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Abstract

The current article articulates how the expectatibthheoretical consistency can be
constraining for qualitative researchers. The autbasiders the origins of the tradition of
theoretical consistency, and suggests that postmadsearch — particularly that which
focuses on social justice — might in fact be setwedonsidering possibilities that emerge
from multiple theoretical perspectives. To illustrate the agpia and contribution of
theoretical inconsistency, three concrete exangdflegw these ideas have been applied
within qualitative studies are discussed. By pratigally drawing connections across
theoretical differences, it is hoped that reseaschdll engage critically with their own
theoretical commitments and assumptions, thus agghemselves up to new possibilities
and to new and creative ways of coming together.
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| recently received feedback from a reviewer wimonemended | pay more attention to
theoretical consistency. This is something | haaenbtold before, and | understand the
importance of it — to a degree. That said, | fingseilf necessarily inconsistent, theoretically
speaking, in order to consistently support my ideagher ways. The current article is an effort
to articulate how the expectation of theoreticalsistency can be constraining, and why |
continue to find myself ‘cherry picking’ rather théoyally toeing one particular theoretical line.

The Tradition of Choosing a Theory and Sticking tolt

According to Corbin and Holt (2005), theory is ‘& sf concepts that are integrated throughout a
series of relational statements” (p. 49). With ttosicise definition, it is clear that theory is

indeed significant for all research — what reseaarhoccur without conceptualizing and
considering relational dynamics? That said, theeenamerous (and often contradictory) views of
what constitutes theory — for instance, is it sibcieonstructed, or does it ‘emerge’ from

empirical reality?

In general, regardless of which position is takernhese matters, researchers are often instructed
to understand — and make explicit - their theoaéticientation in order to ensure theoretical
consistency is maintained throughout the studye8ihan (2005) states definitively in a twelve
point guide for researchers of all levels of expece that it is important to “find a settled
theoretical orientation ... to provide a settledibdor inference and data analysis” (p. 39). Given
that vastly different theoretical orientations éxisand that our positions among them are not
necessarily static - where does this tradition cfnom and why is it considered to be universal?

Although it is widely recognized that different thies reflect different understandings of ‘truth,’
the tradition of consistently aligning with one ding is in fact closely related with a particular
notion of truth, which in turn is closely relatedthwa particular goal of research. To state it
frankly, 1 will quote Taylor (2007) who says, “tmember one problem of modern social science
has been modernity itself’ (p. 1). Allow me to aeledite.

According to Taylor (2007), modernist assumptioagehbecome so ‘true’ to most of us that we
rarely consider that they are in fact one collattd options among many, and that they emerged
out of particular social and political conditiofffiese modernist assumptions include such beliefs
as the following: the rights of individuals, thevyileging of human beings over all else, and —
importantly for the current discussion — the idéarder which has “become more and more
central to our notions of society and polity, reingkthem in the process” (p. 6). In this way, the
idea of order (as we now know it) has shifted frathieory that existed in the minds of a handful
of elites to become “an imperative prescription”{jp

It can be argued that the prescription of orderrgag:from a desire among these elites to control
the masses (Rose, 1998), but according to Tayll4Rthis was likely an opportunity that was
seized later on. In his estimation, this process lamyely altruistic in its aims, and emerged from
an important societal shift commonly referred t@ésenchantment. Disenchantment refers to the
emphasis on empirical evidence over magic andtsalitly (which previously determined the
‘world order’ as it was). Prior to Disenchantmemtrie were those who possessed power (due to
birth, largely), and those who did not. It was péfol belief that Disenchantment could
contribute to conditions of greater equality amamtividuals by removing the privilege from
those (elites) who were considered closer to Gagifted.

Disenchantment did not entirely succeed, but iticoes to have an impact. Along with a matrix
of contextual factors, it shifted modern worldvietwssuch an extent that citizens have come to
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view society as comprised of co-existing and coatirgy individuals — that which is emotional,
spiritual, and beyond the immediately visible re&las been dismissed as unscientific or
irrational. This emphasis on individual agency citmited to what Taylor (2007) calls the “great
disembedding” (p. 49) as we began prioritizing ioglividual selves over the collective in an
unprecedented way. At the same time, it contribtidalireaucratic structuring by which people
became valued for the role they play, rather thair inherent personal qualities — the value of
individuals became much more utilitarian than éxefiore. This was also interpreted as a
potentially equalizing systemic adjustment, in thaionger were some people simply born to
hold power. Now everyone (theoretically) was gitle@ opportunity to work their way to the top,
if only they went through the proper channels althegway. Again, the effectiveness in
achieving these aims can be disputed, but the ingfdhese shifts continues to be felt.

