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*

”Since the artist cares in a peculiar way for the phase of experience in which union is 
achieved, he does not shun moments of resistance and tension.”

“Då konstnären på ett egendomligt vis vårdar sig om den erfarenhetsfas i vilken enhet uppnås, 
skyr han inte ögonblick av motstånd och spänning.”

*
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Abstract:

Encompassed by a somewhat wider context, touched upon in the very first and last sections, 

my investigation starts out by a brief historical review; from Socrates, Plato and Aristotle into 

the later differentiation of science, art and religion, and further to the following divide 

between quantitative and qualitative scientific thinking. From a comparison of definitions or 

criteria connected to qualitative and quantitative methodology, it continues by discussing 

method in qualitative practices in regard to core value, ethics and evaluation. Arguing that  

qualitative research provides a unique interface between scientific empirical inquiry and 

dialogical, interpretive discourse, I point to methodological connections to quantitative 

science as well as a discursive opening towards religion. Following the methodological 

development of qualitative research into aesthetic-based and arts-based practices, reasoning 

proceeds by establishing references to contemporary art as discussed by artists Joseph Beuys 

and Per Kirkeby. These references once more indicate a discursive bridge between science 

and religion, and reconnect to Plato’s epistemology. Having viewed the subject of method 

from a historical point of view, from different practical and discursive aspects, I arrive at the 

theoretical aspect of method; expressing a hope and need for a wider, potentially universal, 

perspective. Concludingly, I try a discernment between aesthetic and intellectual aims, before 

presenting an actual situation as a final vignette; this is done by the contribution of Biljana C. 

Fredriksen, to whom I hereby express my gratitude.

Vårdinge, July 2009

Helena Hildur W.
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to care in a peculiar way

(Aesthetic-Based Qualitative Research, examination assignment;
utep/Stockholm University, spring 2009)

prologos

Is there a method to die?

In the spring of 2009, I attended a course in aesthetic-based qualitative research at Stockholm 

University. My mother was becoming very weak at the time. As I set out to write on method 

and methodology within the course, she had to go to hospital for some days during which I 

kept her company as much as I could. Tests didn’t prove anything wrong with her though, and 

she was sent back home. When she was lifted from the stretcher and gently put her back in 

her own bed by the transport team, she looked around her and smiled. From the well-known 

paintings on her walls and the books in her bookshelves, she turned her attention to at me. 

Still smiling, she looked into my eyes, saying: “And now begins a new and exciting phase in 

our lives”.

Less than a month later, she deceased.

The day after her death, I took one of her carpets on the back of my bike and went to the shore 

of a lake to clean it, the way she used to do it when I was a child. 

Out of this situation, the question emerged. Absurd though it seemed, it echoed through my 

further reading, listening and thinking.
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“Is there a method to die?”

For all we know, death in its physical sense will happen to all of us; it is the sole 

unconditional in the human condition, and – by definition – also the one we share with every 

other living organism. As far as science is concerned, and up till now, there is no method not 

to die. 

Which is why, from this point of view, the question is rendered as absurd.

Is there a way this question could make sense?

Assuming that the essential concept is ‘method’ (instead of ‘death’), we could try another 

negation; is there a non-method for dying? The existence of a non-method would open for the 

possible existence of a method. 

The common-sense understanding of the word ‘method’ may be something like: ‘a set-up of 

presumptions and techniques used systematically to arrive at a certain result’. By this 

definition, most people would probably agree that it is very possible to die by non-method.
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(To many, the obvious opposite would be suicide. I will leave this option, as well as other 

kinds of homicide, aside.)

The word ‘method’ is derived from the Greek 'meta' in connection to 'hodos’, meaning ‘way’.

A way could be chosen primarily with the purpose to reach a plotted goal. For instance, when 

going to the airport I may choose between the highway or the railway; both offer me the 

prospect of a fast and safe arrival. The choice – once made – doesn’t necessarily affect my 

state of mind very much, as long as everything runs smoothly (though we all know that things 

do not always happen the way we plan).

On the other hand: recognizing that I am actually going into something unknown  will 

enhance my outer awareness in moving along the chosen direction, and equally affect my 

inner state of being – as when navigating in unfamiliar waters, climbing a steep hillside or 

struggling not to get lost in a forest, or in visiting Prague in the years after 1968 when street-

signs were lacking. The way I'm doing depends in every moment on observations and choices, 

of its representation in my conscious mind.

This polarity in approach is commonly known as 'result-orientation' and 'process-orientation'. 

In daily life we are moving in-between, our attention constantly shifting.

Bearing this in mind, let's pretend
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...that 'way' actually equals 'method'. Then, is there a method to die?

If it be possible to choose death – the condition of being mortal  – as a direction in life, the 

question may have a meaning to it.
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This said, and for the time being, I will leave this question in order to turn to the more specific 

one which this text aims at answering, namely; what have I learned about methods and 

methodology during the course in aesthetic-based qualitative research?

With the education and experience of a visual artist, I will by necessity approach the theme as 

an outsider. And this is the way I've come:

I. My (pre)understanding by history

I will start reasoning from the concepts of mythos and logos, then briefly recapitulate the 

development of Western thinking into the differing practices of religion, art and science, to 

arrive at the present situation where scholars understand 'method' from the complementary 

viewpoints of qualitative and quantitative research.

In short, I understand mythos thinking as dependant of, and expressing, a state of mind 

sensing intuitive oneness, immediate unity with the world; while logos thinking – even, or 

especially, when making statements about such oneness – is understood as springing from the 

experience of looking at 'the world' as separate from one's self.

