
1 
 

 

Chapter 6 

 

Writing innovative narratives to capture the complexity of lived experience: Poetry, 
scriptwriting and prose 

Esther Fitzpatrick, The University of Auckland 

e.fitzpatrick@auckland.ac.nz 

+6493737999 ex 48518 

Molly Mullen, The University of Auckland 

m.mullen@auckland.ac.nz 

+643737999 ex 48678 

 

Abstract 

The task of capturing the lived experiences of individuals, groups, communities and societies 

is at the forefront of many qualitative methodologies. Yet, creative writing methods in research 

often demand courage. Courage to disrupt traditional notions of research and courage to give 

voice to issues that are complex, ambiguous or controversial; courage to be creative and design 

new methods to respond to tricky research topics and scenarios. However, in collaboration with 

others, and with recognition that others have gone there before, the emerging researcher is 

encouraged to (as we say in Aotearoa New Zealand) ‘give it a go’. This chapter explains and 

explores how two such emerging researchers have employed creative narrative methods to 

capture the complexity of lived experience.  

Keywords: writing method, poetry, script writing 

Introduction 

The task of capturing the lived experiences of individuals, groups, communities and societies 

is at the forefront of many qualitative methodologies. In the case of ethnographic research, this 

has long meant taking “the reader into an actual world to reveal the cultural knowledge working 

in a particular place and time as it is lived through the subjectivities of its inhabitants” 

(Britzman, 2000, p. 27). This task, however, has been radically called into question by what 

Maggie Maclure (2000) calls the “postfoundational approaches” of “poststructuralism, 

postmodernism, deconstruction, and so on” (p. 997). These approaches contest the idea of an 
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original, actual experience that can be accessed by the research and then, through the writing 

up, can be made accessible to others in a truthful form. Maggie Maclure and Deborah Britzman, 

along with others including Patrica Leavy (2010a; 2010b) and Laurel Richardson (1993), 

challenge the long-standing representational, languaging practices of ethnographers and other 

qualitative researchers.  

As colleagues we have worked alongside each other, initially towards our doctorates, since 

2010. We both use ethnographic methodologies and have found ourselves caught up in 

‘postfoundational approaches’ through utilising forms of  

linguistic experimentation … to unsettle the foundations and structure of academic 

language in order to release something unrecognizable, and therefore, something that 

could escape the structures of power, subjectivity, and colonialism that are coded in the 

writing of qualitative research. (Maclure, 2011, p. 1000) 

In our very different research projects, we also employ writing as a method of inquiry 

(Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). Experimenting with poetry, prose and scriptwriting, we seek 

alternative methods of analysis and representation.  

Writing as a method of inquiry sits within the qualitative arts-based research paradigm and is 

used as an important method of generating, analysing and presenting stories. Arts-based 

research, as developed and theorised by Elliot Eisner (2002), utilises the embodied self, making 

use of affective experiences, senses, and emotions. Critical arts-based research emerged as a 

response to a crisis identified in qualitative research by Denzin and Lincoln (2000), and others, 

who urged researchers to find new ways to inquire and represent complexity and critique 

hegemonic texts of privileged stories. Employing writing as a method of inquiry within our 

critical, arts-based research studies often feels like a courageous and important thing to do, as 

we struggle to engage ethically and critically with our participants’ perspectives and 

experiences, and our own, while resisting the trap of treating words as a transparent window 

onto an uncontested reality. In this chapter, we each share the story of our creative writing 

methods, how we went about our ‘lingusitic experimentations’ and why.  

The first section, ‘Capturing the complexity of lived experience through innovative methods’ 

is Esther’s story. It draws on several examples of creative writing processes she has used in 

various projects to disrupt dominant narratives that persist in postcolonial societies, to provide 

counterstories, and to develop decolonising methods. As a Pākehā educator, Esther is 

particularly interested in exploring and implementing decolonising methods and pedagogies 
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(Pākehā is a term to describe descendants of settlers in New Zealand). The second section, 

‘Capturing the complexity of lived experience in socially engaged theatre companies’, draws 

on Molly’s Doctoral project examining the different ways creative writing practice was 

employed as she wrestled with the task of writing up organisational ethnographies from three 

different sites. Molly illustrates the use of Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre’s 

(2005) Creative Analytic Practice to respond to specific challenges that arose in observing, 

understanding, representing and theorising other people’s practice and experiences.  