These new understandings of how the world workshdidonly influence the structures within
society, but — as is central to Taylor's (2007 )uangnt — they altered ‘social imaginaries’ in ways
that inform not only what we see as desirable alad what we see as possible. That is, they
established a foundation for a new Truth which easastic departure from what was understood
before. Recognizing the historical emergence afghmodernist notions is important, because
“once we are installed in the modern social imagind seems the only possible one, the only
one that makes sense” (p. 17).

But now, here we are, “installed” as Taylor migaysin a Truth system that requires order be
established and adhered to in all our endeavanigrént in this modernist worldview are
positivist assumptions of objectivity, rationalind an emphasis on mastery and self-
determination. As Frost and colleagues (2010) eleséqualitative research has largely
implicitly adhered to positivist epistemology” @57), limiting possibilities for pluralism within
inquiry. Because of this embeddedness within aupnesl ordered reality, it has become the
responsibility of researchers to glean what thdeors. In other words, as a researcher, as long as
all my ducks are in a row and | am clear to myaall my audience as to how my study is
theoretically guided, | should avoid the risk ahtis falling apart along the way. As Taylor
(2007) suggests: from such a perspective, “if thigg wrong, it's always someone’s fault” (p.
130). There is no room in this modern social imagjrfor a dis-ordered world; there is only
room for individuals who don’t do due diligencetapping into its inherent order (ie. truth). From
within this positivist paradigm, the tradition dfetoretical consistency makes sense.

So, while current developments in qualitative reseapen up multiple possibilities regarding
which theoretical orientation a researcher mightdirom (Frost et al., 2010), there remains an
underlying norm of singularity in the expectatitvat the key to a coherent study is theoretical
consistency.

Qualitative Research and Social Justice

In many of the resources available to researcheisei preparation for inquiry, the issue of
theoretical consistency is highlighted. Researchmrsvarned that inconsistency in the early
stages of conceptualization can lead to difficaltater on. This is indeed a significant
consideration, and let it be known that | am nguarg here for haphazard conceptualization. |
have appreciated the guidance | have received $tgrervisors and mentors in this regard. In
fact, it is out of my respect faverall consistency that | fear consistency in a strittoretical
sense may create an unnecessary tension withinrimyesearch.

Particularly after the postmodern turn, researamiderstood by many not only as a tool by
which things can be proved or disproved, but ashlty which change can actually be
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accomplished (Fortun & Bernstein, 1998). Many datilie researchers have involved
themselves in the search for theories and methgasdhat facilitate concrete social change. In
so doing, they have contributed to rich dialogusmvidedge-generation, and interventions that
fall outside the boundaries of tradition (see Bat§96; Berikoff, 2006; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000;
Ellis, 1994; Etmanski & Pant, 2007; Hertz, 199%ale, 1996; Lee & De Finney, 2004;
Polkinghorne, 2007). These researchers have iveytaved their own paths by embracing
(and oftentimes creating) approaches to reseaathdfiect the complex worlds in which they are
embedded, including such movements as Appreciatiygry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 1999),
participatory research (Hall, 2005), and actioreagsh (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). As Bochner
(2000) says:

...we know that the phenomena we study are meesyplicated, uncertain and soft.
Somewhere along the line, we became convincedhbat qualities were signs of
inferiority, which we should not expose. It appe&bsafer to keep the untidiness of
our work to ourselves. (p. 267)

In a recent volume entitlggualitative Inquiry and Social Justicthe efforts of a diverse range of
researchers committed to issues of justice are tedii® demonstrate this shift in priority from
‘showing’ to ‘doing’ (Denzin & Giardina, 2009). Whkithe approaches exemplified in the
volume range from performance pieces, to critiqgogenerative knowledge production, the
overall emphasis is not so much on the ‘truth’edfaarch, but on its pragmatic function in society
at large. Denzin and Giardina (2009) explicitlytsténeir intentions in the introduction of this
volume by asserting that as researchers, “We alenger called to jushterpretthe world ...
Today, we are called twhangethe world and to change it in ways that resisistice while
celebrating freedom and full, inclusive, particqpgt democracy” (p. 13, emphasis in original).