The origin of European scientific thought is conventionally tracked back to Greece – and here 

I will employ the archetypical birth metaphor without attempting to determine the conditions  

of any preceding conception; thus, after a century-long pregnancy of pre-socratic thinking, the 

succession of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle could be seen as a delivery of Western thought 

from mythos to logos. 

Socrates remains half mythical even as a person, and is mainly known to the afterworld 

through the work of Plato.

Plato himself, drawing from the internalized Socrates, writes his thinking largely guided by 

intuition; casting it in dialogues, and with the awareness of an artist towards the sensible 

world.

This I claim, well aware that the dialogues – by their intelligible content – today are widely 

blamed to have caused a fatal mind-split; not least by the establishing of a hierarchy of 

knowledge, known as the image of the divided line. The hierarchy of knowledge is also 
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interpreted as a hierarchy of value, where 'ideas about ideas' and 'ideas about objects' take 

priority over 'objects' and 'imitations of objects'.

Elliott Eisner refers to it in his lecture What do the Arts Teach: “In education, the arts are 

considered nice, but not necessary. And the roots of these ideas go back [...] to Plato’s time 

[...] to an analysis of the hierarchy of knowledge that exists in the world” (Eisner 2006).

It is, no doubt, true that this idea has exerted extreme influence on Western thought and the 

schooling system associated with it, which more than justifies a critical revision. And true it is 

also, that Plato's own development seems to go from an open attitude, where the interest is 

mainly directed upon the process of dialogical (or dialectical) thinking itself, to rather a  

lecturing mode where his mind is set on conclusions and 'Socrates' is becoming more of a 

mask and less of an inner partner.

Still, I argue that reducing Plato's epistomology to explicit conclusions would be a mistake for 

anyone claiming artistic sensibility. 

Aristotle, then - addressed by Plato as 'the Intellect' - completes the movement from a mythos 

to a logos mode of thinking. Having written almost one thousand books (or treatises) on all 

kinds of subjects, he gives the impression of a mind roaming restlessly over a world of 

experience, establishing a manual for how to grasp it.

This birth triptych is not to be taken as a statement about mythos thinking as left behind, once 

and for all, in any discourse. On the contrary, I believe this to be the mind that all humans are 

born with, and constantly may reconnect to, potentially even by efforts in the logos mode.

Aristotle's achievements, cherished in the Alexandrinian and, later, Islamic world, reached 

Europe anew via Spain and Bysans in the 12th century. Fusing the bulk of Aristotelian 

thinking with western European christianity took the pragmatical genius of Thomas Aquinas, 

along with countless efforts of scholars and clerks during the centuries to come; the process 

eventually resulting in a separation of practices where religious perception and response was 

to be cultivated apart from what became known as 'scientific method'.

Art, as third practice, would offer a mediating field between the two – and here I necessarily 

speak out of my own experience of painting and drawing; not meaning to neglect other arts, 

but leaving open to more competent persons to object or elaborate further. A wellknown 

example of art bordering on science would be the construction of linear perspective by 

Brunelleschi in the 15th century. As to art touching on religious experience (outside any 
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religious iconography), many people could bear witness on transcendent qualities of paintings 

by for instance Claude Monet or Mark Rothko.

Natural sciences were the first to employ measuring and the use of mathematics as a ground 

for reasoning. The term ‘statistics’ dates back to 1770 in written English, according to 

Merriam-Webster dictionary; but in the beginnings of modern social sciences, the word meant 

telling the state of the state (so to say) in words rather than in figures. Quantitative 'table 

statistics' – an offspring partly from English 17th century 'political arithmetics' – did not gain 

dominance over the preceding, largely German, 'university statistics' until the 1820's and 30's. 

Regarding the elder tradition, contemporary scholars have also proposed the terms 

'qualitative' or 'discursive' statistics (Wide 2005, pp. 81-87).

By the mid-19th century, social sciences had thoroughly adopted quantitative thinking and set 

to developing methods derived from natural sciences, theoretically supported by 'positivism'; 

a philosophical framework first elaborated by Auguste Comte.

However, the qualitative research of our own time counts its origins back to exactly the same 

period when the earlier - comparatively aristocratic and conservative - tradition became 

extinct; the context, though, was a different one. Robert Bogdan and Sari Knopp Biklen refer 

to Henry Mayhew's London Labour and the London Poor (a large work published between 

1851 and 1862) as precursory in sociology, to be followed by other projects in the late 19th 

and beginning 20th centuries – such as the continued large-scale research on the conditions of 

poor people in London initiated by Charles Booth, and the photographic documentations 

carried out in the United States by Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine. Later – in the 1920's – 

Bronislaw Malinowski and Margaret Mead became forerunners of qualitative research in the 

discipline of cultural anthropology (Bogdan and Biklen 1998, pp. 7-15).

Although the practice of qualitative research has existed for a long time (arguably as long as 

research itself), the term – relating primarily to sociology and anthropology – only dates back 

to the 1960's. Since then, an increasing number of researchers have rapidly expanded and 

diversified the disciplines of qualitative research. Research methods have developed 

accordingly, some aspects of which I will discuss in the following.

