
more she established the context for a mutual and reciprocal relationship with her
participants the more ambivalent she became about her role as researcher, and the
more she experienced herself as a “voyeur” (1999: xi1) into their lives. This 1s
something that I have struggled with not only during the research interactions but
also subsequently in terms of how to represent the participants in a holistic and

non-objectifying manner (see chapter 2).

This concern for the representation of the participants and their experiences
connects with the presentation of extracts from transcripts within the analysis
(Byrne & Lentin, 2000). Transcribing a spoken conversation into a written format
raises issues in terms of how exactly the meanings which are conveyed through the
complex, embodied features of interaction are lost within a text. Liz Kelly found

the process of textually representing the interaction fraught with difficulty:

whilst transcribing the taped interviews I became aware of the
problems in transposing the spoken to the written word. Meaning in
the spoken word is often conveyed through gesture, tone of voice
and emotional expression. .... In order to retain some of this
meaning I developed a method of coding the tone of voice and

emotional expression.
(1988: vii)

Likewise, Maxine Birch found that transcribing, “left out many aspects of what had
happened: how the interview felt, the unspoken meanings shared through gesture,
the relationship that developed between myself and the interviewee. I was left with
a text” (1998: 178-9). Because of these issues both Kelly and Birch developed a

system of transcribing the research conversations using a code to represent these
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unspoken factors, and I developed my own scheme of doing so (based on the
systems used by Bradby (2001), Kelly (1988) and Silverman (1997) - see
appendix). However, as Kay Standing (1998) pointed out, issues of power and
representation of women’s voices in the academic context are not necessarily so
easily resolved. She argued that the very process of representing the spoken word
as it occurs may in fact do a disservice to the participants. Including the pauses,
repetitions, unfinished sentences and expressions that are a part of everyday
interaction, in the midst of carefully crafted academic discourse, can diminish
rather than bolster the credibility of the participants. For this reason she decided to
“tidy up” (1998: 190) the transcripts, so that while remaining to true to the content
of the conversation, aspects of the dialogue which appear clumsy 1n text were
removed. Initially, I felt myself more closely aligned with the first approach to
representing the spoken word, but as I have continued with my research I feel much
more drawn to Standing’s position. My final approach has involved something of a
reconciliation of the two, I have left in the emotive features of the text, the tone,
gesture, and emphasis, as well as my comments and prompts, but have removed the
pauses, repetitions, and fragments that do not add to the points being made. In this
way I have attempted to balance the issues of conveying the many layers of
communication that take place during an interaction - through the body, gesture and
emotion - at the same time as presenting the most coherent account of each

participant’s words.

Finally, I also felt that an ethics of ‘participation’ could be worked into 1ssues of
representation at the level of very simple practicalities. So that, for example, in
recognition of the power and politics of naming (Daly, 1979; Spender, 1982), the
participants always chose the pseudonym by which they would be represented. This

means that not only are they easily able to identify themselves in any of the
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excerpts or material that I use, but they could also include their own (private) layers

of meaning in the names they select®.

The implications of a feminist ethics are manifold and encompass issues of
engaging and representing research participants and their experiences. Because

. feminist work is inherently political, another key feature by which feminists define
their work 1s the goal of social change, and feminists develop research strategies
with this agenda to the fore (Byrne & Lentin, 2000; Harding 1986: Kennedy
Bergen 1993: Mies 1983: Ribbens & Edwards 1992: Stanley & Wise 1983; 1996).

There is no neutral research. .... Emancipatory knowledge increases
awareness of the contradictions distorted or hidden by everyday
understandings, and in doing so it directs attention to the
possibilities for social transformation inherent in the present

configuration of social processes.
(Lather, 1991 50 & 52)

And while feminists have often focused on change at the broader social level, if the
personal is political, then transformation is also subjective (Lentin, 2000), and as
such feminist research resonates with similar processes within creative
methodologies (below). “To talk of a feminist methodology is clearly political,
controversial and implies personal and/or political sympathies on the part of the
researcher which inform but do not constitute the [normative] sociological
approach” (Roberts, 1981: 16). Feminist research is then, predicated on goals of
social change for the benefit of the specific participant/s and/or women in general
(Reinahrz, 1990), and 1s “overtly political in its purpose and committed to
changing women’s lives” (Stanley & Wise 1990: 21). Feminists rigorously
scrutinise their work in this context, using notions of empowerment and change (as

well as equality and reflexivity) as guiding ethics.

& The participants have often picked a name that has some personal significance to them, and while
they have shared this with me it remains ‘off tape’, enabling private layers of meaning to co-exist
alongside public disclosure.
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Our own investigative assumptions and procedures are made explicit
as we seek to explain how we know what we know. A feminist
research practice politicises the research act, not only in terms of
producing research findings which can be used to lobby for social
change but also in reworking the connections between researcher
and her topic as well as the traditional subject-object relationships of

researcher and researched.
(Byme & Lentin, 2000: 8)

Overall then, the pursuit of equality, participation and social change within feminist
methodologies means that, “researchers are forced to deobjectify the participants
and critically examine how their research may affect them as real people”
(Kennedy Bergen, 1993: 202). This creates a research framework which 1s radically
different from conventional methodological practices, one in which the researcher
herself i1s enmeshed and has significant responsibilities. Anne Byrne frames these

issues in the context of “Othering”:

