on methodology (or "what is it that we do here, anyway?")

	The Free Online Dictionary of Computing  adds adorably, if incorrectly: "2. A pretentious way of saying ' method'."


one: definition
Methodology is (at least according to the American Heritage Dictionary):

a. A body of practices, procedures, and rules used by those who work in a discipline or engage in an inquiry; a set of working methods: the methodology of genetic studies; a poll marred by faulty methodology. 

b. The study or theoretical analysis of such working methods.

The methods in the above-mentioned "set," however, are defined, specified, limited, outlined, required, and made absolute nowhere in any definition of "methodology" or any classroom discussion on the topic.  It's an open set, not a closed one, to draw on mathematical terminology.  And it's a hidden set.  Even the most conscientious researcher/reporter will not be able to spell out every method that he or she put to use during the course of a project:

	I can report, here, for example, that I sat at my laptop and typed, that I opened up a browser window to find definitions online because I was too lazy to heft the Oxford Dictionary on the shelf behind me, and that I was, at that time, also reflecting back to our class discussions and the books we've read throughout the term, but I can't tell you what in my past reading and research experience has influenced and affected the way I read these books, or the way I react to their (in my perception) strengths and (still in my perception) weaknesses, or what "method" I've used to put those old understandings into interaction with the new.  I can't outline a "method" for getting annoyed at the researchers whose practices have spurred my thinking in the particular directions this paper will take.  I can't even describe the "method" I used to select which of the offered definitions to include from the choices at the website I accessed.


"Methodology," then, whether as a pretentious misuse of a concrete noun or in its own, honestly-abstracted form, is just that: abstracted.  There's no doing methodology.  There is only the doing of things, the practicing of specific, particular, and sometimes even then hidden methods, and the attempt to then justify, "pull-together," and represent those choices fairly on the page.  And there, at the point of representation, is what Prince Hamlet would call "the rub": Representation is everything.  All the research in the world (if you'll allow me the hyperbole) is only a set of unseen data, a lost set of logged hours for the researcher.  Only what appears on the page will be heard/seen/known.  

two: historiography (or "there is no [objectivity]
 ") 

Historical work used to look simple.  Frame a question.  (Or, if you're the dependent type, let the teacher frame one for you.)  Then go to the library (Archive), "look up" the answer, and write it down.  That was back when math was simple too, when 7-5 was 0.  If I had 5 apples, you couldn't take 7 away.  You'd take 5, I'd have 0, and the 7 would somehow disappear from the equation.  Logically, reasonably.  It had no business being in the equation if there weren't 7 apples there to begin with.  It was a wish.  An imaginary 7.  

But then somewhere along the line the rules changed.  First for math, and then for everything else.  7-5 is –2, they told us.  Suddenly, life was economical, and the economy was a scary business.  Suddenly I owed 7 apples, and had only 5 to give, and you could take all 5 and I would still owe you apples.  The next 2 apples I came across, even a week later, even if I were starving, would still belong to you.  And "the answer" was no longer "true."  Suddenly books could lie.  The library (Archive) was full of "facts" that contradicted one another.  And we were looking for an imaginary "truth.

It has been common until recently," Robert Connors tells us, perhaps to reassure us that our wrong-headed assumptions about the objective nature of "truth" aren't ours alone, "to think of data in historical research as composed of historical 'facts.'"  Then, two sentences later he turns right around and tells us we're stupid to have ever thought that.  "Historians and careful students of history, however" (who are not us), "have always known that such an idealized view of their work with data is false" (15).  
	""Of course it's false," we chuckle, glancing obliquely at one another. "Truth.  Facts.  Ha ha.  Who'd have ever thought we could make use of those!"  Meanwhile, we're nervously packing up our things.  None of us is prepared for a trip back to Athens, where all truth was to be decided (if we listen to Plato) based on the most consensual opinion the land owning male citizens, in their free time, could come up with.


