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PART I



ASSOCIATIONS





Preface



Place—Space—Practice


quoting a poetic preface


In the time before the bay all boats were trees. They stood end on end, settling into earth and touching air. The boats grew in the mountains and lined river valleys … The boats are here to remind us that they were here before us. And when we are gone they will stand end on end, speaking truth with the earth.1


You can’t hold places still.


What you can do is meet up with others, catch up with where another’s history has got to ‘now’.2


Culture is ordinary: that is where we must start.3


Notes


1. T Birch, ‘A Tree and a Boat’, in Broken Teeth, Cordite Books, Melbourne, 2016, p. 3.


2. D Massey, For Space, Sage Publications, London, 2005, p. 125.


3. R Williams, ‘Culture is Ordinary,’ in The Raymond Williams Reader. Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, 2001, p. 10.





Introduction: Practice as Research



James Oliver


I


This book has emerged through a series of collaborations and partnerships that I have been engaged in during my experience of supervising and coordinating graduate research. In particular, this has been in the context of two different university faculties in Melbourne—at the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA, University of Melbourne), and more recently at Monash Art Design and Architecture (MADA, Monash University). The collaborations, collegiality and communities of practice, though, extend well beyond these two institutions to others in Melbourne and much further afield. The list of contributors to this volume highlights this. I have worked with each contributor in some form or another in relation to creative practice and research, and this informs the register or tenor of the curating of this volume, particularly its transdisciplinary ethos.


As the title for this volume suggests, it is aimed at readers with an interest in the associations, relations and intersections of creative practice and research. Creative practice is a term I am using here to refer to a broad and eclectic set of practices—including diverse and constituent practices in the production or use of art, design, film, performance (theatre, dance, music), and writing, to name a few. Relevant language, such as ‘art’, ‘design’ or ‘performance’, does apply and resonate with much of the content here, but there is also a certain ambiguity about such nouns (e.g. which kind of art practice, design practice, performance practice?). Furthermore, when we over-determine practices of art, design, performance, and even research, these practices can, in effect, function as an index for identity and discipline (in professionalised relations of power and hierarchy). Associations: Creative Practice and Research is not only referencing artistic or art-based practices and research; the putative associations are therefore not just implied between and across practices, but also between and across disciplines and even beyond them. Nevertheless, the general orientation is towards the practice-as-research paradigm (or performative and process-practice paradigm).


In terms of research, though, we are more explicitly concerned with academic practices and contexts. From my perspective, research is a creative practice anyway; it is a practice of doing and making (applying and disseminating) what is traditionally thought of as ‘knowledge’. How this ‘knowledge’ is produced is, of course, a more political question, with equally provisional (disciplinary) answers. The philosophy and politics of knowledge, through a research practice, is something that each researcher will situate and negotiate (more or less) within their own practice. An academic practice of research, often situated institutionally, also brings particular attention to such practices in social and cultural terms—and to the political economy of creative endeavours and research practices of knowledge production. There is a diverse spectrum of creative practitioners and knowledge producers for whom institutional and epistemological grounds are ever shifting. Furthermore, in institutional and other organisational contexts, creative practice and research can effectively be an extractive industry—so, who is benefitting and what is the impact? These concerns require particular methodological care about the politics and ethics of research. What we imagine is possible and appropriate in one situation, or for one researcher, in terms of practice and outcomes, is not to be over-determined.


While it is envisaged that this collection could be ‘handy’ for anyone engaged in research at the intersections of creative practice, research and the academy, this is not a handbook on research; as such, this is not a methods or theory book. It is not a ‘how to’ technical book, nor is it a discipline-specific book. This is not to make assumptions about which creative practice the reader here is engaged with, or which type of research methodology they are practiced in or informed by. As a starting point, then, the expectation is that the reader is, in some manner, working with creative practice as a process of producing and disseminating knowledge and learning. My intention is that this book will not only be of interest to those engaged in (or considering embarking on) a research degree, but also for emerging researchers across disciplines, who are trying to gain some traction in situating their creative practice as research—and therefore further developing a practice-as-research sensibility, with methodological confidence, and related rigour in dissemination.