To close up this rough outline by reconnecting to its point of departure: Plato's epistemology 

and the logic investigation of Aristotle, along with other influences, have transformed into 

11



modern science. Since the 15th century, the development took place mainly in the learned or 

scientific communities of Europe and (later) North America. It implied a careful cultivation of  

thought known by the name of 'scientific method', which to a great extent employs 

measurements and mathematical-logical structures. Along with the quantitative elements,  

though, qualitative experience and description as a ground for reasoning was always more or 

less present.

Before entering the methodological discussion, I will to point out two circumstances; first, the 

fact that since the early 20th century, social and natural sciences alike (though in vastly 

differing discourses) are dealing with methodological issues considering the situation of the 

observer, of interdependence and interaction between the observer and the observed.

And second, that contemporary scientific research is habitually carried out not by a single 

researcher but by a team, thus inviting interactivity into the ongoing process of scientific 

thinking.

II. ‘Characteristics of qualitative research’ as compared to definition of  'scientific method'.

As a starting point, I will compare how 'method' is understood in, repectively, quantitative and 

qualitative practices.

 

For a broad definition of ’scientific method’ in quantitative research – common to scientific as 

well as popular discourses – I choose the Wikipedia article on the subject; a so-called semi-

protected page which "has existed since the first year of the encylopedia [sic] and has had 

hundreds of editors with thousands of edits". The article maintains that

"the scientific community and philosophers of science generally agree on the following 

classification of method components. […] Four essential elements of a scientific method are 

iterations, recursions, interleavings and orderings of the following:

Characterizations (observations, definitions, and measurements of the subject)

Hypotheses (theoretical, hypothetical explanations of observations and measurements of the 

subject)

Predictions (reasoning including logical deduction from the hypothesis or theory)

Experiments (tests of all the above)"

12



Guardedly, the text also states that "These methodological elements and organization of 

procedures tend to be more characteristic to natural sciences than to social sciences." 

(Wikipedia 2009)

However, the description would still be valid in social science founded on positivism. In a 

recent essay, David Pariser (professor in Art Education of Concordia University, Montreal) 

opens his discussion by writing: "A key notion that forms the basis of my remarks is the idea 

of 'normative science' - founded on a positivistic epistemology. This is my reference point for 

anything worthy of being called 'research'. Science is cumulative, fallible, always tentative, 

but governed by method and must always satisfy its audience with demonstrable evidence." 

(Pariser 2008, p. 1)

How, then, is the concept of method understood by qualitative researchers?

In their introductory book on qualitative research in education, Robert Bogdan and Sari 

Knopp Biklen distinguish between 'methods' – referring "to the specific techniques you use, 

such as surveys, interviews, observation" – and 'methodology' as "a more generic term that 

refers to the general logic and theoretical perspective for a research project" (Bogdan and 

Biklen 1998, p. 31).

Clearly, these two definitions focus on more specific levels than science as such, but Bogdan 

and Biklen also give five general characteristics of qualitative research:

- It is naturalistic; that is, it "has actual settings as the direct source of data".

- It is descriptive, and "the data collected take the form of words and pictures rather than 

numbers".

- Concern with process. "Qualitative researchers are concerned with process rather than 

simply with outcomes or products" (of the activity or event under study).

- Inductive. Researchers "tend to analyze their data inductively. […] the direction you will 

travel comes after you have been collecting the data"

- "Meaning. 'Meaning' is of essential concern to the qualitative approach. Researchers who 

use this approach are interested in how different people make sense of their lives." (Bogdan 

and Biklen 1998, pp. 4 - 7)
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As can be seen, there is no simple correlation between these five features and the elements 

and procedures of 'scientific method' in the Wikipedia article, neither affirmative nor 

rejective. The naturalistic and descriptive character of qualitative research would fit in the  

first stage of investigation employed by 'scientific method' - relinquishing measurements only. 

The notions of 'concern with process' and 'meaning' emphasize where focus of interest lies in 

qualitative description. In distinction to quantitative research, however, deduction from theory 

is rejected in favour of inductive reasoning. Also, predictory and experimental aspects are 

missing. 

Qualitative research seems, quite simply, to emerge out of a different discourse than the one 

which conceptualized the practise of 'scientific method'. The two approaches together form an 

analytic/descriptive polarity, or complementarity – expressed even in the distinct ways they 

discuss methodology.

In the following sections, I will try to gain a better understanding of the discourse of 

qualitative research.

I will do this beginning from the intuitive discernment of three aspects: encounter as the core 

of qualitative research, ethical awareness, and scientific evaluation. In each section, I will 

discuss some quotations from course literature and lectures, reflecting professional self-

understanding in relation to research practice and to philosophy.

III a. Encounter as the core of qualitative research.

"If you want to understand what a science is, you should look in the first instance not at its 

theories or its findings, and certainly not at what its apologists say about it; you should look at 

what the practitioners of it do." (Geertz 1972, p. 5)

The contemporary qualitative approach first emerges in the disciplines of sociology and 

anthropology - that is, in the researcher's encounter with other human beings. More  exactly: 

in a kind of encounter where the other is not rendered reducible to any set of characteristics 

used for classification, such as 'poor', 'labor', 'waitress', 'negro', 'native' – to use examples from 

early qualitative studies – but is somehow recognized as a person equivalent to oneself; and 

yet, whose 'otherness' cannot be neglected from the researcher's point of view.
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Once this irreducibility is acknowledged, thinking tends to change choreography, 

metaphorically speaking; Gilbert Ryle's notion of 'thick description' captures the quest for 

experience understood in a deep rather than in a broad sense: "between the 'thin description' 

… and the 'thick description' … lies the object of ethnography: a stratified hierarchy of 

meaningful structures." (Geertz 1972, p. 7)

Meaning can exist only when someone is there to make it, and to study meaning-making is (in 

some sense) to take part in the process. This leads us to the idea that in qualitative research, 

“the researcher is the key instrument” (Bogdan and Biklen 1998, p. 4). Now, taken literally 

this is not necessarily a true statement – or, alternatively, not much better than a truism; since 

qualitative researchers make extensive use of technical devices like cameras, tape-recorders 

and computers, and the outcome of any kind of research does, after all, depend on the 

researcher’s conducting and interpreting skills. To make sense, the statement must be 

understood as referring to the recognition of another person as the core of qualitative research 

– which no technical equipment can perform, and which distinguishes qualitative research 

from quantitative.