Connors goes on to tell us what our not-quite-facts should look like: historical research should, instead of assuming (or imposing) factuality, include "three elements—present awareness, archival retrieval, and realization of prejudice" (15).  But if there is no objectivity—if there are no "facts," how do we know the difference between our "data" and Jacqueline Royster's imagination?  We had a consensual opinion with regards to her description of the slave-ship: she wasn't there.  She imagined it.  It wasn't "true."  But we weren't comfortable dismissing the account entirely, either.  Because it was representative of truth, or of a possible truth.  And wasn't that still data?  I suppose that's another math-and-science question—is "data" a set of measurements, observations, and numbers?  Or is it the set of all elements that contribute to a conclusion?  

As Connors would have it, Royster's "present awareness" appeared in her introductory description of herself, her research-plan, her intentions and her limitations.  Her "realization of prejudice" appeared at points throughout—although our opinion as to whether or not we thought she'd been thorough enough about that wasn't entirely consensual.  But "archival retrieval" isn't helpful at all.  Can one's imagination be an Archive?  If it can, how can one ever search it responsibly?  Reasonably?  When a) it's infinite, and b) it's unverifiable?  When you bring "facts" from the library, you bring along a "Works Cited" page to tell whomever you're reporting to (the teacher, colleagues, "readership") where to find the information for themselves.  But if the Archive is in your head, the teacher/colleague/reader will have to take you at your word.  Representation is everything.  And if one's imagination can't be an Archive, then we've stepped into an even deeper river: how do you limit/qualify/define/select what "counts" as an Archive?  Certainly the library isn't all.  We learn about history from diaries in musty attics, from our grandfathers' stories, from rock-formations and tree rings.  Evidence is all around us.  But as soon as we say that one thing isn't archival, then we're saying we can say—and taking on the responsibility of then finding a way to say—what (and only-what) is.  Which, in case you hadn't noticed, loops us back again, already.  We can conceive of the Archive, limited or unlimited, as we'd like, with infinite nebulosity.  But as soon as we turn that conception into definition, we've committed.  Specified.  Saying is representation.  

And representation—both saying and not-saying—is everything.  Our favorite writer this semester, the illustrious Charles Bazerman, erred not by including elements of imagination (although acknowledging them as such would have been a nice touch) nor by presenting the "facts" of work-shop logs and sketches, newspaper-quotes and press-releases.  What we haven't yet forgiven Bazerman for is being tight-fisted.  We wanted to see the data—illegible handwritten scribbles and all.  We wanted to know what was invention and what was "fact."  We wanted to see—and not just have to trust—that his conclusions were based on more than 4 pages from the voluminous collection of notebooks that he reported reading. We were un-accepting of partial representation.  We didn't want all of the conclusions drawn to be levers pulled behind the Wizard's curtain.  

three: ethnography (or: "baggage only—no issues here!")

[image: image1.wmf]The "Archive of the imagination" postulated above isn't really Royster's concern.  She doesn't claim, after all, an imaginary historiography, but a "historical ethnography"—a space/time/specific-observation of a space she wasn't in, in a time (or several times) before her birth, of people she never met and couldn't possibly observe.  (And we want to take Finders to task for perhaps not "doing" ethnography?)  By doing exactly that, however, by defining the rules of her ethnographic project as outside the expected set of rules for ethnographic projects, and by choosing as subjects-of-study people who could not possibly have been studied using traditional ethnographic methods (because at the time of her writing, her "subjects" were all either dead or invented), Royster entirely skirts the Great Quandary of Ethnography: how do you represent a subject faithfully?  The Great Quandary, like all good quandaries, has Subquandaries, too: How do you define a "subject" (or should each subject be a "co-author")? and Who are you really representing—is the subject the subject, or yourself-the-ethnographer?  If the ethnographer is the subject, what's the study for?  Why are the other-subjects there at all?  If the subject is the subject, why do ethnographers tell us so much about themselves?  And how in the world can one "faithfully" represent anything—oneself or someone else?  In what is placed the "faith" of which the writer(hopes-the-reader) will be "full," if not faith that the "truth" will be told—when there isn't any truth—or that the "data" will be shown accurately—when we already know that it might be imaginary?  What we say is only a selective presentation of what we see, after all, which is itself only a selective filtering through our own perceptive expectations of what we think we're going to see: as Kenneth Burke so twistingly reminds us, "'observations' are but implications of the particular terminology in terms of which the observations are made" (Language 46).