Central to this move for research to contributedoial justice is an emphasis on multiplicity
rather than a single, hegemonic truth (Denzin, 2006dd (2008) insists that “it is pluralism and
difference that needs to be made meaningful intiag@aossibilities for a better future” (p. 16).
Indeed, intentionally folding in multiple perspe&ts and approaches to research practices has
been described as a necessary shift in “the indguoirgstructure” in that “it better serves a system
of democratic values” (Fortun & Bernstein, 19981p1). In this way, might inviting multiple
perspectives, rather than loyally adhering to tweeseen as an valuable aspect of research that
seeks to alter the current state of affairs?

How Theoretical Consistency May Be ... Inconsistent

As with many of the taken-for-granted aspects séagch practice, theoretical consistency makes
perfect sense from within a particular positivistition. However, when asked to be more
theoretically consistent, | experience a tensiat kfind somewhat difficult to place. Upon

further reflection, | have come to realize it ig ihconsistency of such a request that compels me
to resist.

Richardson’s (2000) recommendation that we consldeimplications of how research is written
makes space for critical engagement with this ti@uf theoretical consistency, accepting it as
one possible approach to inquiry, but not the amlg. In interpretive inquiry, for example,
strictly adhering to one mode of interpretation barrestrictive and even misleading. It can
control the analytic process by ensuring the ‘fiigdi’ are intelligible within the favoured
theoretical line of thinking, thus limiting the &ty of researchers to creatively consider new
possibilities. Alternatively, considering whatltipletheories might have to offer in a particular
inquiry can free researchers up to follow the wasithreads that may emerge and to dialogue
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with others across seemingly incommensurable thieatalifferences.

Drawing from multiple traditions is currently requged as a legitimate and valuable approach to
methodologyparticularly when working from a postmodern pexdjve. One very concrete
example of this is an approach commonly referreakstbricolage. Bricolage is an
interdisciplinary approach to qualitative resedafwt draws greatly from both social
constructionism and hermeneutics. It considers gimema in relation to their particular contexts
and in light of the processes under which they bwgocially or relationally constructed. It is
also highly perspectival, placing great emphasithervalue of multiple interpretations. As a
result, bricolage researchers often find themsedvawing from philosophical research
extensively. Its name comes from the French waridpleur, which “describes a handyman or
handywoman who makes use of the tools availabtenaplete a task” (Kincheloe, 2001, p. 680).
But as an approach to inquiry, it means much ntoaa that.

The fuzzy term ‘interdisciplinary’ is as much a Ebdconstruction as anything else, but in
general, Kincheloe (2001) describes interdiscipitpas “a process where disciplinary
boundaries are crossed and the analytical framesuod than one discipline are employed by the
researcher” (p. 685). As such, bricolage is “boupaeork” (p. 691) which does not only tolerate
difference, butultivatesit “as a spark to researcher creativity” (p. 68i@entionally working in
and around boundaries enables researchers tallyittmgage with what is by drawing lessons
from across boundaries, pulling old ideas into wewexts, and considering alternative
constructions and their implications, thereby paghhe limits of knowledge. This can contribute
to innovation rather than replication, privilegipgssibilities rather than certainty. Bricolage
acknowledges that “no research act or interpraéisk begins on virgin territory. Countless acts
of meaning making have already shaped the tefnairrésearchers explore” (Kincheloe, 2005, p.
332). Taking this as the starting place, the pwrpdghis interdisciplinary approach is to account
for such complexity and begin to work against theialy constructed constraints that limit our
sense of what may be (Kincheloe, 2005).

