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Taking Lessons from Alice
Abstract
Fieldwork, I have come to discover, is a messy and paradoxical business, ‘throughout my fieldwork I never quite managed to avoid this sense of being ‘lost’.” (Hey, 2002:196) As a beginner researcher I find it reassuring to know that others have been plagued by a sense of self-doubt and confusion; that entry into the field is not the neat, linear progression many texts suggest. I do, however, accept it is not something that is easily explained, as the Dodo says to Alice when she understandably asks what a Caucus-race is:

“Why,’ said the Dodo, ‘the best way to explain it is to do it.” (Carroll, 1865: 33) 
Taking a reflective approach this paper uses Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland as a metaphorical vehicle for my experiences of fieldwork to date. It explores the tensions and confusions I have encountered along the way. I have found the act of collecting, reading and analysing data very challenging. Like Alice I too have grown and shrunk, not knowing which piece of mushroom to eat next, I have changed my views and wrestled with a range of dilemmas:

 Having a sense of direction vs. being open to new ideas

 Expert participant vs. innocent observer
 Consistency of theory vs. complexity of experience
“our natural inclination when confronted with paradoxes is to attempt to resolve them, to create the familiar out of the strange, to rationalise them.” (Lewis, 2000: 763-764) 

The paper concludes with a discussion of the vicious dynamics of paradox and offers suggestions for how the tensions created by paradoxes can be managed and as such used to liberate rather than bind. 
Introduction
I don’t remember exactly when the thought occurred; it may have been when a fellow PhD said, ‘you don’t want to take a Relativist approach, New Realism is the way to go’, or when a constructionist theorist declared an absolute incompatibility with a psychodynamic view of organisations. Perhaps, it was at the conference where academics bemoaned the lack of take up of research by practitioners or a later organisational development practitioner’s seminar where they announced their frustration at the lack of relevant research to their practice.

It seemed that much I approached in the development of my research appeared to consist of polar opposites, what made perfect sense in isolation became senseless when combined with other elements. This alerted me to the often conflicted nature of my current research journey.

There is, for me, one book that seems to come close to the fantastical, contradictory and multi-dimensional experiences I have encountered in the last two years. 
This book, a children’s’ book, was written in 1865; it is Alice and her Adventures in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll.

I believe it can be seen as a metaphor for naturalistic inquiry. Alice enters a world which on one level is familiar, populated by the dogs, cats and rabbits she would have recognised before her fall down the rabbit hole. Nonetheless, these familiar creatures behave in very unfamiliar and unpredictable ways. Characters don’t always mean what they say, nor do they say what they mean. Alice’s place in this new social world is not necessarily understandable to her.
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“Have some wine,’ the March Hare said in an encouraging tone.


Alice looked all round the table, but there was nothing on it but tea. ‘I don’t see any wine,’ she remarked.


‘There isn’t any,’ said the March Hare.


‘Then it wasn’t very civil of you to offer it,’ said Alice angrily


‘It wasn’t very civil of you to sit down without being invited,’ said the March Hare. (Carroll, 1865: 80)
The unwritten rules of the game are not always clear, however familiar the setting might seem.

My research is concerned with learning as an emotional experience in arts organisations that have managed financial crisis.  This, I have discovered, is regarded as paradoxical in its own right. Some researchers appear to argue that it is not possible to look at the organisational level; issues such as learning and emotion can only be thought of as within the individual and group domains. However, Vince (2002) , Crossan et al (1999) , Maitlis and Ozcelik (2004) and others have  attempted to undertake research that directly addresses the organisation as the unit of analysis.

Organisations working in the publicly funded sector often exist in a permanent state of anxiety and vulnerability. Arts organisations are no exception and it could be said that for some financial crises have become a way of life. Much of the research on insolvency is concerned with the pragmatics of the turnaround process; I am interested in a more intimate view, understanding the experiences of those organisations that have survived existence threatening decline.
I see the environment inhabited by these organisations as something that is ‘inferred subjectively through sensation, reflection or intuition' (Easterby-Smith, 2002: 28). In keeping with this perspective my research project is not an attempt to create unbiased, objective and value –free knowledge. It is based within an interpretative tradition and is being informed by a constructionist paradigm. In taking this approach what is required is a view of knowledge that embraces interpretation, meaning and reflexivity; hermeneutic and transformational epistemologies (Stevens, 1996).