In comparison to Royster's clever evasion, Ralph Cintron's work is left wide-open to all sorts of protesting.  He invented Don Angel—with Don Angel's help, no less, but the character is his character even though there's a real man out there.  He gets carried away with the finch-cage.  What we were really concerned with, when, as a class, we did this protesting, however, was neither the real-man of Don Angel nor the finch-cage.  What bothered us (as I remember it) was Cintron's baggage: What was he doing in Angelstown anyway?  Interviewing young men and listening to sex-jokes in translation in Don Angel's un-air-conditioned apartment, yes, but also searching for a way to juxtapose his school-learning with Latino street-life, trying to work through his own internal sense of injustice and inequality (and disrespect—done to him or by him?), and pushing for inclusion in a culture that he'd never quite been able to "fit in" with.  It was a study "about" Angelstown, but it was also a study of Ralph Cintron.

The consensual opinion did its work (we didn't escape from Athens after all): we discussed that ethnography was often like that—that researchers' own interests were formed from and thus logically extended from their past experiences, their internal truths, their selves—that what was studied was never just "the subject" but always some combination, some intersection-point at which the subject of the research meets (is? represents?) the self of the researcher (and all its subjectivities).  Mitch Duneier's study (our shining example) wasn't just of the people living and working on 5th Avenue, it was a study of those-people-and-him, not only because he influenced their lives by living with them (always a hallmark of the "results" of ethnography), but also because his own perceptions of them, of their lives, of their situations and how they'd come about were not only influential but integral to his understanding and representation of what he found.  

	Mitch didn't just "check his baggage at the door," he laid it out for a full inspection.  And so, as a reader, I trusted him.  Let him through airport security.  Listened to his story as if it were true, because I believed his representation was genuine.  Ralph, on the other hand, put a few select pieces on the conveyer belt, and left me not only wondering what else he was hiding, but sure that he was hiding it.   Margaret (Finders) lost me at the slumber-party, if not at dressing-to-fit-in in a 7th grade classroom.  I'm not entirely convinced that she was in a place to accurately represent herself.  To herself, let alone to anybody else.  Which, on the one hand, is a darn good reason to keep her off the airplane: she's delusional.  And, on another, brings me right back to "How do you represent a subject—even any external subject, let alone yourself (the thing you spend your whole life trying to understand), let alone the self-and-subject-intersection—faithfully?"  Maybe the best we can do is give in to the delusion, embrace it, and, like Jackie, imagine our subjects.  She gets on my plane, by the way.  She's got some weird, entirely unorthodox stuff in that suitcase, but she opens it.  I might not be able to see everything in it, but that's not because she's hiding—if I ask her to explain the slave-ship better, she'll try.  Baggage—even weird baggage, as long as it's declared—is allowed on the plane.  Issues (c'mon, that's what they are) aren't.


"Good ethnographic work," then, if there's any particular such-thing, seems to be about a combination of focus and disclosure—focus on the subject (and if that's yourself, admit it, and don't pretend to be more interested in something else instead) or subject-self-intersection that you want to know about, and then tell the truth—as much of it as is possible—about why you're doing it, how your own perspective limits it, how your presence damages the environment you're in, and what you (and your audience) can learn from it in spite of those damages and limitations.  Or at least that's what consensus told us.  There are other things—like "how ethnographic does your work have to be to be considered ethnography?" and "is it ethical to make deliberate changes to the site—or not make changes that would genuinely help the people you're there to observe?"—that we didn't come so close to agreeing on answers for, but those are more theoretical than methodological questions (ideals, definitions), and are likely to take us to a land so far away that the calm rationality of consensus will be far from view.

four: theory (or: "try to suspend your disbelief in Monday morning")

	In the name of theory I can change the meaning of any aspect of my language that I choose.  I can say "imagine the world is a cave full of shadows" (to return to our toga-ed rhetorical forefathers) or say "laughter explodes," and then offer 3 concordant definitions for "laughter" and another usage or two for "exploding" while I'm at it.  Objectivity is only the beginning of what isn't there.  There really is no spoon.