Consequently, the concern with 'meaning' and 'process' as subject matter mirrors the essence 

of the researcher's own inner activity.

In this aspect, the practice of qualitative research turns out to border on philosophy; and if 

Comte’s positivism could offer a philosophical framing for quantitative thinking, qualitative 

researchers will rather connect to a phenomenological and interpretive discourse sprung from 

the philosophy of Edmund Husserl and Max Weber. (Geertz 1972, p. 5, Bogdan and Biklen 

1998, p. 23)

Description, carefully performed, will merge with interpretation to become the means and 

also, in some aspect, the purpose of research: "The whole point of a semiotic approach to 

culture is… to aid us in gaining access to the conceptual world in which our subjects live, so 

that we can, in some extended sense, converse with them." (Clifford Geertz 1972, p. 24)

III b. Ethics in qualitative research.

The ethical discussion (as well as the conceptual framework of qualitative research in general) 

is largely indebted to a philosophical discourse. In the preceding reflections on existential 
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awareness to personal encounters, I draw on conceptualizations employed by Martin Buber in 

his work "Ich und Du" (“I and Thou/You”). These are also deeply acknowledged by, among 

others, Liora Bresler; "Qualitative research […] revolves around an 'I - Thou' relationship." 

(Bresler 2006 a, p. 12)

The perception of another person, in an existential sense, is due to sensitize the researcher to 

ethical dimensions in research. Here, qualitative research has called upon the scientific 

community to review earlier standards, arguing that “traditional procedures (consent forms) 

and requirements (anonymity) are no longer sufficient.” (Bresler 2006 b, p.17)

Bogdan and Biklen conclude their discussion on ethics by stating: “Filling out required forms 

may help you think through some ethical issues and dangers but it is no substitute for 

evaluating and being in touch with your own values, for continually taking your subjects’ 

welfare and interests to heart, and incorporating them into your practice.” (Bogdan and Biklen 

1998, p. 47)

Furthermore, the attention in ethical matters may be conducted not only toward the 

participants of a study, but also toward its recipients: ”One set of standards involves caring for 

individual participants and for the setting, portraying them with complexity and dignity. A 

related set of standards reflecting caring to the readership involves the investigation of what is 

humanly important and the cultivation of caring in the readers, engaging them in a dialogue 

on multiple levels – intellectual, affective and ethical” (Bresler 2006 b, p. 20).

To be sure, these directives are adressed to the qualitative scholar, and do not immediately 

affect other kinds of scholarship – but the mere existence of such a discussion will influence 

ethical considerations in other contexts, rendering them more complex.

This may be one of the major, and original, contributions of qualitative research to science at 

large.

III c. Criteria for the evaluation of qualitative research.

When trying to capture the nature of “ethnographic assertion”, Clifford Geertz makes use of 

“W B Gallie’s now famous phrase ‘essentially contestable’”. He then continues, in a 

somewhat bantering tone: “[…] interpretive anthropology is a science whose progress is 
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marked less by a perfection of consensus than by a refinement of debate. What gets better is 

the precision with which we vex each other” (Geertz 1973, p. 29).

Of course, the ‘contestability’ as such does not discern qualitative research from quantitative; 

on the contrary, it appears to be close to Karl Popper’s concept of fallability, used (for 

instance by David Pariser, as quoted in section II) as a criterion for distinguishing science 

from non-science.

The condition which makes difference (and from which, I guess, the mockery of Geertz 

emanates) is the difficulty of setting outer – impersonal – standards to evaluate inner – 

personal – activities of the human mind, such as interpreting. Experimental tests, as employed 

within the context of ‘scientific method’, is of little use here.

Again, Bogdan and Biklen may summarize the situation: "there are no standardized criteria to 

evaluate a piece of qualitative research, and we doubt that there ever will be". Instead, they set  

to “describe some dimensions to think about in evaluating your own work and that of others”:

- "Is it convincing?"

- "Is the author in control of the writing?"

- "Does it make a contribution?"

(Bogdan and Biklen 1998, pp. 205 – 207)

Each one of these ‘dimensions’, it may be noted, is accessible only by personal considerations 

and judgment.

‘Generalizability’– in itself a refinement of the preceding concept of ‘reliability’ – is currently  

discussed and challenged as a criterion of evaluation within the qualitative discourse.

Bogdan and Biklen do not mention it in relation to their 'dimensions in evaluating', although it  

is previously discussed several times in their textbook.  

Some qualitative scholars would rather replace it with ‘transferability’, arguing that these two 

concepts signify two alternative ways of attaining the principal goal of ‘applicability’ – even 

claiming that while it is the (quantitative) researcher’s responsibility to attain 

‘generalizability’, the criterion of ‘transferability’ would shift the responsibility to the readers’ 

side1.