Capturing the complexity of lived experience through innovative methods of writing as 

inquiry 

Esther Fitzpatrick 

How do we take up the pen and make a difference? If the pen is mightier than the sword – how 

can we transform, bring justice, make a way to ensure the silenced voices are heard. I have 

been playing for a while now with the pen. Playing with words. Inspired by Laurel Richardson, 

Patricia Leavy, Elliot Eisner, Norman Denzin … and the list keeps growing. In my Masters 

work I drew specifically on the method of Narrative Inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) to 

explore what it meant to be a Pākehā educator. Through this process I encountered writing as 

a method of inquiry and began to experiment with more creative methods. When embarking 

on my Doctoral studies I decided to pursue arts-based methods … 

– what does this type of research look like, feel like, sound like. How does it work? At 

the start I had no idea until serendipitously I experienced it for myself at the Applied 

Theatre Symposium in 2010. 

Suddenly in front of us George Belliveau appears, standing on a stage.  The room 

darkens with just the one spotlight on George. He performs a Shakespearean drama 

but it is not a Shakespearean drama, it is the words/worlds of a teacher and her children 

he has been researching. We embody the moment, we are moved, we are engaged, he 

takes us into the classroom, and he changes us. The lights come back on. And we pause. 

And we clap. (Fitzpatrick, 2016b) 

When Eisner (1998) argued that Art researchers need to speak for themselves, I listened. 

Norman Denzin (2000, 2011) said complex issues required innovative methods, I wondered 

how I might respond. Patricia Leavy (2010a, p. 243) “carved herself a poetic path” to find a 

place to belong, away from the chill of the “ivory tower”. And Laurel Richardson showed us 
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writing as a method of inquiry, and so I write because I have been given permission 

(Fitzpatrick, 2016a). Because, as Richardson argues, “for some kinds of knowledge, alternative 

representation is preferable … writings about one’s life … [is] a significant resource for critical 

methodology” (Richardson, 2002, pp. 414-415). 

The selected examples of my writing in this chapter demonstrate the different ways I have 

played with words and used script writing and poetry to explore, analyse and present ideas. 

Using a range of arts-based methodologies, my research projects involve exploring and 

conveying the lived experiences of the context of inquiry, through my own critical 

autoethnographic work and in collaboration with others.  

Performance ethnography and performative writing  

Performance ethnography as a methodology is often referred to by scholars in the field as a 

marriage between two complementary partners.  The purpose of both performance and 

ethnography is to celebrate the richness and complexity of life, to recognise the dynamic and 

transformative nature of knowledge, and “acknowledge the subjectivity of human research” 

(Ackroyd & O’Toole, 2010, p. xvii). As a recognised form of qualitative research, performance 

ethnography is a fairly recent and emerging methodology (Saldana, 2003). Interwoven 

throughout my different qualitative inquiries, I draw on concepts and methods from 

performance ethnography, including using performative writing, to explore, analyse and 

represent findings.  

Performative writing is a method of “writing as doing” where “writing becomes meaningful in 

the material, dis/continuous act of writing” (Pollock, 1998, p. 75). Five characteristics of 

performative writing suggested by Della Pollock are first that the writing should be evocative 

– evoking worlds of memory, pleasure, sensation, imagination, affect and insight; is metonymic 

– self-consciously partial, a material signifying process that invites laughter and 

transformation; is nervous – an ongoing process of transmission and transferal; is citational – 

informed by discourses of textuality; and last, is consequential – writing that is meant to make 

things happen (Pollock, 1998, pp. 80-95).   

Performative writing provides a critically, aesthetically appropriate and generative method for 

analysing and representing stories. The nature of performative writing as a method of inquiry 

allows for the complexity of human beings and recognises the sensory elements of the 

phenomena as significant in the investigative process. Ackroyd and O’Toole use the metaphor 

of ‘cooking mince’ to explain how performative methods enable the researcher to mince the 
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data and then cook them in such a way as to provide a richness that evokes the senses and 

awakes the researcher and audience to new insights and possibilities (Ackroyd & O’Toole, 

2010, pp. 2-5).  

Performative methods also provide another mechanism to critique and disrupt standard stories 

that emerge through our research endeavours. Providing a critically reflexive way of narrating 

and engaging with theory, with co-researchers and others in particular social contexts (Spry, 

2011, p. 498). This fits with Denzin’s directive that “as researchers we need to find new ways 

of connecting persons and their personal troubles with social justice methodologies” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2011, p. ix).Tami Spry (2011) contends that, through the power of performance, 

participants are empowered to critically and collaboratively make meaning, and to challenge 

and change particular power structures (pp. 500-503).  

As an emerging methodology, performance expands the meaning of texts by privileging 

embodied ethnographic research (Tedlock, 2011). It provides a way to explore the expressive 

elements of culture and recognises embodiment as an essential component of cultural analysis 

(Hamera, 2011). As Spry (2011) argues, “embodied knowledge is the somatic (the body’s 

interaction with culture) represented through the semantic (language), a linguistic articulation, 

a telling, of what does and does not go into the body, and why” (p. 502). Hence, through 

performative methods the researcher is required to draw on, and integrate, different 

knowledges: specialised and expert knowledge, sensory embodied knowledge, politically 

engaged conceptual knowledge and pragmatic (know-how) knowledge (Hamera, 2011, p. 318). 