Down the Rabbit Hole: Into the Field

Alice is seduced by the field and in the beginning she is determined to gain access, ‘she knelt down and looked along the passage into the loveliest garden she ever saw. How she longed to get out of that dark hall and wander about among those beds of bright flowers and those cool fountains.’ (Carroll, 1865: 18) As I tumbled down the rabbit hole of literature review towards my pilot case studies I found I was both Alice and the White Rabbit. On the one hand I had time to survey the context, to take books and papers from the shelves and refine my thinking, ‘she had plenty of time as she went down to look about her, and wonder what was going to happen next.’ (Carroll, 1865: 12-13) On the other hand I was concerned with timings, protocols and procedures, keen to avoid the wrath of the Queen of Hearts. 
Unlike Alice I knew where I was going to land, I had negotiated entry to a gallery and a Regional Theatre. Like Alice, I didn’t really know what I would find when I got there. I was ready (or so I thought). Anticipation was growing. Over 12 months of reading, thinking and processing had come to an end and it was agreed I could, for a while, put down the books and papers. I had my hand on the doorknob and was about to open the door to the beautiful garden, when a voice said:
“What are you proposing to do?” he looked at me inquiringly. 
I was flummoxed, apparently participant observation involved more than participating and observing, you were expected to have a plan. I had hit another point of tension, how do I remain open to what I find in the organisations at the same time as having a framework to guide my observations?
My Supervisor was of course right, ‘in the field of observation, fortune favours only the prepared of mind’ (Dunleavy, 2003: 37) and looking back I am somewhat bemused about my naivety. I could not do what Alice did, it was not an option to just wander in and see what happened. It is, however, an issue I still wrestle with. You need a framework for observation yet observation should be open to what emerges. Ely (1991: 30) advocates a grasp of the literature and practices in one’s field yet acknowledges, ‘this is tricky because such a grasp must not act as a blindfold, once the study has begun, to shut out particular leads, alternative explanations, and differing conceptual structures.’ 
The Mock Turtle’s Story: Expert vs. Innocent
I had read much about the insider/outsider dilemma of participant observation. Once my pilot work began I found another, more subtle tension, based on the expectations of my participants. I have encountered both Duchess and Gryphon while undertaking participant observation.
	‘Only mustard isn’t a bird,’ Alice remarked.

‘Right, as usual,’ said the Duchess. ‘What a clear way you have of putting things!’

‘It’s a mineral, I think,’ said Alice.

‘Of course it is,’ said the Duchess, who seemed ready to agree with everything that Alice said. (Carroll, 1865: 107)

	‘We called him Tortoise because he taught us,’ said the Mock Turtle angrily: ‘really you are very dull.’

‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself for asking such a simple question,’ added the Gryphon; and they both sat silent and looked at poor Alice, who felt ready to sink into the earth. (Carroll, 1865: 113-114)



Traweek (1988), talks of the differences between undertaking ethnographic studies of physicists in America and Japan. In America the physicists liked her ‘persistent inquisitiveness’ although they were less tolerant of questions they regarded as unimportant. The Japanese physicists saw her as a source of information on the scientific community in America.
For my own part my participants (who I have worked with for the last 12 months) know I have worked in the arts sector for over twenty years, and they saw part of the ‘usefulness’ of my research being that they could tap into that experience. Asking a very naïve question was not always an option even though I haven’t worked in arts delivery for many years.
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Who Stole the Tarts? Consistency vs. Complexity  

‘Let the jury consider the verdict,’ the King said for about the twentieth time that day.



‘No, no!’ said the Queen. ‘Sentence first – verdict afterwards.’


‘Stuff and nonsense!’ said Alice loudly.




‘The idea of having the sentence first!’

‘Hold your tongue!’ said the Queen, turning purple



‘I won’t!’ said Alice (Carroll, 1865: 145)
I survey the dining room table, which is smothered with papers and books, with dismay.


‘What are you doing?’ my partner, Ian, wanders by.


‘I am reading my transcripts,’ it seems like the least complicated answer.



‘Oh,’ he barely feigns interest as he heads for the lounge.


‘Oh indeed! Just what am I doing? ’ I think to myself
It was not the transcripts themselves that bothered me so much as the complexities and contradictions I knew they contained. I have the voices of my participants in my head and can hear the team at the gallery talk about how much they valued personal autonomy at the same time as craving stronger team working. The theatre expends significant resources on developing its company of actors, yet there is not even a training budget for the much larger administrative team. I hear story after story about complex relationships and dilemmas. How can I analyse and write coherently about this multifaceted world? I recall Ellis (2004: 266), 
“… I bristle, then try to listen calmly to see what I can learn. ‘There’s not enough chaos,’ she says. ‘The storyline is much too smooth. This is not how these experiences are lived.’” 
The very act of theory building becomes paradoxical ‘because organisational theories attempt to capture a multifaceted reality with a finite, internally consistent statement, they are essentially incomplete.’(Scott Poole, 1989: 562) A good theory is, by definition, a limited and fairly precise picture. I fear I am in danger of becoming trapped in a downward spiral.
To add to the complexity, Ellis (2004: 195) suggests a move from theory to stories, ‘if we think of theory as social…then the concerns become less those of representation and more those of communication.’ The concern is more for evoking dialogue and response, moving from a focus on respondents to readers. 
“Narrative analysis assumes that a good story itself is theoretical…When people tell their stories, they employ analytic techniques to interpret their worlds. Stories are themselves analytic.” (Ellis, 2004: 196) 

My confusion escalates; I understand why Ely (1991) subtitled her book on qualitative research, ‘Circles within Circles’!
Paradox:

“Paradox denotes contradictory yet inter-related elements – elements that seem logical in isolation but absurd and irrational when appearing simultaneously.” (Lewis, 2000: 760) 

Lewis (2000) suggests three characteristics of paradox. Firstly, a paradox may denote a wide variety of interwoven elements: perspectives, feelings, messages, demands, identities or practices. Secondly, paradoxes are constructed. They are created as a result of our attempts to make sense of an increasingly complex world which may lead us to ‘simplify reality into polarised either/or distinctions that conceal complex relationships.’ Finally, paradoxes only come to light through self or collective reflection, or interaction that reveals the absurd or irrational nature of the coexistence of opposites.

