DIALOGUES INTER-DISCIPLINES          Jane Tormey

In thinking about methodologies, particularly those attached to practice-led research, my concerns have been with how to identify the extent of discussion and the tendency to either limit the scope of enquiry too quickly or to not establish its parameters soon enough. It is a difficult balance, but eventually establishing a methodology requires us to identify our position.  

David Durling states:

Research seeks primarily to extract reliable knowledge from real or artificial worlds, and tries to articulate that knowledge in such a way that others may reuse it. This supposes that the results of research will have been sufficiently abstracted and generalized... 

The driving motivation to find a solution, to form abstractions, generalisations and to form hypotheses, can run counter to an open enquiry. Empirical methodologies require us to find new knowledge. Knowledge yearns for certainty and in our anxiety to find it, one could say that the PhD can very easily invite a closing down of possibilities. In contrast Grant Kester suggests that, in the pursuit of ‘new knowledge’ within any one framework, we should seek to disturb comfortable resolutions: 
The ‘formation of disciplinary knowledge [is] both an empowering and [yet] a limiting activity’
. 

Kester proposes an interdisciplinarity that ‘operates between discourses’. This notion of between, of not fitting this category or that precisely but more than one at the same time, demands a dimension to asking questions that seeks to disrupt a process that follows along the track of certainty and empirical knowledge. This approach introduces a cross transaction, something not predictable, that challenges established parameters for enquiry. As I am interested in avoiding the desire to be comfortable, I am drawn to procedures, which argue against fixed paradigms and the unquestioning applications that follow presuppositions and the conventional. I am interested in procedures that encourage us to step aside from something we know, or are familiar with, and which provoke a disruption to comfortable resolutions – at least in the early stages of research. 

To help us do this we need to identify the assumptions we are making, confront perspectives not at first obvious to us, provoke another viewpoint, start from a different disciplinary perspective and ultimately to ask different questions and interrogate our subject. The intention of the Creative Interdisciplinarities project is to open up Art & Design Research to question. Firstly we need to consider our understanding of what we call knowledge and whether the procedure that we employ to achieve it is a limiting activity.  Secondly we can consider some methods that help us to open up the enquiry and that shift our usual perspective. Rather than facts we need to consider process. Rather than resolution, definition and definitive theories or practices we need to consider a wider and more fluid notion of meaning. Here I explore methods that facilitate a flexible practice of enquiry and that open up research through ‘dialogue’. 

‘Interdisciplinarity is not the calm of easy security; it begins effectively when the solidarity of the old disciplines break down.’

Firstly some ideas that break down what we understand to be ‘knowledge’. Roland Barthes’ essay ‘From Work to Text’ annihilates our assumptions about the priority of the author’s intention and position that the reader is compelled to track down and ever after return to as the one intentional and thereby true meaning. Whilst the author’s position will always contribute, it is no longer central. Rather it initiates a discourse. The reader, now an active participator, contributes to that on-going discourse (what Barthes calls the text or the ‘methodological field’) and the field of meaning. The “work” of which he speaks (a piece of writing, an artefact, a film, an image, an object, a performance, a space), any ‘work’ that generates meaning, provokes its extension in contemplation, attitude and discussion.
 

In his essay, ‘Art and theoria’
 Nicholas Davey suggests that Hans-Georg Gadamer’s use of the term  ‘subject matter’ (the matter that concerns us) can provide a focus for both theoretical and practice-led methodologies and a means to gain an understanding that avoids the predetermination of assuming any one theoretical frame. Subject matter (akin to Barthes’ term ‘text’) is not only the work itself – the artefact - but also the content provoked by the ‘work’ – all that is provoked by the subject of investigation - what is communicated, how it is seen to function, how it is interpreted and its cultural heritage – its ‘historical horizon’.
 

In contemplating any subject matter, we examine the manner of depiction, the potency of the image, the substance of the object, the structural form of the space, the particular form of resonance that provokes the ‘associative chain’
 of meaning and the memories, which impact on us. Subject matter is re-interpreted by our encounter with it and will be influenced by, for example, history or aesthetics, and questioned by our political and cultural horizon. ‘Knowledge’ deriving from subject matter, and as ‘text’ or discourse, moves across horizons and can be seen as mobile. The work becomes an event in which we participate - an event that develops meaning provoked by that image or object. Each extension repositions the frame of concern, each introduces a perspective on value and, in our visual field, sometimes without the need of words.
 Significantly a visual object, by itself, can contribute to a debate, not by illustrating a verbal discourse or by declaring it as being ‘about’ this cultural issue or that’. Neither does the visual always require explanation by a verbal text. However, an image or object can address the same question. An art or design object can be seen as a reflection of, or even a commentary on, the wider cultural field. Artefacts are not produced in isolation from the outside world. 