William Pinar (2001) argues, qualitative researchers must involve themselves in important, but 

risky, hybrid interdisciplinary constructions, where fragments of philosophy, history, literacy 

theory, and the arts, among others, collide (pp. 698-699).  

The first example of my performative writing comes from my Doctorate where I endeavour to 

capture my experience as a Pākehā educator. Many writers are haunted by significant people 

in their childhoods and carry with them the traces of significant other writers. The following 

scene depicts a conversation with my mother (Kathy) who left us many years ago, a scene I 

conjured up to describe the complexity of my research project and identity: 

Waihi beach 

It is summertime. I am sitting on a friend’s deck looking out over the Pacific Ocean. 

Digging my teeth into the dark red flesh of a plum the juices quickly trigger my taste 

buds and transport me back to my home town Ōpōtiki, back to a plum tree, and back to 
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my mother Kathy. Chris Martin’s (Martin, Berryman, Buckland, & Champion, 2014) 

words start humming in my head, “Those who are dead, are not dead, they’re just living 

in my head, ohhhhh…”. My mother arrives beside me. I imagine her as she once was, 

posing for her older brother in her red velvet dress and holding a green umbrella.  

Kathy twirling her umbrella: So are you finished yet? 

Esther looking out to sea: No mum, I’ll never really be finished, but I have a story to 

share. You asked me a long time ago to tell this story. I hope others will now be 

encouraged to explore and share their own stories.  

Kathy worried: Did you sort out that question about what you will measure? Remember 

when you first started this project and that doctoral student kept asking you what you 

would measure? 

Esther smiling: Yes, I’m not measuring anything. This is an Esther-mation, it is my – 

Esther’s – story of becoming Pākehā; it is about arts-based methods and embodiment, 

and it is about entanglement with other. Using Said (1993) and Barad’s (2010) 

metaphors of entanglement I have interrogated how our relationship with the past and 

with Indigenous Māori impacts on our becoming Pākehā (descendants of settler 

ancestors). It is a story of postcolonial hauntings, both through engagement with others 

and through the wider historical, political and social practices over time. It’s our story, 

mum. 

Kathy relaxes: Ah so you did it then. (Pauses and leans forward) What did that student 

mean when she asked you, “How come you can be so brave?” You know – after you 

performed the poem at the conference. 

Esther thoughtfully: It is always a risk putting yourself out there, doing something new, 

something unknown. There are lots of messy moments, lost moments, when immersed 

in arts-based methods. And then there is the ethical issue of interrogating our own 

complicated histories, particularly as Pākehā, working to ensure a critical perspective 

is given and the dominant story is not further reinforced. But I’ve never been alone, you 

have always been there and … well along with everyone else. 

 

How can I be so brave? 

Because Laurel said I could 
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Because Norman said I should 

Because Jacques said ‘Speak with the ghost’ 

Because Elliot painted a picture 

Because Dorothy performed a play 

‘You see’, I answer, 

‘I am not brave, 

I just wear a brave’s shoes’ 

(Fitzpatrick, 2016b) 

 

I have utilised performative methods for teasing apart stories generated in the research process, 

interrogating those stories with theory, and crafting creative representation of findings. This 

has involved writing scripts (as the scene above exemplifies) and various forms of poetry. 

Many of the scripts and poems I have written have also been performed both with colleagues 

and as solo pieces at different local and international conferences (see Fitzpatrick, Mullen, & 

O’Connor, 2015). These performative writings, and performances, have provided a rich and 

deepening embodied experience of the stories generated, hence provoking critical reflection 

and further exploration. 

Poetry as method 

Poetry as a method of performative writing enables a critical engagement with the data 

generated. In keeping with Richardson, poetry provides a space for me to play with the data to 

recreate lived experience and evoke emotional response (Richardson, 1994).  My poems have 

engaged with a variety of lived experiences and issues, with literature and relevant theories, 

and with others in collaborative inquiries. For a study of early Pākehā history in New Zealand, 

poems were derived from fragments of historical data I generated and my experiences within 

the process. The process involved poking around at my raw data through and with poetry 

(Lahman and Richard, 2014). Writing poetry gave me the right method to gather up my many 

fragments of data and create a more collective and comprehensive telling of my findings 

(Lahman and Richard, 2014). The poem below ‘A Pākehā Haunting III’ is an example from a 

series of three Poems from my work on Pākehā identity (Fitzpatrick, 2017), it is written 
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playfully with a reflective shadowy poem alongside, where I have turned the original upside 

down.  