1 Liora Bresler, in lecture May 2009
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Others would rather adapt the concept of generalizability to qualitative practices by adding 

complexity in relation to various contexts2.

Irrespective of which of the two concepts is preferred, evaluation will depend on personal 

interpretations and dialogue. The difference lies in who is adressed; adapting the 

‘generalizability’ criterion maintains a connection to quantitative science, while replacing it  

establishes a separate discourse.

IV. A partial conclusion and some loose ends.

So far so good.

Concluding sections III to V, I would argue that qualitative research not only springs from the 

existential experience of a personal encounter, but also that a dialogical and interpretive mode 

defines the ways by which it is conducted and evaluated, and could even be claimed to 

constitute its purpose.

The existential encounter is not, however, an experience exclusively reserved for qualitative 

scholars.

Neither is it limited to the interaction between human beings; reconnecting to the philosophy 

of Martin Buber, the encounter between “I” and “Thou/You” could be described as a potential 

in any individual’s interaction with the wholeness of perceived reality - rarely actualized but 

omnipresent. 

The uniqueness of qualitative research would be that it provides an interface between 

empiristic scientific inquiry and a discourse essentially construed as dialogical and 

interpretive.

This interface could be interpreted as holding a methodological challenge within the scientific  

context, connecting experiences from qualitative and quantitative scholarship:

“The literature on research methodology of the past three decades has significantly expanded 

our knowledge and understanding of the philosophical and procedural bases of qualitative 

inquiry. Still, there are areas at the core of qualitative research that this literature does not 

address. These areas include the dialogic processes involved in making meaningful 

2 My reference here is A pluralist view of generalization in qualitative research by Staffan Larsson, borrowed 
from Eva Österlind, in lecture May 2009
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connections with what is studied. We find indications of these connected processes of 

generating meaning in biographies and autobiographies of researchers in various scholarly 

areas, from molecular genetics (Watson, 1968) through anthropology (Gottlieb & Graham, 

1994) to math (Aczel, 1996). These connections have not, however, been addressed as a 

methodological issue in their own right.” (Bresler 2006 b, p. 4)

It could also be interpreted as opening a direct connection between scientific practice and 

religious (not necessarily confessional) experience; to what I, in section I, have called 

‘religious perception and response’3. 

Holding on to my line of reasoning in section I, qualitative research would then actually enter 

the field of art. 

V. Methodology in aesthetic-based and arts-based research.

Up till now, the methodological discussion has referred to qualitative research in general. 

Next, I will approach the subject in relation to the recent development of qualitative inquiry 

into the practices of aesthetic-based and arts-based research.

I will start out by juxtaposing two quotations dating from 1973:

"Phenomenological inquiry begins with silence" (Psathas 1973, quoted in Bogdan and Biklen 

1998, p. 23)

"Self-consciousness about modes of representation (not to speak about experiments with 

them) has been very lacking in anthropology." (Geertz 1973, p. 18)

The observation of George Psathas has vast connotations; for one thing, it connects research 

to listening rather than to seeing.

3 Consequently, concepts employed in religious practice may possibly be adapted and prove useful to the self-
understanding of scholarly practice. Liora Bresler repeatedly refers to a sequence described by John Armstrong 
in his book Move Closer: An Intimate Philosophy of Art; “observing detail, discovering patterns, perception of 
the whole, ‘lingering caress’ and mutual absorption” – suggesting that “these five aspects are central to the 
conduct of qualitative research” (Bresler 2006 b, pp. 7 – 8).

The five aspects of “the process of perceptual contemplation of an object’ are “classically” 
connected to the Latin terms animadversion, concursus, hololepsis and catalepsis, Armstrong says. I have not 
been able, though, to find relevant and independant connections to these terms on the internet – searching sites 
like Catholic Encyclopedia and Catholic Culture and by Google.
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Seeing, as a physiological process, is linear and directed, focused; it can be ‘turned off’ by 

closing the eyes; the optical nerve is at times described as an extension of the brain; visual 

activity is close to conceptualization.

Hearing, on the other hand, begins already in prenatal existence, it is continuous (even in our 

sleep) and open to impressions from all around. Physiologically, it is linked to balance, and 

through balance very directly to the body as a whole.

Furthermore, seeing is primarily set on objects, while hearing attends to movement. Liora 

Bresler has reflected on the "fluid/fixed interplay" common to musicianship and research; 

with philosopher of music Victor Zuckerkandl, she connects the fixed and the fluid to sight 

and hearing respectively, concluding that "as David Burrows (1990) expressed it so well, we 

see the world as a noun and hear it as a verb" (Bresler 2005, pp.  169 - 170 and 180).

I am inclined to add that seeing brings us into the logos mode, while hearing stays in touch 

with mythos.

George Psathas captures an existential awareness touching on the “I – Thou” potential. 

Clifford Geertz, on the other hand, points to a want.

The development of qualitative research during the last decades seems to take place between 

these two poles; one positive and one negative.

Aesthetic-based and arts-based research begins, I venture saying, with a self-consciousness 

about modes of representation.

Elliott Eisner states that “aesthetic matters have no monopoly on the arts as such. Science 

itself taken to its most refined level is also an art” (Eisner 2006) – a view that has inspired 

qualitative scholars to characterize their work as ‘aesthetic-based’. According to Liora 

Bresler4, criteria for aesthetic-based research are as follows; it

- enhances perception,

- enhances understanding,

- is conceptual, issue-orientated (cognitively and emotionally),

- seeks good form,

- inscribes substantiation ("how did you arrive there?") by connecting description to 

explicit interpretation and conceptualization,

4 in lecture, May 2009
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- inscribes embodied reality by reflecting on the rôle of the researcher,

- discusses subjectivity problems, distortions and biases of the researcher.