Consideration of being Other or engaging in acts of Othering, invites
decisions about participation, representation and interpretation,
provoking keen self-reflection as well as a critical examination of all
interactions, all analyses, all acts of knowing, all texts produced in

the research process.
(2000: 140)

This concern around the impacts of research, both in terms of the ways in which it
affects the participants, as well as in establishing goals of social change, means that
feminists usually adopt a high level of reflexivity in their work (for example,
Alldred, 1998; Byrne, 2000; Herz, 1997, Letherby, 2000; Lentin, 1995; 2000;
2000a; Oakley, 1981; Roberts, 1981). This reflexivity makes their intentions,
presence, and role within the research visible and apparent, at the same time as
debunking any notions of objectivity or claims to a higher, more pertinent, single
truth. Reflexivity also offers some protection to the participants in that a self-aware,
reflexive and ethically orientated researcher 1s perhaps less likely to cause harm to
them than one who has not engaged with these processes. “Reflexivity involves
being explicit about the operation of power within the actual process of researching

and representing people” (Alldred, 1998: 147).
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Reflexivity has been practiced by a range of qualitative researchers for these
reasons. For me, an investigation of reflexivity adds a further layer of critical
awareness not only to the role of the researcher and her self-awareness, but also in
terms of research practices which unquestioningly rely on interaction as a technique

for *knowing’ another.

1.2 Reflexivity & the limitations of interaction

Qualitative researchers have used the concept of reflexivity to acknowledge and
explore the ways in which knowledge is connected to the meanings, interpretations
and presence of the researcher. According to Alvin Gouldner all knowledge is a
cultural product bound up in “a relationship between persons and information”
(1971: 494). Reflexive analysis recognises this relationship and rejects notions of
objective knowledge and fact. “Meaning comes not from seeing or even
observation alone, for there 1s no ‘alone’ of this sort. Neither is meaning lying
around in nature waiting to be scooped up by the senses; rather it is constructed”

(Steedman, 1991: 54).

However, not unlike the term ‘feminist’, reflexivity has been defined and
operationalized in a number of ways by a range of theorists, for example, Cant &
Sharma (1998) Davidman (1999) Finlay (1999) Game (1991) Gouldner (1971)
Hertz (1997) Kennedy Bergen (1993) Latour (1988) Lentin (1995) May (1999)
Standing (1998) Stanley (1996) Steir (1991) Woolgar (1988). Not all of whom
would necessarily be equally positive about the possibilities or applications of a
reflexive practice, or indeed what reflexivity itself entails. Steve Woolgar has

pointed out that,

if reflexivity refers, in simple terms, to the willingness to probe
beyond the level of ‘straight forward’ interpretation, the response of
social sciences to the issue of reflexivity is divided .... between
those who construe reflexivity as a tool for improving observational
accuracy and those who view it as an impetus for exploring different

ways of asking questions about knowledge practices.
(1988:17)
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My interest in reflexivity would be much more aligned with the latter position, in
that I use reflexivity to consider the ways in which we come to (believe we) know
and represent human beings and their experiences. I agree with Anne Game that
reflexivity forces sociologists to recognise that “at the very least we need to
acknowledge the ways in which we are implicated in representations” (1991: 36).
In this way I have attempted to openly represent my presence throughout my work
in order to facilitate an informed connection, appraisal, or response to all the layers
of meaning and experience enmeshed within this project. However, as with
reciprocity (above), the focus on myself that is integral to reflexivity is not
something that I feel entirely comfortable with, but resign myselfto it as a

necessary ethical compromise.

Norman Denzin suggests that non-reflexive sociological research conventions
reflect more general cultural assumptions in the context of what he sees as a
“cinematic” or “interview society” (2003: 66). In this culture interrogative
interaction 1s seen as the route to uncovering a fixed, objective truth. “We expect
that persons, if properly asked, will reveal their inner selves”, and that skilled
“experts” can access an individual’s “deep, authentic self” regardless of the
intention or compliance of the person in question (2003: 66). “Interviews objectify
individuals, turning lived experiences into narratives. .... The interview turns a
transgressive experience into a consumable commodity. These narratives are then

bought and sold in the academic market places” (2003: 86).

Non-reflexive researchers may also project their subjective responses to their
subjects/subject matter as if they were universal truths, and this practice 1s
particularly evident where researchers have analysed bodily practices which are
outside their own experiences. The researchers’ subjective responses become
enmeshed with dualistic knowledge paradigms in determining the meaning of
experience. These issues are particularly evident in Jane Kilby’s (2001) assertion

that ‘self-injury’ 1s so traumatic it is impossible for anyone to “bear witness” to,
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and within Verity Huck’s (1997) waming that “self-mutilation” cannot be

understood as a means of survival (see chapter 5, below).

Sociological research has, then, often been structured around a distant ‘expert’
analysis of human experience, “sociology has always been about studying some
one else” (Klienmann, 1999: 20). Reflexivity, on the other hand, challenges this
separation of researcher and subject, it forces sociologists to “recognise that there
are no grounds for assuming the activities of our subjects/objects are different from
our own; such differences are accomplished through unreflexive observation and
research” (Woolgar, 1988: 28). In an understanding of reflexivity, that is based on
his work as a practicing psychotherapist, Ian Craib adds that unreflexive analyses
reduce human subjectivity to over-simplistic notions, and ignores the centrality of
ambivalence within subjectivity. He argues that research which ignores such
complexities of subjectivity, either cannot comprehend, or over simplifies, key
aspects of human experience, such as, “the way in which opposite qualities are

entwined in all human behaviour” (1998: 155).