We cannot consider art & design practice without reference to the debate in other disciplines. Mieke Bal’s argument in Travelling Concepts spotlights the subject field as being a field of cultural analysis, and what we are all essentially concerned with here is some aspect or function of culture. ‘Cultural analysis’ does not indicate an analysis of ‘culture’ per se but rather the viewpoints from which one looks at one’s subject that exist in culture. We can see the subject matter in focus as contributing to wider cultural debates  and a cultural ‘object’, acting as interlocutor, can engage with the wider cultural discourse.
 Chris Tilley, in his introduction to The Handbook of Material Culture describes ‘material culture studies’ as intersecting the fundamentals of language (described as linguistics), social relations (referred to as sociology and social anthropology) time (archaeology & history) space (geography) or representation (literary & art or design historical studies). He describes material culture as  ‘undisciplined rather than disciplined’
 – however not in the sense of being vague or chaotic or lacking vigour. 

Bal promotes initial exploration without the constraint of any one disciplinary field and demonstrates an approach to research that can shift our starting premise by sidestepping direct address to the object or discipline and focusing on the ‘concept’ and its relation to history and traditions instead. This tactic allows a more flexible encounter with subject matter. In practice and theory artists and designers can tend to focus on the end product  (e.g. the painting or the chair) rather than the issues and concerns encountered in the process of producing the chair. Instead of an analysis of the product or its quality, Bal’s thesis proposes an analysis of the concepts, intentions and effects that impact on, and result from, its making: 
Concepts are never simple… [and] because they travel between ordinary words and condensed theories, concepts can trigger and facilitate reflection and debate on all levels of methodology in the humanities.
 

Concepts extend beyond clear categories and operate more in the way of framing an object in different ways. In contrast to the logic of defining discipline and category, by conceiving content or subject matter as a field of cultural discourse, subject matter cannot be so readily predetermined by traditional limitations and will be more open to question. Consideration of concepts lends any number of dimensions to a product such as, for example, the emotional resonance of furniture, the economic value of painting, the bodily memory of a creative process. In contrast to defining an object or fact, one’s expectation of a field is to destabilise it. If the conceptual field or space of enquiry is seen, not as enclosed within any one discipline, but as crossing a number of neighbouring disciplines, ‘knowledge’ is more dependent on the interconnections between those disciplines and the relationships between elements of knowledge.

Knowledge therefore is unstable.
 What sort of knowledge are we concerned with? For example our knowledge of scientific principles does not change with re-examination but re-examination of ideas does change our understanding.
 And histories and contexts change, requiring us to ask: what attitude and perspective shapes this knowledge? The meaning of any-thing changes in different locations and time and thereby the conception of knowledge changes. We change our intention, our reading, our frame of reference and the thing (the work) appears to change its meaning; it transmutes, it evolves. And if meaning is not constant we need to conceive it as other than a static some-thing to be found but instead as a process or an event, and our examination of it as an ongoing encounter. The questioning of subject matter or the act of framing
 invites an event, a process. And process involves time. Bal promotes the concept as being something of duration rather than definition; it does rather than is; it is fluid rather than fixed.
 However each concept needs to be understood as a part of a framework,
 and to avoid superficiality we need to clarify each different disciplinary frame that lends subject matter a different weight or focus. Working flexibly does not mean working without an awareness of disciplines; we can work between disciplines but not without our knowledge of them.
 This requires differentiating who is framing and how they are framed in turn. Michel Foucault reminds us to ask: What does one bring to the analysis? And to what effect? How does one account for this position? What are the laws governing this particular discourse? What validates these ideas?
 

My aim is to move away from the rigidity of focus that makes me blind to questions and that can obscure what is staring me in the face and which I rely on but cannot see. I want to uncover aspects of the field of discourse that I had previously not seen or understood. I identify here three components to my approach to interdisciplinarity; I use three methods  - Gestalt theory / Dialogue / Reflexivity.