 

A Pākehā haunting III 

Dancing through the cracks in time   Learning to live at the edge of life 

Travelling back to foreign lands   Memories of distant worlds 

Speaking with my many ghosts   Exorcising the myth of Enlightenment 

Following a tattered tale    Deconstructing the dominant story 

 

Languages of ancient peoples   Te Reo and Hebrew 

Stories of Saints and Sinners   Te Kooti and Moses 

Fragments of another’s dreams   Indigenous and coloniser 

 

Rules of Race and Religion   Conditioned and constrained 

Possibilities and potentials    Nature and nurture 

 

Am I here?     Here I am 

[In-between]      

Here I am     Am I here? 

 

Nature and nurture    Possibilities and potentials 

Conditioned and constrained   Rules of Race and Religion 

 

Indigenous and coloniser    Fragments of another’s dreams 

Te Kooti and Moses    Stories of Saints and Sinners 

Te Reo and Hebrew    Languages of ancient peoples 
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Learning to live at the edge of life   Dancing through the cracks in time  

Memories of distant worlds   Travelling back to foreign lands 

Exorcising the myth of Enlightenment  Speaking with my many ghosts 

Deconstructing the dominant story   Following a tattered tale 

 

Early in my Doctoral studies I sent a couple of poems to one of my supervisors – she replied 

with a poem (Fitzpatrick & Fitzpatrick, 2014, 2016). This method of writing poetry was further 

explored by the two of us as a more creative communication where … 

… introducing an explicitly artistic form of communication such as poetry into this 

process pushes the boundaries of research supervision and other kinds of research 

relationships. It opens up greater possibilities for exploring the emotional edges of the 

work we do … allow[ing] us to form a stronger and more trusting relationship as we 

willingly exposed our vulnerabilities… (Fitzpatrick & Fitzpatrick, 2014, p. 50). 

Since then, in collaboration with other colleagues, I have continued to explore the use of poetry 

writing as conversation and method. With colleagues, Frank Worrell, Mohamed Alansari and 

Alex Yang Li, I wrote a collaborative poetic piece in response to the Orlando shootings of 

2016. The objective was to juxtapose our different responses “through a loving caring 

conversation, that I think the essence of being human can be brought to the fore” (Fitzpatrick, 

Worrell, Alansari, Li, 2017, p. 495).  

We are here. 

Let me dance with you, 

When you are afraid. 

And that is a start 

Through these research collaborations, each poem worked as a provocation for further talk and 

writing of poems. These poems are understood then as research poems (Faulkner, 2009), that 

in the writing have a purpose, to do something. In response to Leavy (2010b), who asked “what 

is this poem good for?”(p. 185), the objective was to employ poetry to interrogate the 
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experience/issue being explored. As such, the aesthetics of a research poem are at times 

sacrificed in adherence of research language (Faulkner, 2009).  

Importantly, in the development of this work, I began to employ the method of ‘surrender and 

catch’ which insists the researcher immerse themselves in the data generated (Prendergast, 

2015).  Surrender asks the researcher to encounter the data with total involvement, to let it 

“wash over you”; it is synonymous with the “experience of being” (Prendergast, 2015, p. 5). 

Kurt Wolff (1972) earlier described surrender as 

synonymous with ‘being’ or ‘experience of being’. Its seminal meaning is cognitive 

love: whatever other meanings it may have flow from it. Among them are total 

involvement, suspension of received notion, pertinence of everything, identification, 

and risk of being hurt.  [And] …  to meet it as much as possible in its originality, its 

itself-ness. (p. 453) 

When working with embodied arts-based practice, I understand the notion of surrender as 

giving myself over fully (as much as this is possible) to make sense of the data with all of my 

senses. In doing so one must not anticipate, hypothesise the outcome, but rather suspend any 

received notion. Inside this experience, of surrender, Monica Prendergast offers a set of guiding 

characteristics or qualities to scaffold the researcher: 

• Aesthetic power 

• Imagery, metaphor 

• Capturing a moment 

• Truthtelling, bravery, vulnerability 

• Critical insight, often through empathy  

• Surprise and the unexpected (Prendergast, 2015, p. 683). 

 

I understand ‘Catch’ where as the research process unfolds you comprehend, conceive, and 

conceptualise things anew.  It is an intellectual, existential awakening to a new being-in-the-

world (Prendergast, 2015, p. 6). Importantly for this work “… its result may not be a concept 

in the everyday or scientific sense of the word but, for instance, a decision, a poem, a painting, 

the clarification or origin of an existential questions, a change in a person” (Wolff, 1972, p. 

