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Rehearsing Practice Research 

 

Hello everyone and thanks to Carolina and Anthony for inviting me here today, giving 

me the opportunity to share some thoughts on practice research. 

 

As Carolina said I am an artist and Professor of Art & the Public Sphere in the 

Centre for Postdigital Practices at Coventry university. I have a PhD by publication 

and practice.  

And although I am interested in the potential of the Public Sphere as a way to 

change opinion and produce a better way to live together,  I am also concerned with 

it’s troublesome nature, I am currently working on a special issue of the Art and 

Public Sphere Journal, entitled Monumental Statues, History and Emancipation in 

which I am considering what the Black Lives Movement teaches the theory of the 

Bourgieos Public Sphere. And here today I am interested to enquire into what ways 

practice research can help destabilise rational thought and reasoned argument 

which as we know is foregrounded in some versions of public sphere theory. 

 

So I am going to talk about practice research – some of its charastics, a few 

examples of PhD work and then I want us to experiment with how we might articulate 

Practice – research by taking a quick look at an interview by Stephen Shuktis (Shoe-

kai -tis) and Stefano Harney and Fred Moten as part of their Undercommons book – 

just to enjoy the way that they talk postively and informally about learning, study and 

collaboration. Not sure how much time we will have for this but anyway it’s a 

proposition and something that might be useful later on. 

 

The academy has endorsed and foregrounded versions of rational knowledge since 

the Enlightenment. The duality between reason and affect was endorsed by Kant 

who saw reason as a process that would advance general understandings of virtue, 

ethics, and morality. Kant was suspicious of affect as he thought it disrupted the 

normal process of choice, leading to actions based solely on feeling. For Kant, affect 

rapidly grows to a degree of feeling which makes reflection impossible thus he 

regarded it is thoughtless. Thereby he distanced the cognitive from the emotional. 

Hobbes emphasises the connection between reason and knowledge, but he does 

concede that nothing can ever fully be understood just with reason, we need the 
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presence of sense and memory to cognize.  Locke and Hume pursue the connection 

between reason and knowledge, with Locke proposing a symbiotic relationship 

between reason and the passions, and Hume defining reason as an instinctive 

response, rather than a process. 

 

We could maybe forgive this dismissal of affect by enlightenment thinkers - during 

the development of the public sphere. We could say that these philosophers were 

trying to break down the influence that the church and the monarchy had on the 

people  - which they perceived to have been achieved by affective means. For them 

beliefs had to based on demonstrable knowledge to enable a liberal society to 

emerge, one independent from god and king. 

 

Although Western philosophical thought does not necessarily dismiss affective states 

as meaningless, however the consequence of this separation of reason and affect 

shaped the tendency to associate rationality with knowledge-making and science. 

What I am trying to get at here is that I think that we still understand knowledge in 

the making of research in the same way and this has an impact on how we consider 

practice research. This is still the dominant way in which structures of research 

within the academy or research councils, research exercise frameworks are based 

on. There is a dominant ideology of thought that ‘normalises’ such adages, as think 

with our brain and act with our heart, listen to our head, follow your gut etc. These 

expressions support the view that these two ways of thinking are opposite extremes 

of the same continuum.  We know that Eastern philosophy, by contrast, views 

emotion and rationality as potentially opposable but ultimately reconcilable states. 

Work has been done on this, Seigworth & Gregg’s, 2010 book The Affect Theory 

reader which includes the work of Ahmed and Musami and situates affect in relation 

to media theory. And more recently Ainsworth and Bells’ article in which they discuss 

‘affective pedagogy versus affective knowledge.’ 

 

Nowdays, even Merriam Webster dictionary defines Affect, as a noun, the conscious 

emotion that occurs in reaction to a thought or experience. 

And Zizi Papacharissi in her 2015 book on Affective Publics says, 
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What reason, belief, and ideology suggest - affect, feeling, and emotion frequently 

overturn in favor of the irrational. Yet affect, feeling, and emotion also reflexively 

drive movements that express rationally focused expressions of ideological beliefs.  

Therefore, affect is central to the way we form values and opinion in order  to make, 

contribute to and understand the world. 