Gestalt theory
 aims to open up perspectives for our understanding by looking for the ‘dynamic functional relationship of the whole’, which is in this context all that impacts on a research question. As a methodology it works on the premise that scientific processes are fundamentally flawed. That because they are intent on a systematic collection of data they are thereby predetermined and exclude that which is found along the way. They seek abstraction, generalisation and judgements – characteristics that echo the conventions of the PhD and continue to be a source of debate in the arena of ‘practice-led research’. Gestalt theory differentiates knowledge by describing both ontological and phenomenological dimensions to whatever field we might look at. Ontological dimensions include the physical and environmental aspects and are the nearest to what we may consider to be objective information. Phenomenological dimensions are those concerned with subjective experience and provide a different perspective. Generally phenomenological methods differ from those that establish new knowledge through empirical means, by gaining an understanding of objects, images and phenomena through a more experiential approach relating to processes and relationships. Gestalt theory examines assumptions by opening up to different approaches and by not necessarily following a logical progression, but in moving sideways sometimes. It avoids also taking things to pieces and reassembling them, because in that process, the inter-relationships that exist are lost. The behaviour of any ‘whole’ is not determined by its individual elements, but in the relationships and the dynamic between them. Instead of abstraction and generalisation, the whole can be seen as a specific event or a series of different things and events.
 A contemporary understanding, typified by Gilles Deleuze’s discussion, focuses on the manner of being and all that happens, rather than essentialist attributes. Akin to many Deleuzian concepts, Gestalt theory attempts to describe the whole field in which an event occurs, rather than analysing its constituent elements in order to classify it.
 It is a ‘whole in which the parts are in immediate relationship and responsive to each other and every part is influenced by what goes on elsewhere in the field. Thus my focus here is on the possibility of looking at what lies in the relationships between different elements and between elements and my perspective. 

This approach avoids speculation, interpretation or classification before something is described. Gadamer’s ‘subject matters’ emerge from the premise that there is no correct interpretation and encourage a process of ongoing encounter with networks of meaning. He interprets the Greek term theoria as a procedure that does not censor our experience. Theoria is contemplation without a specific end’.
 Theoros is participation; a process that invites contemplation of meaning and participation in its making. It is a process with an emphasis that is not on knowledge or opposing theories, but in relationship and interaction. 

A phenomenological exploration is one that uses devices to focus on our awareness in order to gain insight. The discipline of Gestalt therapy is not a conventional model but I use it here to propose that an unlikely discipline can lend insight to what it is you are looking at. Gestalt therapy is a method of awareness that distinguishes between perceiving or feeling, and interpretation derived from habitual attitudes; it attempts to distinguish between what is present and what is inherited from the past. A deliberate situation and procedure is set up to provoke confrontation with different perspectives. It focuses ‘more on process (what is happening) than content (what is being discussed)’. It treats what is objectively observed and what is subjectively felt as being of equal importance, which contrasts with procedures that assume that behaviour is but an appearance, which needs interpretation to establish the ‘real’ meaning. It is a method that considers knowledge to be something besides that of a physical fact and attempts to set aside bias and assumptions and to describe in an unprejudiced way rather than to explain or to interpret.
 Every aspect of description is given equal weight in an attempt to avoid initial hierarchical procedures in sorting information. It is this description without prejudice that Bal misses out in Travelling Concepts, which assumes the priority of ‘unpacking’, and of interpretation and explanation:
[A concept’s] various aspects can be unpacked; the ramifications, traditions, and histories conflated in their current usages can be separated out and evaluated piece by piece.

Significantly, Davey’s discussion emphasises Theoria’s focus on what happens when a subject ‘addresses us’ and interprets subject matter to be mutually dependent, so that Theoria is ‘understood as a dialogical involvement with a ‘subject’.
 The disciplines of linguistic and literary theory adopt Mikhail Bakhtin’s conception of the dialogic imagination
 in understanding the authorial voice as representing aspects of culture, history and subjectivity. The term dialogism describes the literary method of identifying different voices in a text. It interprets literary texts as a series of voices – a matrix of interactions between author, reader and character within the work as enunciator and encourages the inter-penetration of actual and imaginary material and virtual worlds, both in terms of interpretation and cultural implication. This notion can be seen to extend beyond literature to philosophy, anthropology, psychology and the arts. Discourse and critique can be seen as a field of voices and the dialogue between them as between different backgrounds, perspectives and motives. 