Methodologically, bricolage has been embracednyuéxperience tells me that the value of such
an approach has not been equally recogrtizedretically Caputo (1993) reminds us of the
promise of letting “many flowers bloom ... advodad] pluralisation and novelty,

experimentation and innovation” (p. 39), and Foramd Bernstein (1998) offer that “... it is better
to err on the side of openness and multiplicityntba the side of monologic consensus” (p. 134).
| will accept these generous assertions as sufgrdtie possibility that theoreticalconsistency
may in fact beonsistentvith a postmodern orientation to inquiry.

Of course, | am not the first to suggest this. K#g2005), for example, hints at the possibility of
“theoretical sampling” (p. 167) by which researchean discern throughout the inquiry process
when new perspectives might be necessary to incaalong the way, in order to deepen the
analytic process. And Alvesson and Skoldberg (20893t that “many difficulties in the social
sciences appear to be caused by importing a pissiiew of how science ‘should’ be practiced”
(p. 22) and that this view is based on an “errosgmcture of how the natural sciences really
work” (p. 22). Allowing for the fact that in ‘reayi’ things can “fly apart at any minute” (Fortun
& Bernstein, 1998, p. 201), why do we not allowsttisk in our endeavours to inquire into our
reality?

A study on pluralism in qualitative research (Freisal., 2010) indicates that different
methodological approaches bring about significadifferent results, and acknowledges that
consideration of pluralism is significant. Althoutite authors call for further investigation of this
aspect of research, their study considers only ogetibgical pluralismamongresearchers
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without recognizing that polyvocality (Gergen & @en, 2000) existwithin a researcher’s
approach as well. | believe honest inclusion of #spect of research can open space for the
possibilities that might emerge from multipheeoreticalconsiderations within qualitative studies
as well.

There is one more reason | believe doing so migimetimes be a very pragmatic choice. This is
directly related to the previous discussion abaalitptive inquiry and social justice. If |, as a
researcher, wish to contribute something to thddimeyond my own desk - that is, if | am
committed to the ideals of social justice as aléited above - then | must realize that not
everyone will share my view of what this looks likenust accept the fact that there will be
readers who view my research from a drasticalliedéft theoretical orientation than my own.
And if | wish to dialogue across the expanse tiestthetween our worldviews, then my work
must hold some relevance to their own lives andkwibil can strive to understand how that
which | am advocating through my research can ppated through multiple theoretical lenses,
then perhaps the gulf between us may in fact tsetexd. While we may not come to adopt each
other’s ‘theories’ as complete packages, we mayectinsee that the differences between us do
not extend to every aspect of life and work. And thay in turn create space for important
generative dialogues and collaborations that presijodid not take place, contributing to the
potential of positive social change. Indeed, asZireand Giardina (2009) state, “the principle of
inclusion has a democratic dimension, ensuringittsatfar as it is possible, all relevant voices
are heard” (p. 24). With this in mind, perhapsaehbves me to consider my loyalty as a
researcher to lie witthis aspect of inquiry, and challenge myself to conside work through
multiple theoretical lenses, rather than neatlgratig with a particular theoretical school of
thought.

Why | Love Picking Cherries

There is nothing that makes me squirm more thamlaxiped division that has developed around
a dinner table during conversations over politroatters: right or left, conservative or liberal,
sustainability or development. The conversatiorobes neither interesting nor productive when
people’s identities are so intertwined with the pamwhich they assign themselves that they can
no longer hear anything outside of it. Is this Imotv wars begin?

By the same token, there is nothing that excitesirapresses me more than someone who can
simultaneously speak many languages, pulling digpagroups into the same room together, and
speak with - and listen to - them all with equaprect. How is it, for example, that John Caputo
(2004) can speak of religion to a diverse grouppised of both atheists and those who hold
various spiritual beliefs, and the issue of his oretigious location’ does not have to be
addressed? Nobody seems concerned with what heyone else in the room ‘believes in’
personally. The gathering is about open exchandggeaf, and about moving towards hopeful
possibilities which may draw from multiple spirituaalities in a way that requires none to be
more right (or wrong) than any other.