Here Craib’s combination of psychotherapy and sociology opens up a deeper
understanding of the complexities of interaction. The complexities of social
interaction, which are often ignored or oversimplified by sociologists, seem to me
essential in shaping research outcomes whether or not this is acknowledged by the
researcher. Dialogue between two or more persons 1s infused with so many layers
of each of their experiences, that no interaction can be simply read off at face value,
and even less so in a hierarchical setting such as a research interview. Craib goes on
to point out that it normally takes a person at least a year with their therapist before
they are confident enough to openly and articulately discuss their subjectivity and
particularly their personal experiences and feelings. Secondly, and more
importantly, it takes three years of training for the therapist to be aware of 1ssues
such transference, projection and counter transference and the ways in which they
shape and influence an interaction and its content. While sociologists cannot, of

course, all be trained therapists, I agree with Craib that some knowledge and
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awareness of these processes, as well as of the limitations of interaction as a tool
for knowing another, would be hugely beneficial. On a more tangible level it
surprises me that basic listening skills are not taught as part of qualitative
methodologies. The ability to be fully present and to hear another individual is not
straightforward, and without these skills the researcher may well do no more than
produce “fictional human beings” (Craib, 1996: 74)°. In terms of my own research
conversations, I tended to automatically slip into the active listening techniques that
I leamt in my previous work. I also maintained a practice of ‘being present” with
each individual as she recounted her experiences and responded emotively and
empathically to her words. I did experience some levels of conflict around this, in
that while I felt this was the only appropriate way in which to share each woman’s
experiences, I did wonder if it somehow rendered me an impostor within academic
practices, and a fraud in terms of the “sociological’ behaviour the participants may

have expected from me.

A final technique, which could have been most beneficially utilised by many of the
researchers in chapter five, who define body practices around pre-set binaries of
agency and mutilation, is the practice of ‘unconditional positive regard’. This is a
technique which forces the researcher/counsellor/social worker to acknowledge the
fundamental humanity and value of each human being, rather than regarding them
as objects, or critically evaluating their responses in terms of how useful or
appropriate it may be for their work. In my own research this was not an 1ssue I had
to work at, in the sense that I already felt respect, empathy and warmth for each of

the women involved, and was keen to hear her experiences and learn from them.

It seems to me, then, that without some awareness around these issues and practices
of interaction our levels of communication, self-reflection, research and knowledge
are severely restricted. Further, our limitations in being present with, and listening

to, one another have significant implications in political, social and methodological

° Raquel Kennedy Bergen also described “being a good listener” (1993: 208) as crucial to her
feminist research with women who had experienced rape.
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terms. Susan Wendell has argued in relation to dis-ability that, “if disabled people
were truly heard, an explosion of knowledge of the human body and psyche would
take place” (1996: 274). I would similarly suggest that if our research participants,
as well as our own voices - at conferences, seminars and the like - were truly heard
then an equivalent revolution of being and knowing would take place. I often feel
that most academic discussion takes place in a context where people specifically do
not listen to one another. Conferences, seminars and even written propositions are
often quite combative and adversarial, with each contributor already enmeshed
within a defence/attack protocol. I do not believe that leaming is best facilitated
within this context, and Carolyn Ellis (in Flemons & Green, 2002) likewise,
highlights the ways in which understanding and connection are developed by
responses formulated around a “yes and” engagement, and are closed down by the
more conventional “no but” rebuttal (2002: 345). Likewise, Jane Ussher has
suggested that, “if we spen[t] more time listening .... and less time expounding our
own pet theories, perhaps we will move forward” (1991: 301). Norman Denzin
shares these concerns, and sets out his methodological ideal thus: “I want to
cultivate a method of patient listening, a reflexive method of looking, hearing and

asking that is dialogic and respectful .... an active listener” (2003: 75).

These ideals would certainly go some way to describing my own role and approach
to research interactions. I did not have a set agenda through which I was attempting
to steer each participant via carefully structured questions. Rather, I wanted to hear
each woman’s experiences from her own perspective: the issues that were
important to her, the themes she wished to focus on, and the connections she made
for herself. That is not to say that I did not have my own interpretation and
understanding of her account, but rather that I was open to listening to her
perspective and to questioning and developing my ideas accordingly. In this way
my work has certainly been shaped and influenced by the participants, as has my
own personal understanding of, and relationship to, the issues at its centre. Both the
researching and the writing of my thesis have therefore afforded me a very

important learning experience on many levels.
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In summary then, reflexivity recognises the ways in which the location and
perspective of the researcher are both inseparable from, and integral to, the
knowledge produced, and this has both pragmatic and ethical implications. This has
been evident in terms of the feminist methodologies discussed (above) as well as
being integral to an embodied, reflexive research ethics ( see Kathy Davis, 1995 in
chapter 5). Reflexivity operates as both an ethical and empirical tool which
prohibits the transcendence of the realities and implications of embodied human
subjectivity. The self-awareness and deliberate self-reflection of the researcher
opens up the research process for the reader as well as the participants. Thus, power
balances are shifted and the researcher no longer claims the position of all-

knowing, objective expert.

Reflexivity means reflecting upon and understanding our own
personal, political and intellectual autobiography as researchers and
making explicit where we are located in relation to our research
respondents. Reflexivity also means acknowledging the crucial role

we play in creating, interpreting and theorising research data.
(Mauthner & Daucet, 1998: 121)

This recognition has significant implications for both the practice of sociology as
well as its disciplinary location and status. Acknowledging the centrality of the
researcher/author in the construction of knowledge challenges the established

binaries of ‘science’ and ‘art’, and destabilises the location of sociology.

