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Abstract 

Purpose: In the last few decades, there has been a steadily growing interest in socially 

engaged art, i.e., working with art in socio-cultural settings (Art in Action). What has been 

missing, however, are art practitioner research methodologies that place issues emerging from 

art practitioner work environment at centre stage. This study explores the critical assumptions 

of art history, which have so far hindered a practitioner-driven research approach. It 

contextualises and discusses the specificities of artistic research and practitioner research. On 

this basis, the study formulates an Art in Action research methodology. 

Methodology: This transformative research applies a global studies paradigm. Its conceptual 

apparatus includes the kaleidoscopic dialectic, the concept of glocalisation, and the theories of 

transdisciplinarity and meta-narrative synthesis. 

Result: This study formulates principles for an Art in Action research (AiAR) methodology that 

places the issues emerging from the art practitioners’ work environments centre stage instead 

of an artwork-centred approach. It postulates that AiAR works with grounded research 

procedures.  

Keywords: Art in Action, socially engaged art, artistic research, art research, art studies, art 

history, practitioner research, methodology, application orientation, transformative research, 

kaleidoscopic dialectic, glocal art rooting, transdisciplinary, meta-narrative synthesis, meta-

synthesis. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Zweck: In den letzten Jahrzehnten hat das Interesse an sozial engagierter Kunst, Art in Action, 

stetig zugenommen. Bisher fehlt allerdings eine Praktiker-Forschung (practitioner research), 

welche Fragen aus der Arbeitswelt in den Forschungsmittelpunkt stellt und die glokalen 

Gegebenheiten praxisrelevant diskutiert. Diese Studie untersucht die Grundannahmen der 

Kunstgeschichte, welche bisher die Einführung der Praktiker-Forschung erschweren. Die Studie 

kontextualisiert und diskutiert zudem die Besonderheiten der künstlerischen Forschung sowie 

der Praktiker-Forschung in anderen disziplinären Feldern. Daran anschliessend formuliert diese 

Studie die Prinzipien der Art in Action Methodik. 

Methodik: Diese transformative Studie arbeitet mit dem Global Studies Paradigma. Der 

konzeptionelle Apparat umfasst die Kaleidoskopische Dialektik, das Konzept der Glokalisierung 

und die Theorien der Transdisziplinarität und der Meta-Narrativen Synthese.  

Ergebnis: Diese Studie formuliert die Prinzipien der Art in Action Methodik (AiAR). AiAR stellt 

Fragen aus der Arbeitswelt in den Mittelpunkt der Forschung, berücksichtigt glokale 

Gegebenheiten und organisiert den Forschungsprozess in Relation zu den projektrelevanten 

Partikularitäten (grounded methodology). 

Stichworte: Art in Action, sozial engagierte Kunst, künstlerische Forschung, Kunstgeschichte, 

Praktiker-Forschung, Methodik, anwendungsorientiert, transformative Forschung, 

Kaleidoskopische Dialektik, glokale Kunst, transdisziplinär, meta-narrative Synthese, Meta-

Synthese. 
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Chapter Overview 

CHAPTER 1 positions this study within global studies, states the research question, aim and 

objectives, and the hypothesis; it also specifies the knowledge gain, limitation and scope of the 

research. CHAPTER 2 sets out the research approach, that is, the transformative type of 

research and the global studies perspective. It also delineates the conceptual apparatus, which 

comprises the kaleidoscopic dialectic, the concept of glocalisation, and the theories of 

transdisciplinarity and meta-narrative syntheses. Finally, it describes the configuration 

procedures. CHAPTER 3 discusses the pressure that the pluriperspective world places on art 

history to change its notion of art. This includes considering its underlying assumptions and 

previous attempts to come to terms with these. CHAPTER 4 develops an ideal-type model of 

canonisation as a basis for eliciting glocal art notions in AiAR. CHAPTER 5 explores the 

emergence of art research (AR), contextualises it within supra-national and regional 

developments of today’s knowledge economy and higher education institutions, and identifies 

AR specificities and debates. CHAPTER 6 outlines the characteristics of practitioner research 

across various disciplines, discusses notions of doing research, the reflective practitioner, and 

arts-based methods for research. CHAPTER 7 defines the principles of Art in Action Research 

(AiAR) based on the findings of Chapters 3–6, as well as fills the remaining gaps in order to 

formulate a set of robust AiAR principles. 
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Glossary 

The glossary lists the key terms used in this study. Some entries are taken from electronic 

glossaries and textual sources. The sources are given in brackets. Some of the texts have been 

adjusted to facilitate reading. Moreover, the contents of some texts have been supplemented 

and thus are specified as adaptations of the source text. 

Aggregate 

A total created from smaller units. 