This volume is a collection of writings oriented towards developing methodological considerations in engagement with practice-as-research. Some contributor chapters are more explicit in research orientation with theory or method, while others reflect more on the conditions and politics of practice-as-research. So while this book is purposefully transdisciplinary, it also does not obviate discipline, rather, it offers some insight into discipline-oriented research through distinct themes and chapters.


The book is largely conceived of as a companion to other books on practice-as-research, including texts more explicitly focussed on theory or methods and techniques. Below, I outline a range of suggested introductory readings in order to assist readers to further explore the various practice/research trajectories or disciplines they are interested in. This is intended to assist in orienting individuals within their own practice as research. These are texts that are widely cited, or that I consider being broadly relevant resources as starting points. There are also many journal resources on library databases for more explicitly disciplinary discussion. Of course, this list is not exclusive or exhaustive, and the bibliographies of each chapter are equally important resources.




• A Fox and H Macpherson, Inclusive Arts Practice and Research: a critical manifesto, Routledge, Abingdon, 2015


• C Crouch and J Pearce, Doing Research in Design, Berg, London, 2012


• D Butt, Artistic Research and the Future Academy, Intellect, Bristol, 2017


• E Barrett and B Bolt, Practice as Research: approaches to creative arts enquiry, I B Tauris, London and New York, 2010 [2007]


• G Sullivan, Art Practice as Research: inquiry in the visual arts, Sage, Thousand Oaks, 2nd edition, 2010


• H Smith and R T Dean, Practice-led Research and Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts, University of Edinburgh Press, Edinburgh, 2009


• L T Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: research and indigenous peoples, Zed Books, London, 2nd edition, 2012


• L Vaughan, Practice Based Design Research, Bloomsbury, London, 2017


• M Franklin, Understanding Research: coping with the quantitative-qualitative divide, Routledge, Abingdon, 2012


• P Carter, Material Thinking: the theory and practice of creative research, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2004


• R Nelson, Practice as Research in the Arts, Palgrave, Basingstoke, 2013


• S Pink, Doing Sensory Ethnography, Sage, London, 2nd edition, 2015





Further notes about terminology:


Following from Robin Nelson1 in particular, I am generally referencing the phraseology and terminology of practice-as-research. I am also using it in transdisciplinary terms, and as a methodological position and approach, where the application of a creative practice (whether as context, method or outcome) is a key generative mode for the research. I make this comment as researchers sometimes use ‘practice-based’ or ‘practice-led’, including in this volume. Nevertheless, there can be confusion, even divergence, over the use of the terms ‘practice-led’ and ‘practice-based’ research. In the interests of transdisciplinary communication, I prefer practice-as-research (hyphens optional). My point is merely to highlight a particular point of discussion, potentially divergent, but may stir the reader to further reflection of language, methodology and context. I am not inclined to be dogmatic about research methods, creative practice or terminology, but language is important; not least in order to situate methodological purpose and context. Clarity and consistency are always important in a research project and writing.


In the case of a graduate researcher, practice-as-research will most likely result in a thesis submission that is a combination of a written scholarly component and a ‘non-traditional’ research output (the artistic, design or performance outcome, or indeed creative writing or a script). But the thesis could also result in the submission of a so-called ‘traditional’ writing-only thesis, where the substantive research is grounded with reference to the creative practice. This is not to de-limit or predetermine the methods or techniques a project may legitimately and meaningfully employ for practice-as-research.


For further clarity: in using the language of ‘transdisciplinary’, I am thinking in particular (but not exclusive) terms of creative practice transcending disciplinary preconceptions, rather than the translating of research practices between other practices or disciplines (which would be more akin to interdisciplinary practice). However, this is not to suggest a transcending of situation (histories, places, bodies). For example, my own view (and methodological inclination) is that in practice-as-research it is the situated practice (and emplaced practitioner) that should orient the research methodology and methods, and not a discipline or objective method per se. Of course, this is not to suggest that these cannot often all be straightforwardly aligned (particularly if one stays within a discipline). I also recognise the risk, and do not wish to over-determine or delimit the fullest scope of activity across the spectrum of creative practice and research. The point here is of relevance to those interested in interrogating methodological modalities of practice-as-research, and may open up a useful debate between practitioners, peers and communities of practice.