Much literary criticism explicitly encourages constitutive reflexivity,
the fact that the author constitutes and forms part of the ‘reality’ she
creates 1s axiomatic to the analytic style .... tension thus arises
because social science is attracted by the constructivist undertones
of constitutive reflexivity in its literary mood, but repelled by the
implications for it’s own pretensions to produce ‘scientific’ social
study.

(Woolgar, 1988: 23)

The historical reluctance of sociologists to embrace these issues can be traced in
part to the location of sociology as a discipline within binary knowledge structures.

This location and the resultant focus and content of sociological knowledge and
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practices, have been raised by a number of contemporary sociologists working in
the field of the body (Frank, 1990; Shilling, 1993; Synott, 1993; Turner 1996) and
embodiment (Lupton, 1997; Willaims & Bendelow, 1998; Shilling, 2003). This
dualism of the mind/body, reason/emotion self/other has developed into a
sociological practice where, Ian Craib argues, researchers “have contented
themselves with describing the pattern on the shell - the social identity and role
expectations as if that was all there was”(1996: 9). Further, despite the protestations
from objectivist academic practice, the self is always present and inseparable from
the work we produce (Letherby, 2000). However, within normative paradigms it is
“a divided self” (Sparkes, 2003: 61) which denies his'’ own and others’ visceral,
emotional and embodied experiences. Objectivist approaches to research disavow
that observation and interaction are subjective processes, and that theorisation and
analysis are processes of transformation, and ultimately reinforce the distinctions
between theory and method, representation and the real, experience and knowledge
(Game, 1991). Reflexivity, then, not only challenges norms of knowledge
production, operating at both an empirical and ethical level, but also connects with
questions regarding disciplinary borders and the representation of research material,

which are key themes of creative sociological research and writing strategies.

1.3 Creative research practices.

Once the traditional borders between the researcher and the researched have been
traversed and the goals are no longer for objective, quantitative means of knowing,
possibilities open up not just in terms of the location of the researcher but also in

terms of the means of re-presenting and writing up the research''. From the

'] deliberately use the masculine pronoun here as this kind of self/other relationship is epitomised
in the ideals of normative masculinity.

" Interdisciplinary practices and alliances are important and have been viewed as integral to the
production of ethical, meaningful and relevant theorisation. In this way understanding emotional
distress (Ussher, 1991), human subjectivity (Craib, 1998), and methods of researching and writing
about human experience (Denzin, 2003) are all cited as benefiting from interdisciplinary studies.
Further, feminist researchers have for a long time been staunch advocates of forays across
established borders of knowledge in order to produce meaningful knowledge and to facilitate social
change (Reinharz, 1992; Stanley, 1990).
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nineteen-nineties onwards there has been an explosion in both of these fields, and
research strategies such as autoethnography have meshed with altemative textual
approaches, creating a genre of creative sociology. Denzin refers to this as “the new
writing” (2003: 118)'% “a writing form that moves from interpretation and
evaluation to praxis, empowerment and social change” (Denzin, 2003: 133). These
methodologies are also enmeshed within a deep understanding of many of the
ethical issues that are at the heart of feminist and reflexive research, and address the
some of the “practical and moral problems of representation” (Smith, 2002: 113).
They are intended to provoke a response in the reader (Sparkes, 2003) and favour
creative and evocative ways of engaging with, knowing and representing

experience (Denzin, 2003; Sparkes, 2003).

Auto/biographical or autoethnographic texts often form the basis of this work
which is represented in poetic, story telling or dramaturgical form. It is no accident
that these methods are particularly used to research issues which might be defined
as “sensitive” (Renzetti & Lee, 1993), in that, creative methodologies are
specifically poignant and effective in conveying the depths of complex and painful
human experience. Human subjectivity and its fundamentally embodied, emotional,
complex and ambiguous characteristics, requires forms of expression and
representation that move beyond linear and binary analysis, requiring multiple,
temporal and intersubjective forms. The “new writing”, according to Denzin, works
in precisely this way because it “privileges evocation over cognitive
contemplation” (2003: 119) in stories that are “transformative” (2003: 120) and

shift the relationship between researcher/author, reader and experience.

This type of writing strategy 1s a powerful means of conveying
complexity and ambiguity without prompting a single, closed,
convergent reading. .... The genre becomes an opportunity and
space where one may relinquish the role of the declarative author
persuader and attempt to write as, and be represented by, an artfully-
persuasive storyteller. (Smith, 2002: 114)

2Reinharz (1992) describes them as ‘new methods’.
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Here, I will discuss the way in which autoethnography, fictionalised research
accounts, sociopoetics, as well as drama and performance have been used by
researchers to these ends, and how they have influenced my work. These methods
address my key ethical concemns around representation and knowledge and sit
comfortably within an embodied position. Further, they not only represent an ethics

of transformation but are also precisely a part of that process.

e Autoethnography
Carolyn Ellis & Art Bochner (2000) discuss a range of methodological initiatives
under the heading ‘autoethnography’. The primary use of ‘autoethnography’
describes empirical sociology where the authors’ own experience forms the

research material (see also Reed-Danahay, 1997) *.