454). However, like Wolff, we admit the process of surrender and catch was not unconditional. 



11 
 

There is a joy, or as Helen Sword earlier in this book describes it, a pleasure, in the creative 

writing process. Writing in academia is often described as tortuous by my colleagues. Inspired 

by Leavy’s ‘carving a poetic path’, I endeavour to disrupt this notion of tortuous writing, to 

instead bring joy and pleasure into the work. This is accompanied by the belief that the craft of 

writing needs attention – to always seek to create writing that does something, whilst also 

ensuring it is good writing.  

 

Capturing the complexity of lived experience in socially engaged theatre companies 

Molly Mullen 

In this section I explore the challenge of writing ethnographic narratives of three applied theatre 

companies. Applied theatre is a term that encompasses a range of socially engaged drama, 

theatre and performance practices. I conducted a research project in 2012 with Applied Theatre 

Consultants in Aotearoa New Zealand, C&T in the United Kingdom and FM Theatre Power (

好戲量) in Hong Kong. This project focused on how these companies negotiated their 

relationship with shifting political and economic conditions, as well as the ways in which they 

navigated specific financial and funding relationships. My aim was to develop rich, critical 

accounts of the ways in which these companies experienced and managed tensions between 

their artistic and social values and the demands of financing their work. Drawing on multi-sited 

and organisational ethnography, I spent three months with each company, working alongside 

their staff, participating in and observing their day-to-day work and reflecting critically with 

them on emerging issues of concern. Consistent with these methodologies, my aim in writing 

up the fieldwork was to covey the contingency and complexity of the economy of each 

company, while writing in a way that was grounded in the rich ambiguities of everyday 

organisational and creative activity. I did not anticipate the challenges this would pose to me 

as a researcher and writer. In this section, I focus on how I responded to these challenges by 

experimenting with narrative form, scripting and poetry. 

My ‘linguistic experimentations’ began even before I started my fieldwork. Following the lead 

of Prendergast (2006), I used found poetry as a way to explore and distil the literature. This 

involved creating poems by reassembling original material from academic source texts. For 

example, my approach to writing the lived experiences of the three theatre companies stemmed 

from my understanding of Jenny Hughes, Jenny Kidd and Catherine McNamara’s (2011) 
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notion of ‘practised research’ in applied theatre. I took key phrases from their chapter and 

played with assembling them into short poems: 

Practised research. 
A performed and performative process. 
Artistry, improvisation and decomposition,  
Creative cross overs and confluences 
between discursive research methods and creative practices. 
Ongoing, layered and sometimes unpredictable… 
interweaving practices of research, theory and practice. 
(Found poem from Hughes et al. 2011, pp. 206–207, from Mullen, 2014) 

 

In this process, analysis and representation become intertwined (Prendergast, 2006, p. 372). 

Using experimental writing to both analyse and represent complex organisational practice 

became an ongoing practice in my Doctorate.  

The methodology proposed by Hughes and colleagues involves a practice-based approach to 

research in which “different methods of research and practice combine to develop and 

strengthen ongoing critical revisions of the value of applying theatre in complex and 

unpredictable contexts” (p. 191). A practised methodology is “responsive” to practice and 

supportive of “the creative social and political aims of projects” (p. 188). The three principles 

that underpin this methodology are artistry, improvisation and decomposition: 

The term ‘artistry’ refers to a crafted process of research that occurs as part of or 

alongside creative practice. ‘Improvisation’ refers to actions that take place during 

a research process that are spontaneous responses to unpredictable events and 

venture beyond the confines of predetermined design. ‘Decomposition’ refers to 

moments when designed and improvised research processes deteriorate in 

confrontation with experiences that confound expectations of an orderly, rule-

bound, habitable universe. (Hughes et al., 2011, p. 188)  

These principles can guide writing, as much as any other phase of the research process; calling 

for a writing process that enacts a responsive relationship of critical support with the practice 

it depicts.  

Creative Analytic Practice, understood as a collective term for a range of ethnographic writing 

practices, was the main method of analysis in my research (L. Richardson & Adams St. Pierre, 

2005). I see the principles proposed by Hughes et al. as consistent with Laurel Richardson and 
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Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre’s argument that writing is a way of knowing. For Richardson and 

Adams St. Pierre, writing and other creative modes of representation are accepted as “valid and 

desirable” methods of analysis, representation and knowledge production (p. 930). The process 

of “wording the world”, in my research the wording of creative and organisational practice, is 

a process by which “we construct the world, ourselves and others” (p. 923). In this process, 

artistry might refer to the way in which narratives of practice are crafted with care and rigour; 

improvisation to unplanned shifts in the language, form or structure that happen in the process 

of writing itself; and decomposition to the inevitable moments when, literally, words fail us, 

when accepted modes for writing research prove inadequate as a means to capture the complex 

lived experience of practice. 