Among these criteria, the one which goes beyond the practice of qualitative research in 

general is the explicit seeking of good form. Scholars defining their practice as ‘aesthetic-

based’ draw on their understanding of arts (as audience, practisers, or investigators), 

interpreting and representing their findings by aesthetic analogies.

The ‘by analogy’ mode expresses itself also in a tendence towards interdisciplinarity.

Now, the quest for good form is not a little one, nor does it always arrive at the expected 

outcomes.

Parallel with social and political changes during the last decades, new schools of thought have 

emerged – in their turn altering the frames of scientific thinking, particularly regarding 

qualitative scholarship. Patricia Leavy writes: “post-modern theory [...] rejects totalizing or 

‘grand’ theories, pays attention to the productive aspects of the symbolic realm, accounts for 

the sociopolitical nature of experience, and rejects essentialist identity categories that erase 

differences. These theoretical and epistemological claims bear directly on methodological  

practices and the expansion of the qualitative paradigm” (Leavy 2008, p. 8). More precisely, 

this points to the emergence of arts-based research – articulately advocated by Leavy and 

others.

A corresponding list of criteria for arts-based research is given by Tom Barone and Elliott 

Eisner:

- the creation of a virtual reality,

- the presence of ambiguity,

- the use of expressive language,

- the promotion of empathy,

- personal signature of the researcher/writer,

- the presence of aesthetic form

(Barone and Eisner 1997, pp. 73 – 98)

The establishing of ‘virtual reality’, ‘ambiguity’, ‘expressive language’ and ‘personal 

signature’ as a medium for research seems to trespass earlier limits: “Interdisciplinary arts-
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based practices have developed to service all phases of the research endeavor; data collection, 

analysis, interpretation, and representation. Many researchers [...] suggest that an artistic 

method, such as visual art or performance, can serve as an entire methodology in a given 

study” (Leavy 2008, p. 12).

Furthermore, in arts-based practices, ‘interdisciplinary’ becomes ‘transdisciplinary’.

In Leavy’s words, arts-based research is ‘crossing the art and science divide’. The situation is 

also frequently described – alternatively to the metaphorical border-crossing – as ‘the blurring 

of borders’.

As always, action evokes reaction; following the track back to Elliott Eisner, David Pariser 

writes in defense of ‘normative science’: “Eisner created a Trojan horse of no mean 

proportions, called arts-based research: Somehing that appeared to be educational research on 

the surface, but that relied on an art form for its method and content.

In the wrong hands this approach impoverishes both the practice of educational research and 

the practice of arts.” (Pariser 2008, pp. 9 – 10)

In a less polemic mode, Liora Bresler points to a crucial juncture (not only to arts-based 

research), in stating that “the ways in which affect relates to cognition within a scholarly 

distance have not been addressed as a methodological issue.” (Bresler 2006 b, p. 5)

This – very brief – account of the current situation seems to support the assumption that 

qualitative science is entering the field of art. Bearing in mind the urgence as well as the 

critique connected to this project, I will continue by establishing reference points concerning 

the understanding of ‘method’ within the contemporary discourse of art.

VI. 'Method' understood by two visual artists.

“So, first of all, we have art as the science of freedom, and as a consequence of this, we also 

have art as primary production or as the original, underlying production for anything else. 

Now this concept is apparently too lofty for many people: many object that not everybody can 

be an artist.” This is Joseph Beuys speaking, in dialogue with German priest and scholar 

Volker Harlan – introducing an ‘anthropological concept of art’ (Beuys and Harlan 

1986/2004, p. 10).

Well aware of intrinsic perils (rather than mere objections), he proceeds:
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“I can’t simply say art is a process that somehow just comes out of me, like something 

vomited up, for what emerges can of course be quite false. So it is not enough for something 

to emerge out of us any old how simply by letting something out of us; and nor will what 

comes out necessarily be the right thing. That’s where the difficulty begins: for in each of us 

there are forces that on occasion – how shall I put it, when we simply allow a process to 

unfold and do nothing more – that emerge like a psychograph of pathology, for instance. That 

can happen. In fact, that’s often the case, at least in my experience.” (Beuys and Harlan 

1986/2004, p. 11)

Confronted with Harlan’s following question “one cannot simply make something any old 

how - there I completely agree with you [...] It’s a general problem: how do you delineate the 

boundaries?”, Beuys answers: “Basically it can only be answered by saying that it cannot be 

answered at all in an abstract way that is taken out of the flow of time. [...] I have to prepare 

myself throughout my life, conducting myself in such a way that no single moment is not 

given over to this preparation. […] I must always have the presence of mind, the overview, 

the wider perspective, to perceive the overall context and set of forces” (Beuys and Harlan 

1986/2000, p. 12).

From this stance, Beuys' philosophy and the nature of his practice evolves, carried by 

dialogue and bridging between epistomology and ontology.

Beuys’ use of the word ‘false’ implies the opposite ‘true’ as a criterion relevant to art – thus 

expanding the habitual attribution of 'truth' to scientific ‘knowledge’ (as distinguished from 

religious ‘belief’, since the days of Thomas Aquinas). And moreover, he connects the 

fulfillment of such a criterion to a strict and lifelong practice, set on perceiving the 

encompassing wholeness of being – much attuned to religious practice.