Gergen, McNamee, and Barrett (2001) point to theoimance of such ‘transformative dialogue,’
by suggesting it is through (often uncomfortablegm dialogue across differences that
“contentious realities” can be effectively addresge 698). As a concrete example, they point to
‘the Public Conversations Project’ in which indiuals representing seemingly incommensurable
differences (such as pro-life and pro-choice) aoaipht together to share food and eventually
dialogue throughout an evening. The results includeeper understanding of complexities of
the issue, the cultivation of compassion, andyin,tthe potential for less violent reactions to
differences when it comes to the issue of abortion.
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In the same way, intentionally drawing from dispearheoretical traditions offers the hopeful
possibility of communicating across what otherwisay feel like incommensurable ideological
differences. By stating my theoretical orientatéord adhering to it dogmatically, am | not setting
myself up to be dismissed by anyone who does raseghy inclinations? And perhaps more
importantly, am | not setting myself up to dismisguable ideas that may exist outside of my
particular ‘club,’” but which may, nonetheless, havenething valuable to contribute to my
learning?

In fact it is this aspect of theoretical inconsmtgthat | find most useful and productive. As an
example: | recently co-wrote an article in whichwished to articulate our distress with the
current service model of care. Our concern was thighendency to locasocial problems

within individuals and then ‘treat’ them as if thaseindividual problems (such as diagnosing
and treating depression, without responding testwal dysfunctions that contributed to the
onset of depressive ‘symptoms’). In order to suppor point, wecould havedoyally drawn from
one particular approach, and present a deep asalfytie applicability of this approach to our
research interest. Thomas Szasz (2002), for instdras done a great deal of work to resist the
tendency towards diagnosis. While this may be gedepy some (likely those who already know
and appreciate Szasz's work), it will also be rngjddy some (such as our reviewer, who clearly
does not appreciate Szasz’'s work on the basisdirbader theoretical and political alignments).

Alternatively, we decided to articulate our disgr@gth the current service model of care by
drawing from such disparate thinkers as Foucaulsli@uch as Rose), Marxists (such as Friere),
and social constructionists (such as Gergen). Ofseothis immediately paves the way for
charges of theoretical inconsistency. But miglaisb be fruitful? If we can draw from across
theoretical divides to support the fact that weae@justice occurring, then might this
theoretical inconsistency actually contribute taraportant societal shift that those of various
minds can get behind? Denzin and Giardina (20af)earin fact, that the “proliferation,
intermingling, and confluence of paradigms” cantdbnte to a much-needed politics of hope (p.
34).

Allowing for Theoretical Inconsistency within Qualitative Inquiry

My intention thus far has been to open space fdtiptigity within interpretive inquiry by
presenting the possibility that at times theor¢iimeonsistency may make sense. With this in
mind it would not logically follow for me to eithe) insist on it at all times, or b) provide
definitive recommendations as to how this shoulddree. Perhaps, then, the most appropriate
way for me to demonstrate how these ideayplay out in research would be to offer some cases
in point from my own experience. Because | am djpadly speaking to research which is
responsive (regarding ‘what is’) and generativetéims of ‘what may be’), then these are to be
read merely as examples that emerged within péaticesearch contexts. They are not intended
to be universalized, but simply to ground the prasidiscussion in something concrete.

Reinterpreting data through different theoretical lenses

| suggested previously that there is a democréiment to inviting multiple perspectives —
including theoretical perspectives — into the regea@rocess. Doing so can contribute to the
generative function of qualitative research by mgvis out of entrenched practices towards
alternative ways of being. It can sometimes eveititiae speaking and listening across
seemingly incommensurable ideological expansesg@beet al., 2001). | would add here that it
is also fruitful to consider multiple perspectivaghat it can thicken understandings by
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contributing additional relevant considerationshi® situation. From this perspective, rather than
seeing any particular theoretical perspective asdurate, they might instead be understood as
incomplete (Sen, 2009). ‘Trying on’ additional (ev&eemingly conflicting) theoretical lenses
can deepen a researcher’s understanding of theptesron under study by adding layers of
consideration to the study.