II


The purpose of the book is not to define the field of practice-as-research, which is diverse but also usefully under-determined. In disciplinary terms, it is further useful to think of how performance studies has been described as an inter-discipline, of being in-between many disciplines, but also reflexively holding that space of being in-between (this is the liminal space so often cited). This gets close to how I am thinking of a transdisciplinary space of creative practice and research. This transdisciplinary purposing is evident in an overview of the collection of author contributions, where transdisciplinary space sublates (holds and breaks) disciplinarity. The aim of this collection, then, is to encourage engagement with creative practice in expansive and associative terms, to think and act with methodological agility, to not be over-determinist, but to adequately and openly situate language, methodology and context in order to make research.


Knowledge is mediated by situated practice—and as Robin Nelson writes: ‘theory is imbricated within practice’. To perceive with a degree of transdisciplinary perspective is to encourage a wider practice of criticality and reflexivity when engaging with creative practice and research. Furthermore, if research is also a creative practice—with more or less variables, more or less controlling limits—an understanding of the underpinning concept in the collection of Associations is that of relatedness and relationality, without strictly hitching the collection to any particular theoretical trope or structuring of theory. Here I will borrow from documentary practitioner and researcher Alisa Lebow’s work, where a way to think of this edited book—as a story of creative practice and research and of knowledge production—is to imagine it in terms of it presenting ‘associative rather than narrative logic’2. Technically, that is one way to read the collection as a ‘whole’.


Examples of this are also to be found in the indigenous-knowledge orientation throughout much of this book. For example in Brian Martin’s contribution here, his materialist analysis presents a relationality between ‘Indigenous ways of knowing, practice-led research trajectories, and feminist interventions against hegemonic discourse.’ Creative practice-as-research therefore has a potential to be disruptive (much like performance studies) in being transdisciplinary (however that may be conceived). It is with similar terms that I also perceive a relationality between creative practice and ethnographic sensibility and methodologies; where creative practice, as research, has similar iterative inductive potential.


Where does all this discussion situate the reader/researcher here? How are you situated, in practice, in research? These are questions to ask before blithely assuming some inherent rigour or manifest destiny within a discipline or research method. Of course, this is hardly a new position, and post-structural and post-modern ‘turns’ have precipitated a host of other ‘turns’, most recently the spatial, sensory and performative turns, including the post-human turn and new materialism—they are all in some manner concerned with the perennial question of how to know. To further relate with a decolonising perspective, Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes:


The problem is not just that positivist science is well established institutionally and theoretically, but that it has a connectedness at a common sense level with the rest of society—which, generally speaking, takes for granted the hegemony of its methods and leadership in the search for knowledge.3


Similarly, performance studies scholar Dwight Conquergood elucidates:


The dominant way of knowing in the academy is that of empirical observation and critical analysis from a distanced perspective: ‘knowing that,’ and ‘knowing about.’ This is a view from above the object of inquiry: knowledge that is anchored in paradigm and secured in print. This propositional knowledge is shadowed by another way of knowing that is grounded in active, intimate, hands-on participation and personal connection: ‘knowing how,’ and ‘knowing who.’ This is a view from ground level, in the thick of things. This is knowledge that is anchored in practice and circulated within a performance community, but is ephemeral. Donna Haraway4 locates this homely and vulnerable “view from a body” in contrast to the abstract and authoritative “view from above,” universal knowledge that pretends to transcend location.5


A single book or collection of essays will not resolve these issues, which can only be resolved in the iterations of doing practice-as-research. Suffice it to say, for our purposes here, that knowledge itself is provisional. Nevertheless, and as I have expressed elsewhere:


My point here is to emphasise that creative practice research (and the creative practice of research) can manifest in a series of provisional ways. Furthermore, in terms of not over-determining outcomes and outputs, there remains the question of the poetics and politics of representation and ethics. Creative practice-as-research requires reflexivity in such terms.6