In other words, Beuys’ art aims to bridge all the way between science and religion.

The radicality of this connection may by far transcend the claims of emerging aesthetic-based 

and arts-based research. It is also balanced by a sincerity not easy to attain.

My second reference to art is Pers metode/Per’s method, a dialogue between painter Per 

Kirkeby and the director of the Louisiana Museum, Poul Erik Tøjner. Documented on dvd, it 

allows one to follow not only the spoken conversation between the two men, but also the 

interplay between Per Kirkeby and his own imagery; throughout the film, he is either drawing 

on a sketchpad or standing, walking and sitting in front of large canvases, while engaged in 

conversation. I will quote some give-and-takes:
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Tøjner: “Is your vision invaded by the fact that you’re a visual artist?”

Kirkeby: (looking up from sketchpad) “Yes. My world of ideas, too.”

Kirkeby: (drawing) “I tried hard to refute that colours are so pretty. It’s exactly the opposite. 

[...] Yes, colour has a substance that is difficult to take out. That’s the whole point of painting. 

[...] A kind of insight. It’s not just sight. To me this is a kind of insight into what the meaning 

this life is. It sounds solemn, but I mean it.”

Tøjner: (standing together with Kirkeby in front of a large painting) “... This floating motion. 

I see the same choreography in this picture.”

Kirkeby: “Choreography is the right word, because it’s not iconography.” [...] 

(gesturing to different parts of the surface simultaneously) “In principle, I’m all over.

[...] As such, the all-over technique is also a formative mechanism, when it comes to context.”

Kirkeby: (drawing) “The first evening I think it’s all great, intelligent and clever. The next 

morning I can see that it’s not enough to make a painting. Paintings which are done like this 

and just look pretty, and grippingly colouristic, that’s not enough if there’s not a structure 

within, a solid skeleton.

I cannot start by making this structure. The right structure slowly emerges from the painting. 

[...]

So the control, as I called it, emerges from the nature of the painting itself.” (looks directly at 

Tøjner) “I think painters are really good at daring.”

This is clearly recognizable as an investigation into a thinking process; thinking in structures 

and qualities if not by words. In relation to Plato’s image of the divided line, it is not to be 

categorized as ‘imitations of objects’, but as ‘ideas about ideas or objects’.

I will in the next section return to the dicussion of methodology; now bringing the assumption 

that art, science and religion may in this aspect be on speaking terms with each other.

VII. Theory and method.

When Joseph Beuys says that “great ideas in art often manifest in very humble form, through 

a small area of colour, or through a green tone around a certain small form” (Beuys and 
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Harlan 1986/2004, p. 14), his words are echoed in the words of Clifford Geertz: “small facts 

speak to large issues” (Geertz 1973, p. 23).

And Geertz continues: "Which brings us, finally, to theory. The besetting sin of interpretive 

approaches to anything - literature, dreams, symptoms, culture – is that they tend to resist, or 

to be permitted to resist, conceptual articulation and thus to escape systematic modes of 

assessment… Imprisoned in the immediacy of its own detail, it is presented as self-validating, 

or, worse, as validated by the supposedly developed sensitivities of the person who presents 

it; any attempt to cast what it says in terms other than its own is regarded as a travesty - as, the 

anthropologist's severest term of moral abuse, ethnocentric.

For a field of study which […] asserts itself to be a science, this just will not do. There is no 

reason why the conceptual structure of a cultural interpretation should be any less formulable, 

and thus less susceptible to explicit canons of appraisal, than that of, say, a biological 

observation or a physical experiment – no reason except that the terms in which such 

formulations can be cast are, if not wholly non-existent, very nearly so." (Geertz 1973, p. 24) 

A method, understood as a procedure or a process, should be something going on between 

theory and practice (be it the practice of art, science, religion or cooking jam) - but what is,  

after all, theory and what is method? The question may seem naïve, but even within the 

quantitative paradigm, the relation is being revisioned;

"Social statistics is a theory of the social in its own right, in competition with or 

complementary to what was originally called 'sociological theory'. Or conversely, sociological 

theory is itself a method, a way of understanding. When all attempts to integrate or build a 

bridge between statistical 'method' and sociological 'theory' fail, the reason is that the task is 

not only impossible, but even unnecessary or meaningless" (Dag Østerberg 1988, quoted by 

Wide 2005, p. 105).

As related in sections III to VI, qualitative science largely understands and justifies its 

practices by philosophy; general theories derived from qualitative research and formulated 

within its discourse are missing still. Moreover, the recent development referred to in section 

VII rejects any claim for such a theory, in favour of contextual 'grounded theory' and other 

partial and situated truths.

This is the factual answer to Geertz' request for a 'conceptual structure for cultural 

interpretation' and 'the terms in which such formulations can be cast'.
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Is the interpretive approach then by necessity, as Geertz puts it, 'self-validating' or 'validated 

by the supposedly developed sensitivities of the person who presents it' – which is perilously 

close to the circular 'validated by the community of people which support and share the same 

values'?

Is the striving for a consensus based on reason nothing more than another contextual attempt 

within the limits of 'normative science'?

Is there no such thing as (potential) universality?

My choice of the word 'universality' is in itself a stance, which (among other things) renders 

the contemporary scientific context too narrow. To my understanding, the hope and need 

would be 'the wider perspective' of Joseph Beuys; a dialogue between being and becoming 

within the 'overall context and set of forces' – actualized in the awareness towards a 

Thou/You recognizable in anyone or anything not being me.