Adapted 

Indicates that the source information has been modified. 

Applied research 

“Applied research is original investigation undertaken in order to acquire new 

knowledge. It is, however, directed primarily towards a specific, practical aim or 

objective” (Frascati Manual, 2015, p. 29). 

Art, arts 

Mostly, art is used to refer to the visual arts or fine arts even if the terms visual arts 

and fine arts are plural (and include, among others, painting, performance, video, 

ephemeral expressions, and situational activities). Arts also refers to all creative 

disciplines, such as visual arts, music, theatre, and design. This study uses singular art 

and the plural arts interchangeably, and applies a broad notion of art. 

Art in Action (AiA) 

Refers to activities by artists working with art in socio-cultural settings (Lämmli, 2014). 

Art in Action Research (AiAR) 

Art practitioner research on Art in Action. 
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Artists working reality 

Artists work with materials, which are understood more broadly in Art in Action: Here, 

materials include norms, habits, values, and social hierarchies, besides more 

traditional materials such as clay and paint. This study uses the term artists working 

reality to emphasis and refer to this working disposition (Lämmli, 2014). 

Art(s) research, artistic research (AR) 

Research across the arts. Related terms include practice as research and practice-

based art research. Depending on the author, these terms are used interchangeably or 

to specify differences between research approaches.  

Artwork-centred research 

Research results in an artwork. 

Bias 

A loss of balance and accuracy. 

Basic research 

Beliefs  

Basic research (also called pure research) “is experimental or theoretical work 

undertaken primarily to acquire new knowledge of the underlying foundation of 

phenomena and observable facts.” It has no particular application or use in view 

(Frascati Manual, 2015, p. 29). 

“Ideas,” concepts, “doctrines, tenets, etc. that are accepted as true on grounds which 

are not immediately susceptible to rigorous proof” (USC Libraries. Research Guides  

[8 May 2021]). 

Case study 

“The collection and presentation of detailed information about a particular 

participant,” community, or activity, among others, “including data derived from 

the subjects [or settings] themselves” (Adapted from USC Libraries. Research Guides    

[8 May 2021]). 
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Configurative synthesis 

Configurative synthesis theories provide guidance in identifying patterns of complex 

and heterogeneous evidence bases (Gough, Thomas & Oliver, 2012, p. 4). 

Construct 

Data 

“Refers to any of the following: something that exists theoretically but is not directly 

observable; a concept developed for describing relations among phenomena or for 

other research purposes; or a theoretical definition in which concepts are defined in 

terms of other concepts. For example, intelligence cannot be directly observed or 

measured; it is a construct” (USC Libraries. Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 

Evidence bases used for reasoning. 

Data skimming and scanning 

“Skimming and scanning are reading techniques that use rapid eye movement and 

keywords to move quickly through text for slightly different purposes. Skimming is 

reading rapidly in order to get a general overview of the material. Scanning is reading 

rapidly in order to find specific facts. While skimming tells you what general 

information is within a section, scanning helps you locate a particular fact. Skimming 

is like snorkeling, and scanning is more like pearl diving” (Butte College Reading 

Strategies [8 May 2021]; also Aritonang et al., 2018). 

Empirical 

Based on real-world observations, experiences, and experiments. 

Epistemology 

“Concerns knowledge construction; asks what constitutes knowledge and how 

knowledge is validated” (USC Libraries. Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 

Evidence base 

In research, evidence means that there is proof of something, and that this proof has 

been produced through research. These evidences, or evidence base, can in turn 

inform further research or practice. 
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Exploratory research 

To find out more about little known phenomena. “Exploratory research is necessary 

where theoretical paradigms do not exist or have not [been] developed sufficiently.” 

Exploratory research is not to be confused with explanatory research, which occurs 

when a researcher seeks to “explain something that is going on in the world by 

applying existing theories” (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 94-98). 

Fitness-for-purpose 

Fitness-for-purpose means that the matter under consideration is evaluated in relation 

to a particular goal. 

Frascati Manual 

An OECD publication providing guidance on collecting and reporting statistics on 

research and development (R&D). The Frascati Manual (FM) was first published in 1963 

and has since been updated at irregular intervals. The latest Frascati Manual (FM) 

dates from 2015.  

Framework 

“The structure and support […] used as both the launching point and the on-going 

guidelines for investigating a research problem” (Adapted from USC Libraries. Research 

Guides [8 May 2021]). 

Glocalisation 

The concept of glocalisation draws attention to the interrelated dynamics of the local 

and the global. 

Glocal (art) rooting 

Indicates that art has meaning based on interrelational reference dynamics that are 

local and globally informed.  