In contemplating a particular subject matter, I draw a parallel between how one understands what one is looking at, how one develops ideas, how one finds a voice, and the principles of Gestalt that foreground incidental elements rather than what is apparently the central figure or object. The house provides a common metaphor for exploring an idea; for example Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, Gilles Deleuze’s Baroque house and Gregor Schneider’s House of Ur
 all use the notion of house to explore ideas. It is a powerful archetypal notion of shelter that represents, in the manner of its structure, appearance and occupation, the nature of value put upon it and its occupants, and thereby the philosophy and position invested in it. Architectural practice has adopted a number of Deleuze’s abstract concepts and applied them to thinking about buildings, so that a re-conception of the house considers what is performed in the house to be as central as its material structure and the objects within it.
 In the construction of anything there is the material fact and there are the ‘incorporeal forces’ that provoke its construction and which determine the approach, belief and manner of construction. These notions have infiltrated the discipline of architecture to the extent that the term ‘becoming-architect’ for example, is understood as an attitude. An attitude that requires the consideration of a space, not just as a space, but as an event. This attitude also describes the bodies who inhabit the space and the relationships that develop, remembering those in the past and anticipating those in the future. This is the plane of possibility, Deleuze’s ‘plane of immanence’, which ‘leaves us with bloodshot eyes, ringing ears, ground down teeth, exhausted limbs and in a thorough state of perplexity.’
 Deleuze’s thinking does not separate the physical environment from the psychological chaos that exists within it. The flexible walls of the Baroque house provide another metaphor by which to describe movement between disciplines so that rooms fold in upon themselves with thought, sensation and motion. They are not confined to material structure and contain all that has brought us to that present moment in each room, psychologically and ideologically. 

What follows is a dialogue with the concept ‘house’ - a dialogue with a series of theoretical positions embedded in the experience of a space and, more specifically, my personal space or ‘home’. I attempt to demonstrate the dynamics of framing and the fluidity of concept by changing my questions as I move from room to room. The essential point is that ideas about things and experiences change and are mobile and fluid. Ideas change in each room and the walls of each are shaky. In each room I confront a theoretical position and each time I am forced to consider my experience differently.
 

The first room is one of imagination and daydreaming, a lyrical place where the realities of labour are excluded. This room contains elements of all the houses in which I have ever lived. Here I can rest and remember and imagine; here is where past, present and future reside alongside each other. I remember that first house, my first universe, my first shelter and protection
; it was also my first nightmare that housed my fears, my anticipation, and my horror. Up in the attic, where I seldom go, the rafters are damaged and rotting, the sky is visible, the air is dank and cold and hostile. There are creatures sensed but not seen. It is larger than my knowledge and greater than my capability. Up there is all that I can imagine and all that I cannot. In this room I am lost in the depths of the house where space stretches out to the far reaches of corners, between the cracks of floorboards. This room forces the big questions, of being and nothingness, the dialectics of division that pervade all my understanding, yes and no, up and down, within and without, inside and outside. In this ‘ambiguous space’
 the elements that I can neither touch nor see are within myself and whatever I touch opens out in a kind of ‘immensity’ originating more in poetic expression than from geographic reality.
 In here I stay with this experience without rationalising it, without explaining it. 

The next room is smaller, more familiar and intimate. In here emotional and geographical experiences are inseparable; they are visual, tactile and conceptual. In here I cannot describe my physical relation to the room without my feeling. In here I understand how abstract space becomes specific and meaningful. I am the centre of this world and ‘space is organised in conformity with the sides of my body’
 and my ‘body is the measure of direction, location and distance’.
 If I think about surface rather than space, of solidity rather than space, I can touch, stroke and experience the expansion of the wall, the floor, the ceiling. I can sense space behind me and to the right and the left. If I stretch my arm out and lean to the left, I can just touch a cold plastered wall, flaked with pale green distemper. If I shuffle to the right a few paces I might feel another cool wall on the palm of my hand. To the front across the floorboards I see the bay window, shielded by net curtains coated in dark dust. What is in front of me is much larger than what is behind me, which I experience as darker
 and by senses other than sight. As I turn, what is light becomes darker and what is dark becomes light. I experience the space passively as I am acted upon and affected by the place, and actively as I act, behave, move in or work on or engage with ‘the unfamiliar and experiment with the elusive and the uncertain.’
  However simply I describe it, I am defined metaphorically by prepositions that position me physically and psychologically in relation to objects and space - between these walls, sat on that chair, sitting at the table or walking up the stairs. When I encounter the table, I position myself in relation to the table and to the objects on the table.
 As I situate objects in relation to objects, I am resituating myself in relation to myself; I am asserting myself as subject. I am defining my attitude to all that surrounds me, defining my state of mind - as in control or distressed or lost or fearful in relation to those objects.
 

I move into a large, expansive and rational room, full of perspectives that encompass my understanding of social relationships
 and which determine what I call ‘home’. This room is pragmatic and more concrete. In here I avoid nostalgic reconstructions of the past that engender a sense of displacement. Here too the room accumulates all that went before, but gathered as a social construction of meaning and subjectivity.
 Here I am defined by physical and symbolic relationships within the house and by social and cultural differences. In here ‘female knowledge’ is valued
 and I am challenged to refocus questions about place, particularity, representation and about those assumed boundaries ‘between the body and object world, between the self and other’.
 In here I ask a lot of questions: What dominates? What do I sublimate? Who works and who rests? How do I live? What are the factors that influence me? What is the significance of this specific locale? What are the political dimensions that define this space that is home? How have social changes changed my attachment to this place? How have attitudes affected my expectations of everyday life in this place? ‘How are the relationships between identity and place altered in an increasingly interconnected world?’
 