An example of this from my own experience is a gtedtittedEven now: Ongoing and
experiential interpretations of childhood lo@$ewbury, 2007). In this study, | interviewed three
adult participants (all siblings) about their expaces of multiple losses in their childhoods.
These participants were also my family membersveas very concerned about simplifying
representations of their experiences; | wante¢kn@awledge the complexities and contradictions
within them. Ultimately, and as stated in my algtirehoped to “achieve a richer understanding
of ongoing experiences of childhood loss” (p. iExen though my three participants had endured
the same losses, they did not interpret or expegigimem in the same ways. In order to honour
their diverse experiences, and in order to dramftioe vast body of literature on childhood loss
(also often contradictory), | decided that rattemt sticking with one theoretical orientation, |
would experiment by reinterpreting the same datauth four different lenses.

The four lenses that | felt were relevant to thiglg (based on the literature, the discourses
employed by my participants, and my own theoreteaibpectives) were: developmental
psychology, a cultural perspective, social consitbaism, and hermeneutics. Thus, | went about
deeply engaging in a literature review, an analysisgl a discussion of my ‘findings’ based on
eachof these four lenses. | referred to them as letisesighout the study because | was
genuinely attempting to ‘try them on’ in order tora openly engage with each perspective. If
instead | had grounded myself firmly in the theioadtorientation with which | most readily
identified at the time, this process may not hasenbas rich and at times | am sure | would have
moved too quickly to critique. Trying the lensesamif | was putting on a pair of glasses, on the
other hand, | was more able to acknowledge theiborions of these various perspectives (while
still critically engaging with them), as well asthmportant impacts they had on the meaning my
participants made of their experiences with loss.

This was not about impartiality; it was, rather,exercise in role playing. At the end of each
section | wrote a reflexive piece in which | engdgéth my experience of trying on that
particular lens. This exercise in theoreticelonsistency was not about finally settling on the
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ interpretation of or response thildhood loss. It was about recognizing that
“even with participants | know well, share histovith, and feel deep care towards, it was
necessary to open myself up to their stories anglilieg to adjust my presuppositions
throughout the conversations” (p. 120).

In the end, | felt — and still maintain — that thi®cess of theoretical experimentation facilitated
an openness that can precipitate approaches tsbpgort and inquiry that are more responsive
and less prescriptive. This can be valuable botksearcland practice which involves living,
breathing human subjects.

Second-guessing findings as responsible researclaptice

As noted earlier, theoretical inconsistency isoeable in part due to the fact that as individual
researchers we are all polyvocal (not singulagunorientations and influences. As polyvocal
beings (Gergen & Gergen, 2000) who are influenagdnly by our chosen theoretical
orientations, but also by relational experiences;utsive practices, embodied understandings,
and new information (among countless other dimerssad experience), we may in fact, from one
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moment to the next, unwittingly experience our tledioal leanings shift beneath us.

In a study with adolescent girls who use crystalhmmphetamine, Dr. Marie Hoskins and |
found ourselves in a situation in which theoret&iafle-mindedness very nearly steered us in a
direction that wagconsistent with our overall intention of contrimgito the cultivation of more
just counselling practices for young people witdiations. Our desire to glean findings that (we
thought) followed neatly from the social constrantst theoretical orientation with which we had
publically identified had begun to drive our proges analysis. This temporarily blinded us to
multiple other relevant factors that were at playoth for us and for our young participants.

Through reflexive dialogue with each other, we ddwgurselves making assumptions about our
participants’ experiences with crystal methamphetanThese assumptions were based in our
own prior understandings of addiction, informegbart by social constructionist interpretations
of identity and meaning making (Newbury & Hoski@810a). It was only by being willing to
critically engage with our own theoretical commitrtee(and assumptions about those
commitments) that we were able to open ourselves tige possibility that more was at play. We
noted,

... We too are constantly engaged in discursive fmest-in our field and more
generally in society—that tend toward individualiaa. ... It was only when
reflecting on our own tendencies to locate problertisin individuals that space
was made for alternatives.Challenging these patfimim discourses does not only
require critiquing dominant practices but, perhaqgse importantly, it requires a
commitment to critically engage with our own praes. (p. 19)

Dogmatic insistence on theoretical loyalty mightdénarecluded such insights and would, in turn,
have compromised the potential contribution ofrdsearch in which we were engaged. As it
turned out, | believe the learning we ultimatelarsd from this studbetterreflects a social
constructionist orientation than did our initiahdlings’ (see Newbury & Hoskins, 2010a, 2010Db,
and 2010c). The fact remains, however, that hadatdeen at least willing to re-engage with
our own assumptions (theoretical or otherwise} would have been a less rigorous inquiry
process.