So, what I am getting at here is if we accept  affect as a way of thinking and 

receiving knowledge, responding to a situation, and as a crucial part of how we 

comprehend circumstances in the world, how we arrive at decisions etc  then can we 

say that affective processes are part of how we learn and therefore must be part of 

how we do research. 

I have taken us quickly through why I think this two aspects of cognition have been 

estranged. And suggested this is particularly tricky for those of us working within the 

area of practice research. Although I genuinely think it is a bigger problem for all. 

Knowing again and again in the same way might in fact be the major drawback to 

rethinking the way we live together. The enlightenment’s engagement with scientific 

understanding mapped onto to technological and economic progress through 

modernity has maybe led to the stuckness of liberal democracy, the way we are 

taught to think and learn might be holding us back from thinking and learning 

differently. What happens if reasoned, rational thinking might only led us to 

advanced capitalism and neo-liberalism. 

 

For practitioners affective thinking is always part of the process of making an object 

or conceiving of a ‘materially based immaterial response’ to a set of circumstances. 

Perhaps in art and design subjects it is / has been more difficult to separate reason 

from affect. Whereas, I am convinced that the combination of affect and reason is a 

closer explanation to the way we think and learn, affect has always been 

foregrounded and normalised in the arts through practical outcome practice. ( I agree 

that writing is a practice –  but it is different to what I am getting at here – and we 

probably need longer for this conversation) 

 

My objective today has been to consider the ways in which knowledge and thereby 

knowledge-making practices are understood by the institutions of research, so I will 

depart from what we might understand to be ‘artistic research’, research carried out 

by artists as part of the production of artworks and I will continue with an exploration 
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of the infrastructural contexts of research, namely the way in which the academy 

understands practice research. I will use the term practice-led as I think it more 

specifically fits to how I see artists working within the remit of practice-research today 

within the institution.  

 

There are ongoing debates about what is considered practice research within art 

although there no real consensus beyond the field. However, Biggs and Karlsson 

(2011: 144) put forward one of the more comprehensive definitions of it as research 

that is ‘Embedded in artistic and academic contexts [and] … seeks to convey and 

communicate content that is enclosed in aesthetic experiences, enacted in creative 

practices, and embodied in artistic products’. Efva (Eiver) Lilja (Liveya) (2015: 14) 

defines it as: ‘research conducted by artists, who research within and through the 

arts. Artistic methodologies are applied and the end result is presented in the way 

that is best suited for the content and theme of the project.’  

We also have to acknowledge that although practice-led research in art is conducted 

primarily through the medium of practice, it is situated at the confluence of practice, 

theory and history and requires that the practitioner-researcher is fluent in all these 

fields. 

 

There is some disagreement as to whether the ‘art work’ is the ultimate goal of 

practice-led research, or whether it is the knowledge/ insight/ know-how produced 

through and during the research process. It can be argued however, that the 

practitioner-researcher embraces an ideology that recognises that research is 

valuable both as a form of standalone and conceptual academic knowledge and a 

tacit, non-conceptual knowledge that feeds back into and furthers practice.  

 

Another point of contention is whether practice-led research should seek to give 

verbal expression to the non-conceptual knowledge it may produces. For Candy, 

(2006: 9), rational, scholarly linguistic description of the creative process that 

verbalizes the non-conceptual content of practice is desirable. Biggs and Karlsson 

hold that such explication is neither desirable, nor always possible and that it ‘risks 

shrinking the programme into a sort of decoding exercise’ where the artworks and 

the practice become secondary to their verbal interpretations (2011: 169). They offer 
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other non-verbal alternatives which include arguementation that is coded in videos, 

scripts, diagrams or notebooks. 

 

Scrivener (2002) goes further and calls for a more nuanced understanding of 

research to be applied to visual art, one that fully acknowledges the differences 

between the objectives of the art practice and academic research. In particular, he 

calls for artistic research to be fully cognisant of its own disciplinary goals and to 

negotiate its own terms of engagement with the academic research field. 

 

Scrivener proposes that an ideal scenario for many practice-led researchers is for 

the making process to be ‘understood as a form of research and the art object as a 

form of knowledge’ (2002). He refutes the position that knowledge is produced 

through the making process, as this effectively designates the art object as a by-

product of the research process (Scrivener, 2002).  