My use of Creative Analytic Practice was emergent and ongoing. It started with experimental 

writing tasks with literature and preliminary field-journal entries and continued until the thesis 

was complete. I worked playfully with a range of research texts (academic literature, journal 

entries, interview recordings, transcripts, organisational documents, images and video footage) 

collected and generated throughout the fieldwork. The purpose was not necessarily to produce 

a finished art-work but to generate different ways of thinking, to explore a range of perspectives 

and to produce new questions. My writing tasks included: 

Write setting and character descriptions as if for the opening of a play 

Create a poem using only text from a journal entry, interview or document 

Write with a focus on the ‘other-than-human actors’, bring them to the fore not the people 

Write reflexively about an interview, foregrounding the experience of doing the interview 

Create a dialogue combining data with multiple research texts and/or theoretical material, 
to put different perspectives into conversation 

Start writing with the body, focus on sensations of time, movement, sound, light, other 
bodies, temperature, hunger etc. Let the world of the research in 

In three minutes write an immediate poetic response to the data 

Write up data as a short play scene 

Try using different fonts, font sizes and textual placement 

Rewrite a journal entry to include multiple subject positions 

[The final three tasks are taken from L. Richardson and Adams St. Pierre (2005)] 

These tasks helped me respond to challenges of seeing, explaining, representing and theorising 

the lived experiences of the companies participating in my research. 
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A compromised connoisseurship: The challenge of ‘seeing’ other people’s practice 

Regardless of the methodological approach, understanding practice requires the time to become 

fully aware of its contingencies and how one thing unfolds into another (Eisner, 1998, p. 70). 

Eisner (1998) reminds researchers that to understand the “complexities, nuances, and subtleties 

of aspects of the world” also requires a degree of skill built up through practice (p. 68). Writing 

about qualitative research in education, Eisner proposes that connoisseurship can be understood 

as a form of “epistemic seeing” (p. 68). Epistemic seeing does not privilege observation as the 

means of gaining knowledge. It involves multiple senses that may or may not include sight 

(Eisner, 1998, p. 68). The connoisseur’s prior knowledge and experience enables them to sense 

the subtleties and nuances of complex phenomena. Connoisseurship can be understood as a 

discerning consciousness of the qualities and multiple dimensions of phenomena as well as the 

relationship between them. 

Before commencing this research, I had worked for a range of theatre companies in 

management roles. As a researcher, I needed develop contextual knowledge and cultural 

competency for each of the sites of my fieldwork, but I was also able to ‘see’ the practices of 

the three theatre companies with some nuanced understanding because of my existing practice-

based knowledge. I could quickly understand a lot of what was going on, build relationships 

and intuit roles I could take in different situations. However, there were many aspects of each 

company’s work that remained difficult to understand. In the United Kingdom, it took nearly 

three solid days of the Artistic Director explaining C&T’s practice to me to begin to understand 

their specific approach and use of terminology. In Hong Kong, it took weeks before I started 

to see the work of FM Theatre Power in anything more than tiny fragments. This was partly 

due to the language difference, but also the distinct organisational structure and practices of 

FMTP:  

 

Molly: And do you get paid? 

Yukko: Oh no, no no. 

Molly: You just do it voluntarily…? The money just goes to the company? 

Yukko: You could say something like that.  But we always say that we’re not 
volunteers. 

Molly: Yes, I should remember that sorry. 

Yukko: That is OK. 
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Molly: So, you’re not, you’re not taking the payment… 

Yukko: Yes… 

Molly: But the money goes to the company, to your organisation… 

Yukko: Yes for the… 

Molly: For your productions…? 

Yukko: …for FM Theatre Power, yes. 

(Mullen, 2014) 

 

Scripting these experiences helped me realise the assumptions and expectations that I brought 

to my participant observations. To identify and differentiate a connoisseur draws on categories 

and labels which are inevitably based on established expectations and norms. The scene where 

I am trying to find the right language for describing the work of FM Theatre Power illustrates 

how the categories available to the researcher from their prior experience can sometimes 

exclude important aspects of other people’s lived experience. Our perceptions and responses 

to what we experience are always shaped by what we already know, or think we know, and so 

it is important to recognise that “a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing” (Eisner, 1998, p. 

67). My interpretations of what I experienced in each company were, to some extent, based on 

implicitly-held ideas about what an applied theatre company is or should be like, and, 

particularly, how they should manage and organise their work.  