Critical and creative methodology, then, is not simply about being divergent (whether agonistic, antagonistic, or agnostic), but about challenging research practice assumptions; it is about rigour, ethics, and originality (as honesty more than any conception of ‘newness’); and also theory. This can be considered as allied with the praxis (of doing-thinking) that is arguably inherent in creative practice-as-research.7 I will add more explicitly, however, that this needs to be a conscious process of knowing, a reflexive praxis (think, ‘check your privilege’), to adequately account for the situational in terms of the intersections of social, cultural, political, gender, non-binary, colonial/de-colonial experiences, practices, affects and spatiality (to name a few). Therefore, each and every creative practice is situated and situational, both temporally and spatially. Furthermore, part of the application of knowing how-to-know through a practice is the application of self-knowing within that practice—a relational process of practiced knowing and unknowing. And, as others have expressed it, to help advance the process-oriented or process-practice dimension of practice-as-research:


A shift from the concept of knowledge to that of knowing offers ways to consider the processual and emergent nature of how we encounter and learn about the world, incrementally as we move through it.8


III


Existence is not an individual affair.9


Creative practice as research is, in some manner, a question of values and ethos, ethics and aesthetics—or axiology, in the language of philosophy. A colleague recently advised me that they appreciated that I was agnostic about discipline. I think it was a compliment. To the extent that I understand myself to be a transdisciplinary academic practitioner and writer, it is probably true. But I will modify this notion of my being agnostic (which suggests unbelief), as I am not in a position to not believe in disciplines and/or the academy. Instead, I will suggest the concept of ambivalence. Our knowledge (formal and informal) is situated and situational, and is a social practice within frameworks and institutions of knowledge production. This is not to obviate technique, as each discipline has its own methods, orientations and systems of generating and reproducing knowledge. My primary point here is certainly not to perpetuate a false dichotomy of art and science, but rather to differentiate practices. Similarly, the point here is not to promote anti-disciplinary practice, nor for individuals to rage against the practices or protocols within their particular institutional setting. Checks and balances certainly serve a purpose, within a certain linear logic for progression and completion of projects, but also for ethical and professional oversight. Knowing and learning how to work at the limits of your research situation and practice is equally valuable, to open up to possibility rather than close it down. The key to this is to be able to think and practice with methodological intelligence, and think and practice with situational intelligence.


If this collection can inform the doing of research then its primary goal is methodological. Methodology is often confused and conflated with ‘methods’, but methods are the singular tools of a creative or research practice, not the reason to use them. Our methodology is informed by an epistemology (and axiology). More than that, one also brings an ontological bearing (of self understanding to do research and one’s valuing of practice). Therefore, we can think more explicitly of methodology as a relationality (and contraction) of an onto-epistemo-methodology. This is relevant in order to analyse and approach research integrity, veracity and honesty. Therefore, to reiterate for clarity, the triangulation of context, language and methodology is crucial, and is enabled in creative practice as research through praxis and reflexivity.


Here we can delimit three key formative questions for any researcher:


• Ontological—what is your position (of practice and power) in relation to the use and value of research in a given situation? Why you? And what (other) assumptions might you be making?


• Epistemological—what is your understanding of how knowledge and knowing is to be produced in the research? What is the vocabulary? Is practice enabling this? How will this inform your analysis? What assumptions might you be making?


• Methodological—how are you integrating and using your ontological and epistemological understanding of the research situation to inform the techniques (including methods) of producing and materialising the research? What assumptions are you making?


Research is a human experience. Research is a cultural experience. Research does not lack imagination and feeling. Research is an experience of, for, through and with practice. Experience, then, is a key concept. First, I wish to acknowledge this as it relates to graduate researchers and emerging researchers. A major element of the research experience is a feeling of uncertainty. There is the obvious uncertainty in the tension between knowing and un-knowing (natural in learning experiences); but I also particularly want to acknowledge that there is also uncertainty that is more identity oriented. From my own experience, and from my experience of supervising and mentoring researchers, there are three basic categories that one might expect to feel: emotional uncertainty, intellectual uncertainty, and cosmopolitan uncertainty. I don’t make these claims lightly and my basic advice is to encourage the researcher (and their supervisors) to take these experiences and feelings seriously. Make sure that there is an adequate mentoring relationship in place. This may also include an additional seeking out of a mentoring relationship, outside of the formal supervision roles (this can be a different person or, potentially, the same supervisor). Essentially, this is also about health and wellbeing, so ensuring that auxiliary academic and wellbeing resources are meaningfully shared and understood is vital.10


Across the diverse modalities of creative practice and research, a large part of the focus of the collection here is on the experiences and understandings the various contributors articulate regarding their situated research practice—not just across creative practice and research, but socio-cultural contexts and conditions. This volume is therefore oriented towards a transdisciplinary space of sharing experience rather than disciplinary expertise. Simply put, this book is a space for getting engaged with conversations on creative practice and research.