Autoethnography is an autobiographical genre of writing and
research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting
the personal and the cultural. .... Usually written in first person
voice, autoethnographic texts appear in a variety of forms. .... In
these texts concrete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment,
spirituality, and self consciousness are featured, appearing as
relational and institutional stories affected by history, social
structure, and culture which themselves are dialectically revealed
through action, feeling, thought and language.

(Ellis & Bochner, 2002: 739)

Many authors have turned to this method having found conventional practices of
research and representation inadequate for the task of conveying the multifaceted,
complex and emotive layers of embodied human experience. For example, Ruth
Behar’s (1996) autoethnography of “The Girl in the Cast” is insightful and moving
both in terms of the experiences she describes, as well as for her articulation of
‘body memory’ (see chapter 3). While Carol Ronai (1996) exposes the manifold
and painful layers of experience in her paper “My Mother is Mentally Retarded” in

13 Using one’s own social location for research purposes is not unique to the ‘creative sociologists’.
The potential resources of sociologists’ own lived experiences have also been recognised as part of
the “qualitative sociology of everyday life” (Glassner & Hertz, 1999).
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which she deals with disablement, family structures, violence and child sexual
abuse. Earlier, she (Ronai 1992) described the struggles and conflicts she
experienced while working simultaneously in academia and the sex industry. Lisa
Tillmann-Healy also shares the conflicts she experienced between her intellectual
and personal identities after she “invited bulimia to come and live with me” (1996:
76). For Tillmann-Healy, the creative genre - she uses both autoethnography and
poetry - was essential to fully convey her experiences. She reflects upon how this
methodology facilitated the multiple levels of impact she sought in terms of
personal, individual experience, as well within broader cultural and academic

locations.

If my paper were a medical or psychological report, this section [the
end] would contain the author’s definitive conclusions aimed at
explaining, predicting, and controlling bulimia. If it were a TV
drama, the ‘cured’ protagonist would be moving on to a normal life.
But this 1s my story and it is a story without resolution. .... 1
purposefully told my story this way. I wrote a sensual text to pull
you away from the abstractions and categories that fill traditional
research on eating disorders and into the experience .... to help you
engage with how bulimia feels. I used multiple forms to mimic the
complex and multilayered nature of food addition. ....I knew I had
something to say that wasn’t being said. I knew I could show you in
detail how a bulimic /ives, and I wanted you to know. Perhaps you
already knew; if so, I offer this account as comfort and
companionship. If you didn’t I offer it as instruction. I hope that my
lived experience helps maintain a critical attitude toward many of
our culture’s stories of body and food and helps create new and
better stories that direct us towards healthier bodies and more
contented hearts.

(1996: 107-8)

The practice of autoethnography, and the issues it raises around knowledge,
communication, and experience have a unique and inescapable impact.
Autoethnographies, are by their nature, emotive and affective and become poignant
and memorable strategies for conveying experience and raising questions about
how we think about and deal with them at individual and social levels. According

to Andrew Sparkes, authoethnography,
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disputes the normally held divisions of self/other, inner/outer,
public/private, individual/society, and immediacy/memory. ....
Autoethnographies can encourage acts of witnessing, empathy and
connection that extend beyond the self of the author and thereby
contribute to sociological understanding in ways that, among others,
are self knowing, self-respectful, self-sacrificing and self-luminous.
(2002a 216 & 222)

There are, however, significant risks in adopting this kind of methodology,
particularly within the conventions of academia. Not only does the
autoethnographer risk personal ‘exposure’ but also specifically in a context -
academia - which is often hostile to both the content and genre of the work
(Letherby, 2000; Sparkes, 2002; 2002a). This may have significant personal
impacts, not only in terms of social and emotional well-being but also in terms of
restricted professional and career opportunities (Flemons & Green, 2002; Ellis &
Bochner, 2000; Letherby, 2000; Sparkes, 2002). Finally, because these
methodologies challenge the conventions of academic judgement and merit
(Lentin, 2000; Sparkes 2002a) and focus on “feminised activit[ies]” (Letherby,
2000: 100) such as emotionality, self-reflection and empathic engagement there are

also gendered implications of their use.

These risks form an important addendum to the issues of safety raised within
feminist research ethics (above) 1n that issues of power, vulnerability and
confidentiality do not always work ‘in favour’ of the researcher. To write in this
way, to become the research subject as well as its author, may be to risk exactly the
exposure and vulnerability that a feminist and/or reflexive ethics seeks to protect
the participants from. Finally, lest I generate the impression that the only
difficulties inherent to autoethnographic writing are in terms of personal

consequences, Carolyn Ellis considers some additional, practical complications.

[Autoethnographic writing 1s] certainly not something most people
can do well. Most social scientists don’t write well enough to carry
it off. Or they’re not sufficiently introspective about their feelings or
motives, or the contradictions they experience. Ironically, many
aren’t observant enough of the world around them. The self-
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questioning autoethnography demands is extremely difficult. So 1s
confronting the things about yourself that are less than flattering. ....
Then there’s the vulnerability of not being able to take back what
you’ve written or having any control over how readers interpret it.
.... It can be humiliating.