In these rooms I understand what separates me from what is around me; I am aware of my body in relation to the space and able to construct a psychological map configuring space and time. I am able to take up a position as a subject, to anchor myself in my body, giving me coherence, certainty and a perspective on the world, with myself as subject and those things that surround me as objects. In this way I can distinguish myself from the space that surrounds me so that it is not a ‘devouring force’
 that pursues me or consumes me.

At the end of the hall, as I move into the next room, I see myself head to toe in a long mirror and see the space behind me, now visible and more dangerous. In this last room, I am urged to let go of this division and rethink my location in time and space,
 to dislocate the centrality of my mind as opposed to my body in a reformulation of body, matter and subject. In this room I fear losing myself in another way; in here the house is a place of colonisation, of appropriation, of control, reliant on metaphors of ‘dwelling, inhabitation, building, unearthing, ruins, homes, caves and prisons’.
 In such a place I am expelled by others, who live off my energy and capacity to contain their desires, so that I cannot maintain occupancy. It is at the expense of too much. Here my psychical space is enclosed within their physical space. To escape this containment, relationships must change; I need a new conception of space and time, a ‘new way of inhabiting’.
 If I am to rethink my space, my substance and form and to think of space other than one that contains me, I must question my conception of body and confront the ‘devouring force’. I must remap agencies that affect me and assert the primacy of corporeality.

In the face of different cultural perspectives of philosophy, cultural geography, media studies, psychoanalysis, gender politics and so on, we can see how concepts mutate and operate differently between disciplines.
  Psychological space can become social space by switching emphasis and viewpoint, so that when speaking with any artefact or subject matter it can be seen as a ‘creative exchange’,
 a ‘dynamic whose methods and objects are neither focal nor discrete, but processive, accretive and multi-referential’, a dialogue of ‘social production’. 

Following Barthes, if we understand the ‘text’ to mean discourse, a dialogue with the text will extend beyond disciplinary boundaries and incorporate different theoretical perspectives so that I can speak to and with the image/object in different voices and from different perspectives, as spectator, as enunciator, as narrator. Voice is allied to perspective. I cannot have a voice without having a position. In assuming different roles in the dialogue with an image, object or work, I cannot relinquish inherited perspectives but I can be more reflexive in my consideration. What differences do these positions make? What is the discourse or problem presented? What is the commentary? What is the language used? What is my adopted perspective? What is my voice? Is it psychoanalytical, representational or political and what theories will give me the tools to ask questions with that voice? Cultural meanings are socially and multiply constructed and therefore partially derive from us, as individuals - the researchers, the consumers, the artists who concern ourselves with the subject of investigation. A reflexive approach recognises the inevitable subjectivity in my thinking and in my practice as researcher. In acknowledging that subjectivity as central, I can utilise it. A subjective position demands an active viewing and an active partnership or questioning.

Both Gadamer and Bal focus on how we interact with the subject. Theoria as contemplation and as dialogue offers a methodological practice that participates in the evolution of a range of related ideas. If one conceives subject matter as a field of meaning, the interaction with it can be discursive and durational. Bal’s use of concepts as a methodological base to encourage interdisciplinarity extends Barthes’s conception of exchange and of intertextuality. The inter-disciplinarity lies in the ‘interaction with practice’,
 the dialogue with the concept. If we are concerned to critically engage with our subject and to contribute to the discourse, we can conceive the discursive field of enquiry in which our subject of interest resides, as a conversation that sustains response and considers different and continuous arguments. Dialogue, as intertextuality, gives emphasis to the production of meaning and interpretation. Dialogue, as social interaction, gives emphasis to differences and the psychological and political concerns of everyday that motivate us. 

My process is inherently self-reflexive and represents an example of exchange between practice, value and theory, by asking different questions of the subject and by embedding the argument in the practice of delivery. Rather than adopting a hierarchical process that relies on the paradigm of one field, the course of an enquiry can engage in dialogue. Considering here interdisciplinarity as a dialogue and in thinking around our subject, we can speak with different voices. Moving between and across allows us to be more questioning and to move outside our comfort zone of assumptions. As with Gestalt, it is a method of research that brings to the foreground different perspectives and allows one to see the subject anew in a different light, with different eyes. 
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