Moving in unanticipated directions by ‘writing thro ugh’

The difference between research that aims to $pletdn ‘what is’ and research that hopes to
carve out new directions for ‘what may be’ is thiwse of us who are engaging in the latter have
no idea (really) where we're going. The purposesgtarch that aims to rather tharshow

(Denzin & Giardina, 2009) is to bring us to platest we likely could not have gone otherwise
(or at least, likely would not have). Thus, whegaging in inquiry of this kind there needs to be
at least a willingness to move in unanticipateé@dtions, to be open to surprises, and to be
reflexive enough to recognize surprises if theyrdteed come along. This includes an openness
to consider theoretical perspectives which mayhaet previously been part of one’s repertoire.

I am currently embarking on a PhD entiti@dntextualizing care: Alternatives to the
individualization of struggles and suppdgtriving not to restrict myself before the inquiry
unfolded, | aimed to incorporate these ideas attmupossibility of theoretical inconsistency into
my research process from the beginning. This has he easy feat, and space does not allow me
to go into all the details of it here. What hasrbeemensely useful for me as a tool in this
endeavour, however, has been the notionvthiéing itself can be understood as a meaningful
research method. When intentionally employed ab,swidting invites movement in
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unanticipated directions (includirigeoreticaldirections), which is what | am advocating in this
discussion.

In order to engage with my inquiry in an interpretivay, and to explore outside of that which
has been naturalized as ‘the’ way to do researtleéson & Skoldberg, 2009), | have realized
that for me, writing cannot merely be a matter @fuimenting after the fact. Importantly,
Richardson (2000) recommends that attention bermaidnly to what we write, but how. St.
Pierre (1997) agrees and refers to the procesgofporating writing (and with it, analysis)
throughout the entirety of a research procesgefiexive nomadic writing.” She describes this as
an ethical research practice in part because trhitsparency. But more importantly, it is ethical
because it enables research to move outside efipected, to push the limits of the taken-for-
granted trappings of order, systems, distinct §iefistudy, and the quest for outcomes. She
describes nomadic writing as follows:

This kind of writing is antihierarchical ... It §§ gets stuck, thumbs its nose at
order, goes someplace the author did not knowexkishead of time, stumbles over
its self, spins around its middle foregoing endsps idea around idea in some
overloaded imbrications that flies out of contrtioi a place of no return. (p. 414)

Used as a tool to invite the unexpected, it iswritten by its authors; nomadic writing “write its

authors” (St. Pierre, 1997, p. 414). Haphazardiasnay sound, research requires a degree of
chaos. Without letting go of control, nothing nesuld be learned; we would simply prove and
re-prove what we expected from the beginning.

With this in mind, every time | think | have nailddwn my direction, it is necessary for me to
remind myself to remain open enough to change igyen scrap it) when my learning suggests |
should — and ‘writing through’ facilitates this pgess of discernment as well. Since the focus of
my study is human service systems, which existippert children and families in constantly
changing social conditions, the learning that cofrm® the moments of tension within this
inquiry process is hugely significant for my work.

Concluding Thoughts

To conclude, | would like to return to the opendigcussion about the origins of theoretical
consistency as an expectation in research. Iptingose of research is to prove a singular truth,
then yes: adhering to the one ‘true’ interpreting@rfework makes sense, as far as consistency is
concerned. But if the purpose of research is tdrifmute to concrete changes in the social world,
then demonstrating how multiple theories mightinfeuch a shift makes sense as far as
consistency is concerned.

It is for this reason that | am convinced that ¢here times when theoretical consistency can
restrict our ability to move beyond “polarizationdaelitism” and limit the possibilities for
constructive dialogue “between personal and inegiy communities,” as called for by Denzin
and Giardina (2009, p. 35). Perhaps it is thiy ¥fem of uncomfortable dialogue that might
contribute to a greater openness when it comedetsiwhich might, in turn, enable researchers
to finally “imagine new ways of what we"dd@aylor, 2007, p. 15, emphasis in original) — and
enact thosa@ew'social imaginaries.’
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