(in Ellis & Bochner, 2000: 738)

While I am very much drawn not only to the ethical dimensions of
autoethnography, but also the powerfully evocative and transformative effects of
this kind of work, it is as yet not something I feel brave enough to fully embrace'*,
An alternative, and less risky, application of autoethnography has been developed
by researchers to capture the evolution of their research process rather than
focusing directly on their personal experiences. Annette Markham’s (1998) account
of “Life on Line” describes how she moved from a separated observer to a
participant in the category of “heavy internet user”, a term which she had originally
coined to describe the ‘subjects’ of her research. However, her own increasing
engagement with virtual reality demonstrated to her how her initial perspective and
the related theoretical frameworks, terminology, and research questions were
irrelevant and unhelpful to understanding the central 1ssues of the lived experience.
She said, “most of the participants do not think about being online in ways I

assumed they would before I talked to them” (1998: 79).

It 1s this use of autoethnography which I feel offers me a way of remaining
consistent with the ethics and responsibilities of research and knowledge
production but stops short of entirely opening myself up as research material. Thus,
I can use my own location within the issues as resource for the research and at the
same time maintain boundaries with which I am more or less comfortable. In this
way I have used my own experiences of women’s relationship with body marking
practices to engage participants for my research. I have not sought out specific
locations in which I can access discreet categories of people, behaviour, or

experience, rather I have used my understanding of the multiplicities of these

' That is not to deny that all research/writing is to some extent autoethnographic or
autobiographical, whether or not that is the intention or is made overt.
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experiences to avoid limiting the participation in this way. Thus, autoethnography
enables me to use my own social location as the starting point from which to
engage research participants. As such I have become some kind of feminist,
reflexive, ‘key informer’ attempting to bridge the gaps between lived experience

and academic knowledge production.

Autoethnography has provided a research genre which tackles many of the issues
and ethics around participation, and the appropriation and representation of
experience, in which the borders of representation and researcher location are
shifted so that the appropriation of experience and objectification of participants 1s
at least problematised if not wholly avoided. Autoethnography also reflects and
recognises the complexity and the fundamental embodiment of human experience
(Smith, 2002). Working in this way has also inspired the development of ‘creative’
means of writing up accounts, including fictionalised texts, poetry and

dramaturgical formats.

e Poetry
In ‘Portrait of an Anorexic Life’ (1998), though not strictly autoethnographic,
Christine Kiesinger utilised creative writing strategies to portray the depth and
complexity of women’s experiences, as well as the relationships she developed
with them during the course of her research. She used poetry to present evocative,
in-depth accounts, rich with the emotion experienced and the multi-layered aspects
of ‘disordered’ eating pattems. However, while Keisinger argued that her
experience with bulimia enabled her to engage on an empathic level with her
participants, her representation of them is not wholly unproblematic. Kiesinger
wrote her poetic narratives using the first person voice, which for me re-ignites
concems around appropriation, representation and the researcher’s reformulation of
others’ experiences. Poetry has also been used in this way to convey the
complexities of a range of experiences including; locations of ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’
(Austin, 1996: Travisino, 1998), and unmarried motherhood (Richardson, 1992).

Poetic representation has also been used autoethnographically by authors seeking
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an evocative way to represent their own experiences (for example Tilman-Healy,

above).

The use of this creative technique as a representational method resonates with me
on many levels. The poetic form recognises and incorporates the emotional and
embodied interchanges that are present within a research interaction but which are
lost within a transcribed text (however coded). It emphasises the implications of
our own experience and subjectivity as individuals and researchers for the work we
produce, and the fluidity of the boundaries of that role and the meanings we create.
I believe that all knowledge 1s produced at the intersection of our subjectivity, our
autobiography, repeatable ‘facts’ and the fictions we make of them, and our own
perceptual processes which are inseparable from emotion, projection, and self. For
me, poetry is the medium which captures these elements perfectly: it relies on
interpretation, feeling and metaphor to convey ‘truth’ and meaning. It also enables
us to engage on an experiential level; emotional, intellectual, bodily, with a range

of human experiences and to explore and connect with them.

Poetry is arguably closer to lived experience and more likely to
affect its readers and listeners .... it engages readers in frankly
interpretative labours. A sociopoetics draws lay readers to social
theorising, and sociologists to critical confrontation with their value-

constituting practices.
(Richardson, 1991: 177)

Since I have a longstanding interest in creative writing and have been writing
poetry for a number of years, I was keen to explore the use of poetry within my
research. I have included poems at the end of the theoretical chapters in order to re-
iterate the lived, corporeal, emotive aspects of the issues and the ways in which
they resist linear or dualistic analytical models. These poems are also intended to
begin to dissolve the border between self and other, researcher and participants,
and, perhaps, reader and text. In this way poetry is doubly effective, not only in
terms of using a form that conveys the complexity of human experience outside of

discrete categories of knowledge, but also because the effectiveness of poetry
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depends precisely upon the reader enmeshing their own experiences and emotions
within the piece. Thus, the text is not a simple exposé of the authors’ (or
participants’) experience, or description of it, but rather it is mediated through an
emotive and interpretative relationship with the reader. Poetry is then, in many
ways, a truly intersubjective form of representation. Using poetry as a means of
representing sociological research moves another step in the direction of traversing
the traditional borders between ‘art’ and ‘science’, ‘fact’” and ‘fiction’. Sociologists
have employed other creative writing practices to this end and have fictionalised

both ethnographic and interaction based research.

e Fictionalised forms of representation.
Mike Angrosino (1998), who spent ten years working as an ethnographer and a
volunteer in a residential project for developmentally disabled men, became
increasingly frustrated with nability of conventional methods of social science
writing to communicate the complex and multi-layered realities of the people and
environment he experienced. In order to enable his audience to engage with his
work on an experiential level, analytically and emotionally, he wrote the key events
and 1ssues as ‘ethnographic fictions’. He suggests that “a story doesn’t have to be
factual in order to be true” (1998: 34) "°. “Fictionalising’ his research enabled him
to vividly re-create the context, key events, issues and characters, and at the same

time avoid imposing a reading or interpretation upon the events.