I realised the limits of my existing vocabulary and conceptual understanding to represent and 

make sense of the experiences of each company. My response was to find ways to make the 

inevitable partiality of my understanding of the three companies evident in my writing: 

How to see a theatre company 
The first thing I see… 

I see 
an ever-shifting      entity. 
Every time I think I have worked out the coordinates 

It disappears    and 
(if I am lucky) 

re-emerges    somewhere else, 
in another form. 

 
Theatre companies, 
applied or otherwise, 
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appear one way to the outside world: 
a coherent 
organisational face, 
and then, 

like the Wizard of Oz, 
exist as something else 

behind the performance. 
 
20 volunteers not volunteers?, 
Five[?] regularly involved core members. 
A part time paid administrator no paid staff. 
A board, a series of articles, a website, social media posts… 
I am not even sure 
If there is an office, 
but there is was a shop… 

My first challenge: 
To try and comprehend 

The dynamics of this organisation: 
Who knows what? 

Who is where and when? 
What does each person do? 

Know? 
Want? 

How I can fit in? 
 
(Mullen, 2014) 

 

Hughes et al. (2011) propose that “[s]ituations of practice are inherently unstable, messy, 

interconnected, conflictual, uncertain, complex, and there is a need for usable knowledge 

practices … to respond to the unpredictable situations of practice” (p. 193). In my research, 

this applied to organisational and creative practices. Researching in a way that was responsive 

to practice meant finding a way to see and make visible its contingency, messiness and 

complexity, and to make evident the limits of my prior theoretical and experiential knowledge. 

Experimenting with poetry and scripting was a way to expose the gaps in my ‘epistemic seeing’ 

with each company, to show how my assumptions were challenged and extended through my 

engagement with their practice and experience. 

Familiar unfamiliarity: The challenge of positioning the researcher in organisational 

narratives 
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The familiarity challenge. 
Getting orientated. 
Navigating a city. 
Navigating research. 
Navigating myself. 
Blockhouse Bay, 
the same, but different, to 
Worcester, 
the same, but different, to 
Hong Kong. 
In each place: 
a new currency, 
a new mode of transport, 
a new Google-map, 
a new climate, 
a new culture, 
and a new language. 
 
(From Mullen, 2014) 

 

My research required an understanding of the histories, cultures, politics, languages and 

economics of three countries, and of basic spoken Cantonese. This afforded the degree of 

cultural competency and contextual knowledge necessary to understand the applied practices 

of the three theatre companies involved in this research and their financial and funding 

relationships. Even with such measures, however, cross-cultural research can sustain colonial 

models of understanding by privileging ways of knowing that silence local and indigenous 

knowledge (Smith, 1999). My research involved working in three countries with contested 

colonial histories (Smith, 1999, p. 6). As a white, English researcher I was conscious of the 

implications of researching in the, arguably, post-colonial contexts of New Zealand and Hong 

Kong. But neither could I take for granted that researching in the UK would negate cross-

cultural research issues. Writing the experiences of each company involved the same respect 

for the perspectives, self-determination, and ways of knowing of the research participants that 

underpinned all other aspects of my fieldwork (Smith, 1999). One way in which I responding 

to this challenge was to try and write reflexively. Through the use of scripted episodes, like the 

one included above, and research poems, I tried to make my position in each site evident:  

Call and response 
You call and 
I respond (in my language) 
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I call and 
You respond (in my language) 
The call creates the “conditions for the response” (Cohen Cruz, 2012) 
Or the relationship breaks down 
You call 
You call 
You call 
I look blankly back at you 
I call 
You apologise 
I pass the phone over to someone else 
 
(Mullen, 2014) 

 

Using creative writing as a method for analysis in my doctoral research was also a process of 

defamiliarisation. Methodologically, this connects with the concept from organisational 

ethnography of “making the familiar strange” (Ybema et al., 2009). Aesthetically, it connects 

to German theatre-maker and playwright Bertolt Brecht’s (2001) Verfremdungseffekt, the use 

of particular aesthetic techniques to make events in a play and the actions of characters appear 

remarkable to the audience, not natural or inevitable. The political intent of 

Verfremdungseffekt is to make the audience aware of these actions and events as produced by 

a particular historical and social context, and therefore revealing the potential for things to be 

otherwise (Brooker, 2007). Also relevant is Brecht’s later thinking about the importance of 

naivety, introduced supposedly in reaction to what he saw as a misinterpretation of his theories 

of estrangement in theatre (Schoeps, 1989). From the German Naiv, naivety indicates a 

“directness, intuitiveness, naturalness, freshness and vitality” (Schoeps, 1989, p. 190). The 

critical distance achieved through Verfremdungseffekt is not achieved at the expense of 

enjoyment, but with a playful aesthetic. Brecht’s concept of naivety in theatre reconnects the 

pleasurable experience of finding wonderment in the everyday to the political technique of 

Verfremdungseffekt (Schoeps, 1989, p. 191). Re-framing questions or problems arising during 

my fieldwork in fictional, symbolic and playful ways helped me to find different perspectives 

on seemingly mundane aspects of practice, or activities that appeared self-explanatory:  

Buying a chair 
I drive Caitlin to Lincoln Road Warehouse Stationary to buy an office chair. This 
seems to be something important, as it has been on the agenda since I started. 
Caitlin, however, comments that she does not care about the chair; she wants to be 
in the classroom, not on a chair. 
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To buy an office chair. 
Something that is considered important; 
On the agenda. 
She does not care about the chair, 
She wants to be in the classroom. 
 