Grey literature 

Literature that is “’produced on all levels of government, academics [sic], business [… ,] 

industry[, and society] in print and [in] electronic formats, but […] is not controlled by 

commercial publishers’” (Farace, 1998, p. 13–14, cited in Farace & Schöpfel, 2010, p. 1). 

dominique
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Hypothesis 

A tentative explanation that the research sets out to prove or disapprove. Hypotheses 

are based on theory, observations or existing evidence bases. 

 Ideal-type model of canonisation 

A model developed in this study to elicit notions of art in AiAR. 

Insiderness 

“A concept in qualitative research” and practitioner research “that refers to the degree 

to which a researcher has access to and an understanding of persons, places, or things 

within a group or community based on being a member of that group or community”

(USC Libraries. Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 

Knowledge economy 

“Production and services based on knowledge-intensive activities that contribute to an 

accelerated pace of technical and scientific advance, as well as rapid obsolescence” 

(Powell & Snellman, 2004, p. 199). 

Meta-analysis 

“An analysis combining the results of several studies that address a set of related 

hypotheses” (USC Libraries. Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 

Meta-synthesis 

An interpretative synthesis method used to broaden understandings of a particular 

phenomenon through re-interpreting meaning across hermeneutic studies (Atkins, 

Lewin, Smith, Engel, Fretheim & Volmink, 2008, and Grant & Booth, 2009). 

Meta-narrative synthesis 

A sampling method to map literature from different research traditions. It applies 

purposive sampling and configuration. Its validation has to prove fitness–for–purpose 

(Booth 2016). 
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Methodology 

A theory specifying how research proceeds or should proceed. Or a delineation of a 

particular research procedure, specifying the research paradigm, methods, rules and 

other features important to a particular study. 

Open-ended 

The outcome cannot be determined in advance. 

Particular, particularities 

Particular [das Besondere] denotes “being one unit or element among other.” 

Particularity [die Besonderheit] denotes the “quality or state of being particular”

(Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary [8 May 2021]). 

Positionally, Positionality 

Positionally denotes “relating to, or fixed by position;” is “dependent on position 

or environment or context (Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary [8 May 2021]). 

Positionality is the quality or state of being positional. 

Practice as research 

The research is conducted through practice. 

Practice-based art research 

The “creative artefact is the basis of the contribution to knowledge” (Candy, 2006, p.1). 

Practice-led research 

“The research leads primarily to new understandings about practice” (Candy, 2006, p. 1). 

Practitioner research 

The research is conducted by someone who is a professional in the researched field. 

The research addresses questions that emerge from the work environment. 

Research aim and objectives 

The research aim specifies the overall goal, i.e., what the research wants to achieve. 

The objectives specify how the goal is reached. 
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Research mindedness 

Also referred to as research-informed: Research is used to inform practice. 

Rigor 

Methods are applied conscientiously and meticulously. 

Saturation 

“A situation in which data analysis begins to reveal repetition and redundancy and 

when new data tend to confirm existing findings rather than expand upon them”

(USC Libraries. Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 

Self-reflective, self-reflectivity 

This study uses these terms to denotate that research methodologies, perspectives, 

and thought contexts are also subject to critical consideration regarding their 

conventions and their fitness-for-purpose.  

Setting sensitivity 

Awareness of factors such as values, habits, and beliefs and correlations with other 

entities that influence socio-cultural settings.  

Stakeholders 

People with an interest in whatever is project-related. 

Socio-cultural 

Involving a combination of social and cultural factors. 

Studio-based art 

Theory 

The work is conceived and executed largely in the studio space. 

“A general explanation about” something “that is based on known principles and 

serves to organize related events in a meaningful way. A theory is not as specific as 

a hypothesis” (USC Libraries. Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 
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Transdisciplinarity 

In academic settings, the principle of transdisciplinarity indicates that various 

disciplinaries together define the research question and research design. In real-world 

settings, transdisciplinary research also indicates the inclusion of project-relevant 

stakeholders. 

Triangulation 

Validity 

“A multi-method or pluralistic approach, using different methods in order to focus on 

the research topic from different viewpoints and to produce a multi-faceted set of 

data. Also used to check the validity of findings from any one method” (USC Libraries. 

Research Guides [8 May 2021]). 

The extent to which the research findings are accurate, reliable, and justified. 

Wisdom 

In this study, wisdom is understood as an abstract variable for particular undercurrent 

positionings in a particular situation, also known as “grand narratives.” Wisdom can 

thus only be specified in relation to a particular space, time and setting.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Positioning the Research 

This transformative (Table 3, p. 51) global studies research (section 2.3, p. 51) 

introduces art practitioner research on working with art in socio-cultural settings. Practitioner 

research (PR) is conducted by professionals, who explore concerns, issues, and questions that 

emerge from their work environments. This study discusses the challenges and obstacles that 

complicate introducing this research perspective—which I call Art in Action Research (AiAR). 