The act of reading a fictionalised ethnography enables the reader to
enter not only another community, but also the consciousness of the
ethnographer .... you lose the authoritative voice of omniscient
science. But you create a world in which the reader can interact
people and come to his or her own conclusion about what’s going
on. The reader can do what the ethnographer does, immerse him or

- Angrosino (1998) also notes that fiction has often provided a rich source of analysis for social
science since it 1s seen to be indicative of many aspects of the social world from which it originated.
Further, recent political theorisations, such as Queer Theory, also maintain a strong relationship
with fiction. Butler (1993), for example, argues that interrogation and re-readings of literary and
cultural texts are essential acts in the subversion of binaries of sex, gender and sexuality.
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herself in the particulars and try and figure out what it all means.

(1998: 95)

These fictionalised accounts provided valuable resources in terms of policy
development and at the same time addressed ethical issues around appropriation
and confidentiality. Further, fictionalised accounts may also facilitate more open
knowledge and analysis, opening up layers of evocation and connection though
engaging the reader’s responses. “Using stories to represent research can also resist
premature closure on understanding, conveying complexity and ambiguity and

making space for alternative interpretations” (Gray, 2004: 45).

Fictionalising ethnographic work in this way is also useful where subject matter s
unusual or contentious within academia, in that “the process allows the.... [reader]
to think about data in new, unpredictable ways” (Gray, 2004: 45). So that Ross
Gray’s (2004) fictionalised re-presentation of his encounter with his research
participant, a “eunuch”, enables the reader clear access to the agenda, motivations
and experiences of the participant and the researcher, to reflect critically on their
own position, and to self-consciously analyse the layers of meaning and
relationships within the work, including their own. It “can lead us to discover new
things about ourselves and our world” (Sparkes, 2003: 70). As such, this kind of
writing establishes a particular relationship with the reader, in a structure which
shows rather than tells the themes and issues unfolding (Ellis & Bocher, 2000;
Smith, 2002; Sparkes, 2002; 2003), it is “a move from description to
communication” (Sparkes, 2002:18). So that rather than being presented with a
closed, linear and finite analysis the reader is invited to be “active” (Sparkes, 2003:
69) to immerse herself in the piece and to reflexively consider the issues at its

heart.

This kind of storyteller trusts the reader, understands the necessity
of relinquishing control, of allowing readers the freedom to interpret
and evaluate the text from their unique vantage points, and will coax
the reader into participating in the imaginative construction of
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literary reality through carefully positioned blanks, or interpretative
spaces, in the writing.

My intention 1s that my stories contain a lot of interpretative
spaces, inviting the active reader to fill them with personal meanings
gathered from outside the text. .... [I] invite readers in, enticing
them to think and feel with the story.

(Sparkes, 2003: 68-9)

The need for a single reading of the issues or rigid conclusive arguments is
replaced with an openness to multiple possibilities and ongoing transformation.
Indeed, if learning and change are the purpose of research, then a strategy which
involves writing or concluding in such a way as to close down alternative responses
and exploration of the issues, contradicts rather than fulfils its own intention.
Alternative strategies not only iterate the impossibility and undesirability of
creating fixed and finite knowledge, but also offer a means of representing
participants without entirely appropriating their experiences. Their understanding
can remain intact, at the foreground, at the same time as facilitating room for other
possibilities to be considered. A context is created where more than one

interpretation or ‘truth’ can simultaneously coexist.

Ethnographic fiction and poetic representation are utilised as a
possible way to evoke emotions; broaden audiences; illuminate the
complexity of body self relationships; include ‘researcher’,
‘participant’, and ‘reader’ in dialogue; help us to think with stories;
and to invite the reader-as-witness to morally breathe and share a

life within the storytelling relation.
(Smith, 2002: 113)

In practical terms, developing ethnographic fictions has enabled me to include
women’s experiences in my research which had been crucial to the development of
my analysis but which were ethically contentious because they resulted from
interactions and relationships which occurred outside of clearly defined research

parameters . Thus, I have been able to incorporate material which would be

' Fine (1992a) also encountered the dilemmas of using material which she felt was crucial in terms
of policy development and awareness raising, but which was problematic because she gained it in
the course of her role as a counsellor in a sexual assault unit rather than as a researcher.
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impossible for me to re-access, and ethically problematic to directly refer to, in a
way which honours the safety and confidentiality of the ‘sources’, while also
allowing me to clearly describe the particulars of the women’s lives which have
been integral to my analysis. Finally, using fictions can also allow the author to
write in, or make use of, her own experiences with a degree of anonymity and

safety which are foregone within autoethnographic or highly reflexive texts.