IV


In summation, gathered here is a varied collection of essays and reflections from across disciplines and practitioners who, in different ways, are making an impact within the practice-as-research paradigm. I originally asked the different contributors to write either an essay or a manifesto on methodology, in order to develop some discussion or reflection on how theory and practice connect to activate research. This open offer was not any more directive than that. The intention was for the contributors to be focussed on their own creative practice and research concerns. I believe that has certainly been the outcome, and in ways I could not have anticipated. The chapters are collected and curated together as essays, discussions and reflections on creative practice-as-research. This ultimately presents as a nexus of histories of research traditions across artistic research, arts-based research, design research, qualitative social science and creative humanities. Ultimately, this book is not separated into two sections of research essays and manifestos; rather, the liveliness of the contributions has enabled a more thematic sectioning:


• Discipline—chapters on structures, systems and institutions of research


• Publics—chapters on the ethics and relations of practice and publics


• Knowing—chapters on practice engagements with research paradigms


• Being—chapters with a situational and embodied register


Much of the spirit of these sections has already been evident in this introductory chapter of Associations, and has indeed informed much of it. However, I will let each author’s chapter speak for itself. This book offers an introduction for those interested in developing their creative practice, as research, by sharing some research stories and reflections from across a range of disciplinary perspectives, experiences and concerns. It is not intended that all chapters will be of explicit relevance to all readers. As discussed, the emphasis of the collection is distinctly transdisciplinary, and, in a particular way, methodological in orientation. The aim is that in considering the collection (in part, if not in whole) this will facilitate peer-to-peer dialogue and further enrich the practice-as-research paradigm.
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PART II




DISCIPLINE






The Arc of Research



Ross Gibson


There is an arc of investigation and knowledge-transfer that all creative and practice-based researchers are obliged to respect when operating within the university system.


In my experience, the arc of research has thirteen phases that occur in the following sequence:


1. Start with a hunch or an urge or some curiosity. It’s auspicious if you’re thrilled about this urge, even if you can’t yet account for it. Refine your fuzzy investigative sense during a generous amount of ‘mulling time’. Savour the allure of the mystery. Over the full duration of your research, your comprehension and feelings get progressively less blurred, but you are permitted to start disoriented, mystified, wonder-struck or even stupid.


2. Identify what you want to know or need to know, giving language to the mystery, so you can begin to address and satisfy the instigating urge.


3. Check (by means of assiduous investigation of existing knowledge) whether this identified intrigue is something the scholarly community wants or needs to know about. If yes, proceed; if no, revise.


4. Declare the Quest-for-Knowledge that you are commencing.


5. Focus the quest with one or more questions (so that the questions will motivate and concentrate the quest all the way through the rest of the research process).


6. Read and examine everything extant, everything already known, that is relevant to the quest. This process shores up your foundation, takes you to the edges of the unknown and gives you a firm footing for stepping into the mysteries.


7. Devise and declare your method for generating the information, the insights and revelations that will eventually be synthesised to form the knowledge that will fulfil the quest.


8. Generate the knowledge using the method. This is an iterative, creative and cumulative process. Sometimes it is recursive and revisionary too. In other words, sometimes you bounce back through Phases 4, 5, 6 & 7.


9. Address yourself alone, in a quiet and contemplative place, explicate the emerging knowledge, especially if the knowledge is tacit or embodied and implicit, or if you just sense that you have some kind of ‘know-how’ which is not yet manifest knowledge. The explication starts with an extrication, of something communicable from within your own immersed and embodied understanding.


10. Get ready to communicate that extricated knowledge explicitly to others, using evidence to back up your contentions, using written language as well as exemplars from your creative project to show that some significant new knowledge or enhanced understanding has been attained and made explicit and communicable through your creative manoeuvres and practice-based activities, as well as through the theoretical, historical and analytical processes that have informed your verbal reporting. Often this process will bounce you back to Phase 9.