Lewis (2000) proposes an approach that ‘clarifies the nature of underlying tensions, reinforcing cycles and their management’ (see Table 1).
Table 1: A Paradox Framework 
	Tensions
	Reinforcing Cycles
	Management

	Cognitively and/or socially constructed polarities that obscure the interrelatedness of the contradictions. e.g.

· Self-referential loops

· Mixed messages

· System contradictions
	Paralysing defences which initially reduce discomfort and anxiety, yet eventually intensify tensions. e.g.

· Splitting

· Projections

· Repression

· Regression

· Reaction formation

· Ambivalence
	Attempts to explore tensions and thereby tap the potential energy, insights and power of paradox that enable dramatic change. e.g.

· Acceptance
· Confrontation
· Transcendence 


‘The dynamics of paradox are often vicious’; (Lewis, 2000) tensions that may act as a trigger for change can also inhibit such change. Often the initial response in such a situation is to harden past understandings. Within a psychoanalytic framework, paradoxical tensions could be said to be linked to protection of the ego producing a range of defences against anxiety.  
As is well documented by Menzies Lyth (1988) and others these attempts to protect ourselves from anxiety only produce a temporary sense of order, ultimately suppressing one aspect of a paradox intensifies pressure from the other.
“In attempting to reduce the frustrations and discomfort of tensions, actors’ defensive behaviours initially produce positive effects but eventually foster opposite, unintended consequences that intensify the underlying tension.” (Lewis, 2000: 763)
Discussion

“Act always as if the future of the universe depended on what you did, while laughing at yourself for thinking whatever you do makes any difference … It is this serious playfulness, this combination of concern and humility, that makes it possible to be both engaged and carefree at the same time.” (Czikszentmihalyi, 1997: 133)
Undertaking fieldwork has helped me learn this ‘serious playfulness’, I have come to understand it as a process of personal and professional growth. Thinking in metaphorical terms and taking Alice’s lead has helped me begin to accept some of the confusions I have encountered thus far.

In order to exploit the potential power of paradox there is a need to discover the links between opposing forces and develop a framework that gives meaning to apparent contradictions.(Vince, 1996) While paradox can never be overcome, it can be managed. Having come this far with my research it seems that managing paradox is a fundamental part of becoming an experienced researcher, ‘being puzzled, being unsure, being mistaken, and changing tack through trial and error, seem to be both integral and conducive to creative research.’ (Dunleavy, 2003: 41)
I have used a number of approaches to endeavour to manage the tensions that have occurred. Firstly, in terms of coping with the direction vs. emergence conundrum, Blumer’s (1954) notion of sensitizing concepts  has been extraordinarily useful. While it may seem like a subtle semantic shift it has helped me think in terms of something that is more open and flexible than rigid and prescriptive, emergence can live along side a sense of direction.

Secondly, while I understand the complexities of the question better I remain committed to using the ‘organisation’ as the unit of analysis. I now have to find mechanisms for articulating why this is a valid approach and how it sits in relation to the group and individual levels. 
Finally, I am exploring some form of synthesis, the joining of social constructionist and psychodynamic approaches to develop a new perspective. I am very aware this is a challenging proposition and there is a danger of oversimplifying or ignoring the problems of using such different approaches. Nonetheless, I now feel confident enough with my research to at least attempt the approach. I take some comfort in the fact that I am also not the only one to try it, as illustrated in Antonacopoulou’s (2001) paper entitled; ‘Emotion, Learning and Organizational Change: Towards an Integration of Psychoanalytic and Other Perspectives.’
These approaches, although developed independently, seem to follow Scott Pool’s (1989) suggested mechanisms for resolving theoretical paradox: 

· Accept the paradox and use it constructively, understand the contrasts
· Clarify levels of analysis .e.g. micro and macro
· Temporally separate the two levels, locate them in different time periods
· Introduce new terms to resolve the paradox, find a perspective that may eliminate the oppositions.
Each method may have its own benefits and costs but the proposal is a useful one: to find a way that avoids the paralysis that merely recognising the paradox can create. Engaging with these methods has meant a process of personal growth and change. Letting go of certainty, neatness, and the search for constant clarity while embracing paradox is not easy and has challenged both my professional and my research practices.
“… at last the Caterpillar took the hookah out of its mouth, and addressed her in a languid, sleepy voice. ‘Who are you?’ said the Caterpillar. This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation. Alice replied rather shyly, ‘I - I hardly know, Sir, just at present - at least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then’.” (Carroll, 1865: 53-54)
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(All illustrations by John Tenniel from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865)
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