 

While within the art school there maybe agreements as well as nuanced 

disagreements  what is acceptable and useful for the understanding of the value of 

practice-research, this approach to knowledge-making suffers when advice is given 

by those inexperienced or unassociated with the discipline. The lack of appreciation 

of the value of practice-research  can have a delitrious impact upon the direction of a 

PhD study and no doubt influences the way research council funding is currently 

distributed. However, there is more at stake than particular disciplines missing out on 

the cash and credit. I think the bigger question is 

How can the recognition and adoption of affective forms of learning and knowing 

impact the way we produce the world together? 

 

LINK 

Why is practice-led research not received easily,,,,, 

There are a number of reasons that practice-led research is difficult to follow and 

therefore difficult to translate to other disciplines : 

• Practice-led research charts a different course to other forms of academic 

research insofar as it is sometimes not possible to articulate research 

questions and problems at the beginning; they are prone to shifting and 

changing.  
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• It tends to be ‘discovery-led’ as opposed to ‘hypothesis-led’ (Rubidge 2005: 8 

in Biggs and Karlsson, 2011: 164). Prompted by hunches and intuitions as 

well as tacit understandings and practical knowledge and experience  

• There is no one method to comprehend – methods/ methodologies of 

research are invented each time a researcher makes a project, this is 

because of the contingent nature of art and design which works concurrently 

with the world and is thwarted or facilitated by the contingent nature of making 

immaterial or material things 

• The method and the outcome might be the same object: there are a number 

of ways that the research and the way in which it is carried out overlap and 

fold back on itself. 

• The epistemological stance of the practice-led researcher is that they are both 

the subject and the object of the research. As a result of this insider 

perspective, self-reflexivity is of central importance to practice-led research; it 

is necessary for the practitioner-researcher to also be a self-observer. 

Moreover, as Gray and Malins (2004: 21) note, the knowledge produced 

through practice-led research is ‘inter-subjective, context bound, and is a 

result of a personal construction’. 

• ‘Reality creation’; it can result in entirely new formats for art and design, 

where scientific research simply reproduces a familiar version of reality. The 

ability of the practitioner-researcher to imagine reality other than it is. 

Moreover, while philosophy shares this imagining of things differently, it 

remains in a theoretical/hypothetical forms, whereas the practitioner-

researcher puts it into practice, they seek to make the impossible possible 

(Lilja 2015: 16, 49).  

 

To give you an idea how this looks in a PhD thesis we can turn to a few examples.  

POWER POINT 

My student Adam Walker recently completed his PhD at the RCA entitled; 

Ways of being beyond the perpetuating inequalities of the technosphere: Textual 

artistic intervention as a vital strategy in enabling resistant agency 
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In order to address issues that arose through his engagement with his practice 

Walker arrives at a type of Argumentation through Lexis and Praxis and constructs 

these two positions not to be dialectical but rather to engage with each other. 

These is an extract from his abstract, He says 

This thesis comprises an interwoven, overlapping body of artistic interventions and 

multiple forms of writing. In reflexive engagement, these elements develop an 

ethical, political and methodological approach of ‘radical care’.  

The thesis’s primary original contribution to knowledge, radical care is an approach 

to artistic practice, and also more holistically a way of being as inter-relational human 

who is disruptive, subversive, resistant and resilient to the technosphere.  

 

Artistic interventions which operate disobediently within the textual, according to an 

ethics of radical care, hold the potential to disrupt the technospheric stasis which is 

otherwise continually re-presented.  

 

The thesis proceeds through three intersecting parts. 

 

Part 1: Work addresses the question ‘How does the technosphere use de-

humanising abstraction to gain agency over labour, the body, the artist and the 

future?’.  

 

Part 2: Bodies asks ‘How does technospheric abstraction manifest in differentiated 

material inequalities at the pivotal sites of the collective political body and specific 

human bodies?’. A connection is drawn between the public sphere as a subsumed 

site through which the technosphere reproduces itself and physical human bodies, at 

which violence and exploitation is enacted.  