Taking on "theory"—or "doing theory"—either opens up or closes down the myriad unanswerable questions above.  How can both be possible, you ask?  Because it can complicate everything already out there (i.e. Ahmed and Davis) or make what's already there into something specifically else (i.e. Kress & van Leeuwen).  Doing (or "asserting" or "performing") theory, after all, can mean doing (or "asserting" or "performing") almost anything—it's theoretical.  It (always, or as close to always as I've yet been able to surmise) has "metaphoricity,"
 and metaphors mean everything ("All tropes are metaphors"—attributed to Aristotle
).  But if theory is anything-and-everything, what, then are we doing? (And what great cause or purpose—because we know that anything that can be "anything" can just as easily be "nothing"—are we doing it for?)

[image: image2.wmf]  Kress and van Leeuwen offer guidance this way: theorizing, as a critical practice, has meaning if it's viewed as "the performance of a rhetor advocating a critique as a sensible reading of a discourse of power" (108, emphasis mine). And (or maybe "but") Homi Bhabha says: "the operational quality of theory in the public domain is to break the continuity and the consensus of common  sense" (11, emphasis mine). So much for consensus-making—and if not via "common sense," how can we call our readings of anything "sensible"?  If we put these seemingly-contrast-ive definitions together, we get a not-entirely-contradictory amalgam: theory is for critiquing common sense (while still representing the resultant critique as "sensible").  There's a catch, of course.  To represent in a sensible fashion is to do homage to accepted measures of representation—to do it common-sensically.  But to represent a critique of common sense within a piece of common sense is a highly critique-able practice—and is representative of a circular and non-defensible—if not nonsensical—basis-for-representation.  Does that hurt yet, or should I keep going?

{The nice thing about a paradox is that it's theoretical too.  Since a paradox works by "formulat[ing]…antithes[e]s…by uniting words that appear to be mutually exclusive" (Perelman 136, emphasis mine) rather than being, in reality, mutually exclusive, and since we have no way of seeing reality—our conception of it being built, according to Burke, almost entirely on the symbol-system we invented to describe its appearances, which differ from our different perspectives—everything we see is just apparent (I'm not a parent!), everything's a paradox—the same thing seems different to different observers—and nothing's a paradox—when we leave the room, the thing is whatever it is, without regard to our perceptions!  Okay.  I'm done now.  Have an aspirin.} 
Forget "what is it good for"—the important question to consider (or bang our heads about) is "what good does it do us"?  How is "theory," as a method, or as part of a larger methodology, beneficial to the work that we (individually and collectively, in different classes, projects, and conversations) set out to do?  What about Monday morning, anyway?  As best I understand it, the answer is twofold:  

1) 
Indulge, as much as possible for as long as possible, in the suspension of disbelief in the subject-header.  There is no Monday morning.  There will never be a Monday morning.  There is only theory, only possibility, only critiques of common sense that will create a new sense, a sense-uncommon that might change everything.  You'll never know how high the balloon can float if you don't let go of the string.

2)
Do whatever you can on Monday morning, and whatever you have to do.  As much as the theories read/written/found/explored can influence and change-for-the-better (assuming your theory allows for "better"—not all of them do) the real-live classroom/office/workplace you walk into, change them.  In whatever ways they can't change a thing, shrug off the disorientation that brings about, do your day job, and come back home to the theory.  The important thing (my synopsis of the partial consensus I didn't commit to being a part of) is to keep the theories out there, changing, floating, challenging common senses and consensuses even if you'll grow old and die before their impact is felt in the daily world of whatever you do.