11. In a safe place, such as peer groups, departmental seminars, and mentor conversations, test your argument in order to strengthen your claims-to-knowledge. Repeat this ordeal a few times in different places.


12. Complete the ‘knowledge-transfer’ to the larger scholarly community via the submission of your thesis or the publication of a scholarly text or exhibition … and prepare for further dialogue. The research is not complete—indeed it is next to useless—until this phase has been exhaustively dispatched.


13. Start a new investigation spurred by new mysteries that you are now able to discern.


The thirteen phases make the arc complex, arduous and time-consuming. If you could trim the arc to between three or five phases, well that would make the research quick and simple and easily captured and narrated. But then everyone would be a researcher. And actually, it’s not meant to be easy.


If any of the thirteen phases is missing or occurs radically out of sequence, the researcher will meet strong scepticism about the project. Sometimes there are false-starts and doublings-back, but in the long run the sequence always seems to unfurl as described above. If a key phase is missing or markedly out of sequence (without an exceptionally persuasive reason), then the project will almost certainly have difficulty being accepted as compelling research under the current regime of Australian governmental ratification, which specifies that:


Research is defined as the creation of new knowledge and/or the use of existing knowledge in a new and creative way so as to generate new concepts, methodologies and understandings. This could include synthesis and analysis of previous research to the extent that it leads to new and creative outcomes.


This definition of research is consistent with a broad notion of research and experimental development (R&D) as comprising of creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of humanity, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications.


This definition of research encompasses pure and strategic basic research, applied research and experimental development. Applied research is original investigation undertaken to acquire new knowledge but directed towards a specific, practical aim or objective (including a client-driven purpose).1


This prose has all the charm and elegance of a Sydney suburban train on a sticky February afternoon. But, like the train, it does the job if you are patient and don’t care too much for aesthetics.


Even so, a far better definition comes from New Zealand. It concurs with the Australian version while expressing the gist and the buzz of research more euphoniously, and it is therefore worth consulting whenever you need a boost in morale:


Research is original investigation undertaken in order to gain knowledge and understanding. It typically involves enquiry of an experimental or critical nature driven by hypotheses or intellectual positions capable of rigorous assessment. It is an independent, creative, cumulative and often long-term activity conducted by people with specialist knowledge about the theories, methods and information concerning their field of enquiry. Its findings must be open to scrutiny and formal evaluation by others in the field, and this may be achieved through publication or public presentation. In some fields, the results of the investigation may be embodied in the form of an artistic work, design or performance.


Research includes contributions to the intellectual infrastructure of subjects and disciplines (e.g. dictionaries and scholarly editions). It also includes the experimental development of design or construction solutions, as well as investigation that leads to new or substantially improved materials, devices, products or processes.2


The emphasis here on understanding, construed as another version of knowledge, is often helpful to scholars who pursue practice-based research, and who tend to develop their best inklings in embodied or performative modes first, where understanding acts as a primary ground against which delineated knowledge can be secondarily highlighted.


Furthermore, the New Zealander example and affirmation of the value of exhibition and performance as modes of publication (braced, of course, with textual discourse) is more than just heartening to practitioners. Explicitly, the acceptance of exhibition-as-publication puts into policy an extended and enhanced definition of knowledgeable discourse. And of communicable knowledge. Which is where the arc of research is always meant to be landing.
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Art, Knowledge Systems and Institutional Life



Lachlan MacDowall


Much of the impetus for contemporary debates about the nature of art as a form of knowledge has come from a series of institutional events, particularly the gradual merging of art colleges with universities that began in the mid-1990s. Even where these debates have been abstract and heavily philosophical, they have often been focussed on providing solutions to the many institutional problems thrown up by these mergers, in which previously autonomous colleges became part of a higher education system that was closely tied to the rhetoric and funding rhythms of both national research priorities and, increasingly, a global economy.1 Within institutional life, these debates have been shaped as much by academic administrators and research managers as by artists or philosophers.2


Ultimately, the requirements of a process of enrolling, funding and assessing higher degree students, while also managing the time and workload of academics, has led to a series of policy pressure-points at which key decisions have been made that both enabled and constrained the relationship of art to the broader academy. Policies that define research activity must also mesh with other work policies, such as workload formulas and guidelines that grant access to travel funding, taking them even further away from a prior philosophical basis. Many contradictions in these policies remain. For example, the University of Melbourne’s statute defining ‘scholarly works’—the key legal clause that spells out an academic’s intellectual property rights, a clause that can only be amended by parliament—excludes the production of paintings, sculptures or photographs as scholarly activity, although it does include ‘musical composition’ and ‘creative writing’.3