 

Part 3: Care considers ’What might constitute a way of being which can operate 

through a would-be totalising hegemony, but is not premised on either that 

hegemonic or any alternative hierarchical structure, through which resistant equality 

might form?’. It presents a Lucretian ontology through which we might think both the 

technosphere and the artistic intervention non-dialectically, and out of which a 

multifaceted concept of care is developed as key to resistant, resilient, counter-

hegemonic practice and being.   
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Radical care holds timely contemporary relevance as opaque, unequal and 

proprietorial structures increasingly affect the lives we lead or might imagine. This 

thesis presents this as an addition to existent discourses of care, and specifically 

develops an approach by which critical art might be politically affective within this. In 

so doing, it holds open a way of thinking more caring, co-equal ways of being; 

something urgently needed in our present reality.  

 

Marina Hadjilouca (HAD G LOUCA) who also recent completely her PhD on the 

other hand utilises the contingent nature of her project in the public realm to create a 

practice- based method to understanding if the practice of performance design can 

be used towards triggering active co-existence, in contested public spaces. The site 

of her research is the south walled city of Nicosia, in Cyprus. 

 

This investigation aims to find tools for the performance designer to play an active 

political role. To achieve this, the research draws from social art practice. By 

investigating the role of the performance designer as trigger, the research 

contributes towards the expanding field of scenography, and seeks to establish the 

contribution of the field towards socially engaged practices (agency of objects, 

agency of movement of bodies, agency of space, agency of the 

materiality). Through this practice, performance design is taken outside the theatrical 

orthodoxies, and applied as a methodology into the urban site. This process allows 

the investigation to expand and problematize on the notion of site-specificity. 

 

Hadjilouca’s (HAD G LOUCAS) research benefited from the use of diagrams which 

helped map the overlapping aspects of her work; this helped her include the 

interventions she made as well as the site, and social and political contexts, this 

enabled her to include the local politics and acknowledge the range of stakeholders 

(from passers-by of the spaces she investigated to local café owners, civic 

representatives.) 

 

Maria Gaf(F)arova GAFFAROVER a current student, although near completion,  

project’s is entitled Open form: re-imagining the queer body through contemporary 

performance.  
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the practice outcomes in Maria’s project are very slight, and almost invisible. Maria 

aligns the uprootedness of queerness with the contingencies in a bodily performance 

practice. Through the artworks, a ‘writing of the works’ and her contextualisation of 

the literature, her enquiry she asks How can it (queerness) also 'continue to become 

unknown to itself'? (Jasbir Puar). How can it juggle both visibility and resistance? 

She uses text to ‘document’ her interventions which include following subjects, using 

stand ins, and responding to bodily encounters during the making of performance 

works by others.  When describing one particular artwork entitled 

Zweikommasieben (swikeomaseeden) Magazine, She says, is a performance in 

which I asked a man I had recently met to occupy an exhibition space during the 

evening of a group show. I had seen him while walking in London and followed him 

because he resembled an ideal image of myself. We briefly spoke. I asked if he 

would participate in a performance and he agreed. On the evening of the show I 

gave him a magazine to read for its duration. He spent most of this time on the floor. 

The show took place in a large repurposed chapel in South London. The magazine 

and the exhibition space mediated our interaction, allowing me to reflect on my 

relationship with him as someone I could not be. 

 

These three examples are very different in terms of topics and contexts and all use 

practice in different ways. 

 

2,900 words  

Turning to the rest of the session 

Given this is a type of workshop session I wanted to pose 2 questions for us to 

consider 

1. How might one go about articulating a discipline-specific research vocabulary 

that doesn’t curtail the radical alterity of practice-led research ? 

 

2. How can practice-led research act as a source of visionary power and as a 

forum for radically democratic debate? 
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In order to muck around with these questions I wanted us to experiment with reading 

Stefano Harney and Fred Moten’s interview with Stefan (Shoe-kai -tis) Shukaitis, 

entitled The General Antagonism from their book the Undercommons1. 

I wondered if we could gather any ideas, phrases, examples of vocabulary that they 

use that resonate with ways of thinking used in your individual practices. I suppose 

my feeling is that we might activate more words that help us describe the practice- 

research process. I understand that what they are talking about is collaboration but I 

was still struck by some of the ways they described the process of collaborating and 

how it reminded me of making practice with the world. I think The way they 

reconfigure ideas of study resonate with thinking about making knowledge in new 

ways through practice research 

 

 

They suggest what they call the undercommons is all around us, that it is already 

happening. But it is also transgressing the boundaries of academic discourse. These 

acts of rhetorical breaching, stealing, and smuggling make commons, but they also 

raise political and social questions. 