The alternative is staying with the perception of the world as consisting of objects, in relations 

characterized by their monological character (and a monologue performed in chorus makes no 

exception).

Martin Buber writes, on the individual's ambiguity in responding to potential dialogue: “Das 

Wort ‘Ich’ ist das wahre Schibboleth der Menschheit.“5 (Buber 1983, p. 64)

By free will – only – could one prepare to meet the Thou/You.

VIII. A view on the complementarity of aesthetic and intellectual practices.

The potential dialogue within a perceived universality does not erase differences. Actual 

dialogue may, however, reveal other differences – and similarities – than the ones it started 

out from.

Qualitative inquiry may cross the blurred borders to art (and art, in its turn,  may claim the 

status of research); but no matter how we label our doings, and apart from historical and 

contextual differences – does there remain any essential duality between aesthetic and 

intellectual effort?

5 "The word 'I' is the true schibboleth of humankind."
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As a starting point for further dialogue, I will quote John Dewey:

"The rhythm of loss of integration with environment and recovery of union not only 

persists in man but becomes conscious with him; its conditions are material out of which he 

forms purposes. [...] Since the artist cares in a peculiar way for the phase of experience in 

which union is achieved, he does not shun moments of resistance and tension. He rather 

cultivates them, not for their own sake but because of their potentialities, bringing to living 

consciousness an experience that is unified and total. In contrast with the person whose 

purpose is esthetic, the scientific man is interested in problems, in situations wherein tension 

between the matter of observation and of thought is marked. Of course he cares for their 

resolution. But he does not rest in it; [...]

The difference between the esthetic and the intellectual is thus one of the place where 

emphasis falls in the constant rhythm that marks the interaction of the live creature with his 

surroundings." (John Dewey 1934, p. 15)

In my interpretation, John Dewey here describes aesthetic practice as an attention aimed 

towards mythos, while the intellectual effort explores the freedom of logos; complementary 

times and beats within a larger movement; the choreography of becoming human.

IX. A situation.

Ms F, one of my course-mates, wished to study multi-modal interaction between adults and 

children in kindergarten, and set up an observation. It was wintertime and the children were 

outside, but the preschool teachers were out of sight.

How does one observe interaction when one part isn’t there?

A couple of boys were chewing icicles. Ms F approached them, 

just stood there for a minute, and then asked them about their experience with the ice and 

snow.   

“Boy 2: ’It’s very hard.’
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I see that Boy 3 has a large piece of ice in his mouth and I say to him: ‘Oh! That has to be  

very cold for you teeth!?’ He doesn’t reply, but Boy 1 does.

Boy 1: ‘It’s also very cold for my teeth!’ (he is eating snow).

I say to all three boys: ‘You are probably also cold in you throat…. and tongue…?’

Boy 1: Stops chewing, looks at med: ‘No! Not in the throat!’

I: ‘Just on your teeth?!’

Boy 1: ‘I let it become water, and then it slides down to my throat.’

I: ‘It becomes water in your throat?’

Boy 1: Shakes her head (no) ‘In my mouth.’

Interpretation of the observation B 

The boys didn’t talk to each other about their experiences of the ice/snow in the mouth. (It  

was really not easy to talk with so large pieces of ice in their mouths, anyway). They kept  

their experiences for themselves. But when I expressed my curiosity, even not asking Boy 1  

directly, he verbalized what he had experienced. He told me (an adult) where and when snow  

becomes water, and how the temperature changes. I believe that this was a genuine  

expression where the conversation activated the boy’s reflection about his experience. On the  

other side, our conversation was a motivation to reflect, and the words tools for the reflection  

(learning?).”

Here – indicated by changes in text colour – the word is passed on from me to Biljana C. 

Fredriksen (‘ms F’) and back again. The text within quotes is part of her course assignment, 

which she has kindly placed at my disposal.

What she describes is a moment of passages and of sharing; where the tongue meets the 

icicle, and the ice and snow pass to water – in being passed from the outside world into the 

body. While teachers are absent, Biljana passes from distance to nearness, from observation to 

reciprocity. Silence opens to speech, experience to reflection – and for Biljana’s part even 

further to representation, inviting her readers to share the moment. Connections between 

mind, body and nature are actualized, as are relations between adult and child, between the 

individual and the group.

Her text, inscribing sensual, social and intellectual experience, appeals to the faculty of 

rational analysis and touches on aesthetic sensibilities as well.
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From this point, one is free to move.

Where would you go?
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Photographs are by me, except for the very last one which is by Louise Waldén.

Thank you, Louise!
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epilogos 

“Is there a method to die?"

Raising the question within a scholarly context does not imply

that this also provides a useful frame for investigation or possible answers.

However, researchers are human; thus mortal.

“Is there a method to die?"

On Midsummer’s Day 2009, I sat on the ferry between Åbo/Turku and Stockholm, working 

on this text, when two elderly gentlemen respectfully approached me.

They told me they were long-time friends from Punjab – one Hindu, one Muslim – now 

celebrating this pagan/Christian holiday at sea. While discussing life (as usual),

they had noted my writing and become curious about it. We then spent some hour talking.

Confronted with my question, they looked at each others, then at me, in slight astonishment. 

The Muslim smiled – as if it were a childish thing to ask – and the Hindu replied kindly:

“Oh, you will need a good teacher, of course”.
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