Despite the limitations of some of the policy responses, at the centre of these debates remains a highly productive contention: that the process of art making, indeed creative activity in any media, constitutes a form of thinking and knowledge production. The link between art and knowledge comes in many forms: the kinetic or sensate knowledge that exists in the bodies of skilled practitioners; the careful re-training of the perceptual apparatus that art allows; the intuitive problem-solving ability of artists or their conceptual acumen. Authors such as Brad Haseman4 stress an alternative paradigm approach, in which every aspect of the research process, from its epistemological basis and definitions of data, to the sequence of its conduct, could be reconceptualised to suit the creative process.


Previous debates about the nature of the connection between art and knowledge had the effect of holding open—rather than solving—a series of questions out of which alternative conceptions could emerge. In brief, three aspects of these debates provided particularly fertile ground for further thinking, and the development of a research methods course in which my own thinking in this area developed.


The first aspect was the ways in which these debates highlighted the political nature of the definitions and funding of research with institutions. The politics of knowledge and its institutional effects, from definitions to funding to career advancement, were now more transparent to academics, to artists and to postgraduate students, whose opportunities were also shaped to a lesser extent by the same context. In a university sector that was increasingly differentiating between research-intensive and teaching universities, the ability not just to navigate research in all forms—from surveys and reports to films and exhibitions—but to also be engaged in its making was seen as an increasingly important skill.


Secondly, the adoption of the open definition of research developed by the OECD, under which research refers to ‘creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of humanity, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications’,5 allowed significant space for all art forms. Indeed, the inclusion of the term ‘creative’ in the very definition of research pointed to how art-making could be simultaneously both central and peripheral to the research enterprise. While institutionally there were significant challenges to including art as research in ways that were satisfying to practitioners, at the level of definitions it was impossible to exclude creative activity with such an open definition in operation.


Thirdly, within the creative arts, disciplines were granted a degree of autonomy in developing research criteria and methods, albeit in complicated ways. One of the key challenges for the development of policy in the interface between art-making and research remains the technical differences between art forms, as well as the tendency for much contemporary practice to involve either hybrid forms or a combination of art forms. Over the last decade, where the notion of clearly defined artistic disciplines has been under pressure, and many visual and performing arts faculties have developed more flexible training pathways, the notion of disciplines defined by media (e.g. visual art, film, dance) was reasserted by the definitional processes of research measurement outlined above. This idea of artistic disciplinarity was also tempered by a drive for interdisciplinary collaboration, which meant disciplines that stressed their complete autonomy were also discredited.


In this context, there were opportunities for a new teaching program that was immediately engaged with the politics of knowledge, which included all art forms and also emphasised collaboration and partnerships beyond the sphere of the arts. The subject I first taught a decade ago in research methods for community arts practitioners, began by immediately problematising the process of knowledge production, pointing out how knowledge is the outcome of a series of institutions and processes serving particular interests. It particularly considered the relation between forms of expert and local knowledge, alongside what Foucault terms the ‘insurrection of subjugated knowledge’, that is, strategies for the emergence of things either hidden or ‘naive knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity’.6 Though Foucault does not mention art or aesthetics in this context, the idea of what he also terms ‘disqualified knowledges’ or ‘local, popular knowledges’ are important for both community-engaged art making and the emergence of arts-based research within the university.7


The notion of the process of art as the emergence of these kinds of peripheral knowledge, outside of the cognitive, is clearly evident in accounts of the process of the artist researcher. For example, Ross Gibson notes how ‘some newly known proposition, which can be drawn out from fleeting hunches … can be explicated privately to oneself first, and then can be communicated to the scholarly world, the outside world’.8 Thus, the notion of art as a form of subjugated knowledge collapses two forms of marginality—art as marginal within the university (in which scientific knowledge dominates financially and conceptually) and, relatedly, how art allows access to, and representation of aspects of human experience not available to other disciplines or methods.
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