And yes, consensus says trying to do both can drive you crazy.  Especially if the theory you're trying to put forth, expand, contradict, or deal with else-wise is important to you for more than academic reasons.  If it's something you feel passionately about.  Which it probably is, or you wouldn't put the work in to develop your intricate, complicated, thorough, interconnected theoretical claims-and-defenses in the first place.  There's probably a reason that our most often-quoted theorists were fascinated by notions of insanity.  It must have seemed like a land quite close to home, and worth mapping (urgently).

five: the ethics of representation

So how do we "represent"?  Faithfully or any other "(-)fully"?  We can't (and I think the consensus would agree with "shouldn't!") tell our whole life-stories, everything that's ever come to pass, made an impact, had an influence, alit as a little thought upon our minds.  No amount of Freudian psychoanalysis is going to "cure" our subjectivity as writers or as researchers.  There's no way to put all of the cards on the table, or to get our writing "objective" enough to get it off the couch.  We can't do as Hamlet bids us ("know thyself") well enough to even tell our own stories (-)fully, let alone do so with the stories of others whom we observe and with whom we interact, or the now-hidden stories of those who came (sometimes quite distantly, in far-removed contexts that even our imaginations can't uncover) before us, or those whose ideas we borrow, re-combine, argue with and re-present when we "do" theory.  All we can do (the Most Honorable Quest, or the Biggest Cop-Out) is do the best we can, to tell as much of the truth as we can recognize (or at least articulate), and be as

	The most annoying—and most ethically disturbing—thing my students tend to do when writing about the words of others (I think this is one reason I hate teaching writing-about-literature) is to tell me what the author they're describing "was trying to say."  "She wasn't trying to say anything," I find myself scribbling furiously in their margins.  "She said what she said—and if she didn't get it right, you certainly are not in her head to know about it!  The most you can possibly contribute here is in telling what what-she-did-say means to you."


explicit as we can be about the limitations of our telling and our recognition.  When we go to the Archives—any Archives—and bring back selections to report upon, we need to explain our selection-processes, show the pieces we've collected, make the most responsible interpretations of and conclusions from those pieces that we can, and recognize that our readers might draw different conclusions.  When we interact with others in participant-observer ways, we need to "be straight" with them as much as possible, and in turn then be as straight with our readers, confessing what we didn't do, didn't understand, or were made uncomfortable by in ways or for reasons that might change our ability to interpret and conclude.  When we interpret interviewees' responses to our questions, we need to include both their actual words and our acknowledgement of the fact that our re-wordings are possible, not necessary.  When we borrow, re-arrange, or argue with the words of others in making and applying theory, we need to be as "true" to the original meanings of those words as we can be, we need to acknowledge the nature and degree of our recontextualizing, and we need to leave open-ended the possibility for other "takes" on the things that we have taken.  When we construct metaphors, we need to acknowledge that they're metaphors, and not treat them like literal truths that everyone else should "always already" have previously been working within.  


Ultimately, we have to remember that representation is everything: that if we're the most conscientious of interviewers, the most careful of archival note-takers, and the most scrupulous of quote-and-contextualize theorists, but we're sloppy writers, lazy about our representation, stingy about the paper we devote to reprinting photocopies of the notebook pages we're drawing our conclusions from, we'll have presented shoddy work to our audiences, done our subjects no credit at all, and wasted our work.  It's all in the selectivity, the inclusion and exclusion, the elaboration and explication, the context and the quote, the copiousness of data and the reproducibility of the things we've discovered and the lines of reasoning that we've followed that we leave mapped out for others to use to follow after us.  "Writing," says Bhabha, "is not a medium; it's a mediation" (10).  It does not merely convey, like a luggage-belt, what-you-saw directly to what-others-think-you-saw.  Instead, it "scribbles over all these things, subtends them"—it is not a transparent window-glass through which to view the researcher's work but is the researcher's work—the work of communication, without which there would be no purpose in doing research at all.

six: the ethics of methodology

Not one of the things we do, from framing questions, through every aspect of data-collection, to the selection-and-representation processes that precede our work being compiled into consumable forms, is or represents our methodology; methodology is all of those things and all of the connections between them.  The "right" methodology for a given question or set of questions isn't predetermined: ideally, it's the one that will lead you to finding the "best" answers—but some methods might lead toward more answers, some toward deeper answers, some toward the more popular or more "representative" answers—the questions lead you to choices of methods, the methods lead back to changing the questions, both together lead toward answers, and answers you didn't expect to get might lead you back again to new questions, or other methods.