Fictionalised research accounts have also been used by sociologists whose research
was based on mn-depth interactions with their participant(s) (rather than
ethnography). For example, Ross Gray (2004) used a single ‘fictionalised’ account
to represent the content of a number of actual research conversations, in a text in
which the reader 1s presented with Gray himself, and his participant, in storytelling
format. Likewise, Carolyn Ellis and Art Bochner (2000) have used a fictionalised
dialogue format in order to write an evocative, explanatory article on
autoethnography and creative methodologies'”. Carolyn Ellis and Leigh Berger
(2002) used a conversational format to represent ways in which the researcher’s
own experience could be incorporated into interview based research. Brett Smith
(2002) constructed a textual dialogue to convey not only his friend’s experience of
sexual abuse, but also the ways in which more conventional analysis ignore the
fundamental embodiment of both the experience and its consequences. As with
Ross Gray’s participant, she read, commented on and amended the drafts of the
article to ensure that it fully represented her experience. Similarly, Andrew Sparkes
authored a collaborative dialogue, a “symbiotic form” (1997: 28), in which he and
his participant reflected on their shared experience of a “failed body” (1997a: 116).
Finally, Karen Fox (1992) represented her research with the perpetrator and
survivor of a relationship of child sexual abuse in a “subversive” dialogue format.
In this text, Fox also included an account of her own experiences of abuse and the

ways in which they impacted upon her responses to the relationship and the

¥ Carolyn Ellis (2004) has also authored 7he Ethnographic I: A Methodological Novel, once again
using the evocative and artistic modes of creative writing to make academic discourse both
accessible and affecting.
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descriptions of abuse she was encountering. I found her account unsettling, and her
conclusions disturbing, but because of the way in which she had located herself, her
position was also painfully comprehensible to me. The affectiveness of Fox’s piece,
and the feelings it left me with were both distressing and yet also inspiring to me.
The dialogue format in particular, where the researcher and participants are
presented in conversation with each other, captured my imagination, particularly as
a possible means of drawing out connections between different experiences in a
non-appropriating analytic form. I have used this structure in two chapters, where
three of the research participants and I reflect on our experiences of non-normative
feminine embodiment and body marking. In doing so I have included many aspects
of my own experiences that had not, initially, occurred to me as related to my
whole project, and which I also remain somewhat ambivalent about having
exposed. This unexpected and somewhat uncomfortable inclusion of myself also
connects with some of the other issues that are at the heart of these approaches,
such as, the possibilities of social change and personal transformation through

creative research strategies.

e Transformation and social change.
Writing research ‘creatively’ may in itself form part of the process of exploration

and discovery of the issues at its heart. Laurel Richardson has argued that,

Writing as a method of social inquiry provides a research practice
through which we can investigate how we construct the world,
ourselves, others, and how standard objectifying practices of social

science unnecessarily limit us and social science.
(2000: 924)

In this way both the form and the content of creative methodological practices shift
binaries of knowing and facilitate deeper understandings of the issues involved.
Ronit Lentin suggests that “if researchers are open to it” these methods have
“endless performative, but also transformative possibilities, in terms of constructing

the self, but often also of bringing about a transformation of society”” (2000a: 249).
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In a four-part dialogue within Art Bochner & Carolyn Ellis’s (2002) collection'®,
various theorists discuss autoethnography in terms of “the effects on the
researcher’s sense of self” (Flemons & Green, 2002: 87). They suggest that the
very process of writing in this way leads authors and readers to new and more
complex understandings of the issues they experience. It may also impact upon her
or his feelings and relationship with the experience as well as their self-regard.
Further, because autoethnography engages the author in multiple possible
relationships with, and interpretations of their self, the process itself is
transformitive, meaning that the research may develop or ‘conclude’ in ways which
the author herself had not envisioned at the outset (Carolyn Ellis in Flemons &
Green, 2002: 92). Thus, the research evolves in parallel with the self-knowledge
and understanding of the author; the writing process facilitates self-transformation.
This would certainly be a very accurate reflection of the path that my own research
has taken, as well as my relationship with the issues I address. I certainly feel very
differently about my research, myself, and the issues that are bound up in both, than

I did at the outset™.

Further, even the relationship with a completed text of this kind can, over time,
facilitate further shifts in consciousness. In this context Christine Keisinger
describes how 1t became important for her to revisit her first autobiographical
piece, where she described the abuse she experienced as a child, and to reframe it
into a “life story in ways that empower rather than victimise me” (2002: 95). The
use of writing as a process of healing and self-transformation is also a strategy that
1s widely encouraged and practiced within different therapies. The consequences of
these expressions are experienced in terms of both personal healing (Bass & Davis,
2002; Bradshaw, 1988; 1990), and also as political strategies for survivors to name
and take control of their experiences and the interpretation of them (Bass & Davis,

2002; Pembroke, 1996). Finally, the process of ‘coming out’, either intentionally or

'8 One draw back of creative sociology is that it tends to defy referencing conventions! I have done
my best to accurately reflect it in the following citations.

' This is not to entirely credit my changing position solely to creative sociology! Rather, this has
complimented the other transformitive processes I have been working with outside of academia.
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not within autoethnographic work can be equally transformative. It may be both
uncomfortable and risky, (Green, in Flemons & Green, 2002: 93; Sparkes, 2003)
but there 1s also huge potential for healing. Outing ones experiences breaks the
silence and shame around many issues, and, where respect and support are afforded
to individuals who work in this way, possibilities for new and more positive self
and other relations open up, as well as transforming social understandings and
responses to them. Ronit Lentin describes this process within her research with

daughters of Shoah survivors.

Traumatic events are often dealt with by banishing them from
consciousness: survivors of trauma, political or personal, often
silence themselves and are silenced by society. .... The research
process had a profound transformatory effect on me in naming
myself, for the first time, a daughter of a family of survivors.
Similarly, their [1.e the participants] ‘research’ processes (which
resulted in their books, poems, and films) had a transformatory

effect on the narrators. .... ‘Stories’, or personal narra