On the agenda: 
-Care 
-Chair 
-Classroom 
   
Chair       Care  
        Classroom 
 
(Creative Analytic writing, from Mullen, 2014) 
 

At the time, buying the chair seemed unimportant. I recorded the story to make myself 

pay attention to what was an apparently banal everyday practice and consider the 

meaning of what is a ubiquitous organisational object, the office chair. Later, rewriting 

this story into a poetic form, I found a critical distance from the incident, connecting it to 

the company’s apparent need to separate out management work from creative classroom 

practice. This, in turn, drew me back to wider debates about the division of labour in arts 

organisations, to question the idea that creative practice and management practice within 

arts organisations are inherently antithetical, and argue that an ethic of care can underpin 

both. 

Subversive structures and more ambiguous metaphors: The challenge of writing the 

economies of applied theatre  

How we write about economy matters. For many feminist economists, discursive activity does 

not only effect how economy is understood, but also shapes the kinds of socio-economic 

practices that take place (Fraser & Gordon, 1994; Gibson-Graham, 2008). From this 

perspective, discursive activity is performative; it has political and material consequences. For 

me, attending carefully to the potential effects of the way I wrote about applied theatre practice 

was important from the start of the research. I set out to write the economies of applied theatre 

in a way that captured the ambiguities of practice; to offer possibilities for hope and action 

without promising a miraculous solution 
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In a challenge to the field of critical management studies, André Spicer, Mats Alvesson and 

Dan Kärreman (2009) identify a “taste” amongst critical management researchers “for ‘darker’ 

metaphors that draw out the dastardly and exploitative aspects of organizations” (p. 547). Dark 

metaphors are a powerful way to draw attention to negative experiences and problematic 

aspects of practice in applied theatre. In the literature on funding relationships and applied 

theatre, such dark metaphors include descriptions of practice ‘driven’ or manipulated by donors 

(Mundrawala, 2007), and of applied theatre makers like “vultures in the sky” (Ahmed, 2007, 

p. 211). Donors, meanwhile, are represented as duplicitous predators (Prentki & Preston, 2009; 

O’Connor, 2009). Spicer and colleagues argue there is a danger that such metaphors limit 

interpretive possibilities as they “lead to foregone conclusions” (p. 547). In their place, they 

propose using “mixed or ambiguous metaphors” that “open up space for a more ambivalent 

exploration of managerial practice” (p. 547). In the light of this critique, it seemed important 

to question the language used to describe applied theatre companies, donors and also applied 

theatre’s relationship with local and global economies, and to look in the midst of practice for 

ambiguous metaphors that might open up possibilities for action. My thesis ends with three 

poems that distil the full ethnography of each company, attempting to use ambiguous 

metaphors to create a sense of possibility (however tentative and risky). Here is the final poem: 

 A difficult fit 

“they play  
on different  

levels,  
you know?” 

They play 
The FMTP Way 
Concentrating “with your heart” 
With passion 
In 
the empty space 
of 
a community economy 
Filled up by collective action 
Pouring ‘surplus’ into 
Performative interventions 
In the fabric of the city 
Playful engagements 
Within and against 
Inconvenienced by 
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And inconveniencing 
its economies. 
(This poem includes excerpts from interview transcripts and concepts from: J. K. 
Gibson-Graham, 2006; Patti Lather, 2008 and Shannon Jackson, 2011, from 
Mullen, 2014)  

 

Postscript: Encouraging you to write 

As we have narrated, we write playfully, to make a difference with our writing, to make some 

sense of the complex issues and to capture the complexity of our lived experience, and of others 

lived experience. As described by Laurel Richardson (2005), we work with writing as a method 

of inquiry and methods of Creative Analytic Practice. We write to celebrate the richness and 

complexity of life, to disrupt traditional dominant structures and narratives, to acknowledge 

sensory and embodied experiences, and for pleasure. It is a process of doing writing, a process 

of crafting narratives of practice with care and rigour. It is a process of coming to know.  

 

And so we end with – Be brave. Have courage. Write.  
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