Whatever the methods used on a particular project, or over a lifetime of work, or throughout an entire discipline, what makes a methodology is its ethos—the ethical framework that under-girds how methods are chosen, implemented, and represented.  Some methods may be better suited to a particular project than others, but the only type of "faulty methodology" (I'm referring here to the definition at the beginning of this paper) is one whose ethos is inconsistent—one that doesn't do what it says it's going to.

Like Bazerman, the other researchers whose projects have bothered us this year (there are more precise words than that, but I think our reactions were varied enough, even in their negativity, that a blanket-term like "bothered" is more appropriate) seem to have failed to represent a consistent methodological ethos.  Not everyone minded the slumber party, but we did mind Finders making conclusions about "junior high girls" everywhere based on the essentialized experiences of five (2) girls in one school in an arguably non-representative neighborhood.  We weren't entirely comfortable with Deborah Brandt's 80 interviewees appearing as 10 or 12 "representative" individuals when she recounted their personal stories about literacy's roles in their lives.  Kress and van Leeuwen disturbed those of us who, familiar with the original contexts of some of the material they quoted, felt that their recontextualization (a kind of representation) was inappropriate or insufficient.  And we wanted Sharon Crowley to be more upfront (in her self-representation) about the fact that her work as a "historian" was secondary throughout her project to her agenda as a disciplinary reformer in the field of composition.

I'm harping on this word on purpose.  As Madeline has pointed out more than once during the course of our online conversations in this class, we don't really know anything about the methods or the methodology of the researchers whose work we've read.  We only know the final products—we've only seen their representations of their own research.  Every evaluation we've made, positive and negative, has been an evaluation of a perceived-as-successful or perceived-as-unsuccessful printed, published representation.  And, jokes about advising committees and project-directors aside, I think we've got the point.  Of the work we do, here in our coursework, on our exams, in our dissertations, and in everything we publish thereafter (knock on wood) only the printed representations that we create will be evaluated by others.  As Burke would be the first to remind us, any word we choose to use is a "re-flection" of reality but also automatically a "selection" of reality and a "deflection" therefore of the unselected reality we didn't choose.  We have to choose each word, each mask, each "terministic screen" deliberately, carefully, and repeatedly.  Representation is everything.
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Avoiding this mess is a smart move, really.  "Quandary" looks more and more like "quagmire" as the questions pool and ripple in unanswerable ways.  Royster represents—from the very beginning of her work—a maybe-truth that helps her understand the world, and that she hopes will help us too.  We can take exception to her methodology—we can say "historical ethnography" is not a valid ethnographic method—but we can't say "Ida B. Wells wasn't really like that," because we don't know either, and Ida B. Wells can't protest on her own account (which is not to say that she would—it might be that Royster's characterizations are perfect—but just that she doesn't have the opportunity).  





Q:   "Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?"





A: "Um…"





Essentially: theory is a hammer.  


A large hammer.  Strike here.


In Davis' case, it's swung maniacally about, to smash ("shatter," "explode") as many things as she could reach.  In Ahmed's, a careful little hammer, to take the pieces of the accepted gently apart and lay them on the floor to be gone through gradually, probably forever.  In Kress & van Leeuwen's, a hammer and a full bag of nails, for building a new construct ("a grammar") to resemble an old one in a place where one wasn't already, but (according to them) needed to be.  As our examples show, however, there are many ways to wield a hammer.














Notes:





� All definitions courtesy of � HYPERLINK "http://www.dictionary.com" ��www.dictionary.com�


� "Spoon," of course, is the original term.  Does one still have to acknowledge Matrix references?  Or have they become like Star Wars references: no one has to specify where "Use the force, Luke" comes from, or what it means anymore.  Or is that just my friends, and the rest of the world (and, of course, the academy) has better things to do with their time, and doesn't know or care about Luke or Neo's spoon?


� Bhabha uses this term in Olson and Worsham's interview—spell-check doesn't recognize it, but I'm assuming it’s a word, especially because it works for me.  It's a valid theoretical application of the prescriptive rules of Standard English Grammar, after all!


� I have not read my Aristotle, I confess.  I have this via Perelman, pg. 120.