 

Maybe I am just always on the look out for ways of doing that I can relate too / tha t 

relates to practice research 

 

I will keep a note of these as we go. Would anyone like to start us off?  

 

I thought their response to the first question that (Shoe-kai -tis) asks about keeping a 

shoebox and collecting ideas was very interesting – Fred Moten talks about carrying 

around notebooks but ones that he never reads  - its the writing it down that seems 

important not the collecting it  - it occurred to me that collecting is associated with 

research in this way – collecting data, ideas, theories etc and the way they respond 

to it as if the important thing is not the information but the noting of the information. 

 
1 https://www.minorcompositions.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/undercommons-web.pdf 

 
 
 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.minorcompositions.info%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2013%2F04%2Fundercommons-web.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cad4317%40coventry.ac.uk%7Cd1928d6ec3fd4646b45e08d91576bf5a%7C4b18ab9a37654abeac7c0e0d398afd4f%7C0%7C0%7C637564422017139739%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=Llcf8LIIb6NmY%2FJGD2qLfmeHX%2BppAurITHNI%2BwBkjMw%3D&reserved=0


 11 

They also talk about not needing a shoebox but that the process of collaboration 

somehow stands in for a point of collection.  

What I’m trying to say is that the content of the box is less important for me than the 

ongoing process of talking with somebody else, and the ideas that emerge. 

Fred talks about ‘thinking with’ others and that there are some things that don’t go 

away – you keep revisting them and have another go at them. 

It feels more like there are one or two things that I’ve been talk-ing about with people 

forever. And the conversation develops over the course of time, and you think of new 

things and you say new things. But, the ideas that are stuck in my head are usually 

things that some-body else said. 

 

Stefano Hareny adds 

• I’m a person who doesn’t make notes on what I read, because I just know I’m 

not going to go back to them. I’m not a collector in that way. 

• It’s the same thing I think in the building of any kind of partnership or 

collectivity: it’s not the thing that you do; it’s the thing that happens while 

you’re doing it that becomes important, 

• I think this move away from collecting in research and a move towards 

collaboration is something useful for practice research. Here he also talks of 

the process and I see practice-research contributing to knowledge in terms of 

the methods that are produced.   

 

• I also think the way he explains the ways ideas are created is useful, he says 

• the concepts are ways to develop a mode of living together, a mode of being 

together that cannot be shared as a model but as an instance. 

 

• He also says hacking concepts and squatting terms as a way to help us do 

some-thing. 

 

• They make analogy between tool boxes and toy boxes 
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• there are these props, these toys, and if you pick them up you can move into 

some new thinking and into a new set of relations, a new way of being 

together, thinking together. 

 

• revising how I say things. So, some people might call my style repetitive, 

partly because I’m re-phrasing things all the time, but also because I’m trying 

to show that I’m playing with something rather than that it’s finished.  

 

• It has to be somehow in the writing itself that the thing hasn’t closed off.  

MJ When you are working with practice and writing its important that things 

are not closed off – there has to be a relation and it has to go both ways 

• Recognizing that text is intertext is one thing. Seeing that a text is a social 

space is another. It’s a deeper way of looking at it. 

• I’ve been thinking more and more of study as something not where everybody 

dissolves into the student, but where people sort of take turns doing things for 

each other or for the oth-ers, and where you allow yourself to be possessed 

by others as they do something. 

• When we say that we don’t want management, it doesn’t mean we don’t want 

anything, that it just sits there and everything’s fine. There’s something to be 

done, but it’s performative, it’s not managerial 

• In the undercommons of the social reproductive realm the means, which is to 

say the planners, are still part of the plan. And the plan is to invent the means 

in a common experiment launched from any kitchen, any back porch, any 

basement, any hall, any park bench, any improvised party, every night. This 

ongoing experiment with the informal, carried out by and on the means of 

social reproduction, as the to come of the forms of life, is what we mean by 

planning.” 

I think the question of address in the book and particularly the interview.  In one 

sense, the book refuses to accommodate its audience, But at the same time Moten 

and Harney also address their readers in a open-ended way, inviting us to be part of 

an ongoing conversation. 

Thanks for that  
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