Art in Action refers to artists and other agents who work with art in socio-cultural settings in 

order to improve living environments.  

Much has been written about socially engaged art (e.g., Ferguson et al., 1990; Lacy, 1995; 

Felshin, 1995; Kester, 1998; De Cauter et. al., 2011; Jackson, 2011; Bishop, 2012; Finkelpearl, 

2013; Decter & Draxler, 2014; Lämmli, 2014, 2016, 2017a, 2017b; Lee, 2014b, 2016a; Cheung, 

2015; Koh, 2015; Lu, 2015; G. Miller, 2015; Mōri, 2015; Kent, 2016; Berman, 2017; Bucher, 

2014; Bucher et al., 2017; Zheng, 2016, 2017; Machotka, 2018; Samboh, 2019; Belfiore, 2021). 

What are missing, however, are methodologies and methodological debates on how to 

research such activities from an art practitioner perspective (see, e.g., Crossick & Kaszynska, 

2016). This study fills this gap by proposing an Art in Action methodology. AiAR places issues 

emerging from the work environment centre stage, instead of artwork-centred approaches. To 

elicit the key principles of AiAR, this study discusses the challenges that problematic 

assumptions about art in art history, art studies, and art research pose for introducing AiAR. It 

draws on existing practitioner research across disciplines and delineates the principles of AiAR. 
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AiAR places the issue emerging from the work environment centre stage and calls for eliciting 

the notions of art through the research process instead of applying a priori concepts. AiAR thus 

proposes a methodology that contrasts with existing approaches to art research, whose 

research bases are informed by assumptions about art and that organise research in an 

artwork-centred manner. AiAR explicitly refrains from such an artwork-centred approach and 

does not allow notions of art to inform its research base (i.e., basic assumptions). AiAR 

acknowledges the glocal rootedness of art and embraces pluriperspectivity in regard to how 

research is conducted and what informs its subject matter(s). The research process is 

constructed in relation to the research problem and the research objectives. Thus, it does not 

follow a pre-established theoretical or methodological protocol. AiAR calls for particulars to be 

discussed in relation to other particulars, positionalities, and histories—in accordance with 

Boike Rehbein’s Kaleidoscopic Dialectic (2013). Accordingly, theories, methods, configurations, 

and the validity of research are grounded in the research process, the research perspective, 

setting specificities, and the research objectives. AiAR as such aims to achieve practice-relevant 

and setting-specific research results. It also clearly distinguishes between the art practitioner 

perspective and arts-based (as well as other) methods.  

Contemporary art discourses have coined various names for art activities that are interlinked 

with social transformation processes, including: co-art, community activism, socially engaged 

art, art in community, community-based art, dialogical art, socially cooperative art, relational 

art/aesthetics, co-creational art, and participatory art (Lämmli 2016).1 Depending on their 

users, these terms are sometimes used interchangeably and at others are informed by 

particular conceptions or understandings of particular interest groups.  

1 Referring to Bourriaud (2002), Bishop (2012), Bucher (2014), Finkelpearl (2013), and Groys (2014). 
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However, when researching the activities of initiatives working with art in socio-cultural 

settings in Bangalore, Hong Kong, and on Java, I found these terms to pose challenges in 

conversations about practical matters. I used the terms to indicate which kind of activities I 

wanted to talk about in order to learn about how art is applied to “work reality” (Lämmli, 

2014). I wanted to understand the motivational backgrounds and aims, the histories and 

thought contexts, the art stances informing these activities, and how these activities could be 

sustained. I was interested in understanding what kind of participatory strategies were used, 

which group dynamics existed, and who bore which responsibilities, how the projects evolved, 

what kind of knowledge was gained, and how problems were solved.2 To guide conversations 

towards practical matters and the actual activities, I spoke of socially engaged art, for example. 

This designation did not prove successful as it triggered lengthy discussions about Western 

conceptions of working with art in socio-cultural settings and their limited views. These 

protracted theoretical discussions thus moved conversations away from settings and activities. 

Reflecting on how I might better indicate my intention to discuss the specific activities, I 

eventually came up with the term Art in Action. In practice, this provided direct access to 

conversations on practical matters. Art in Action is not informed by a pre-existent concept of 

which activities are included or excluded. It has a self-explanatory quality, and thus proved 

helpful for initiating discussions on practical issues within particular conditions. 

Working with art in collaborative and socio-cultural settings is not a new phenomenon but 

evident across the globe and throughout human history (Finkelpearl, 2013). Socially engaged 

art has become more important in recent decades (Belfiore, 2021). The literature on socially 

engaged art often draws attention to its increased occurrence in the USA and UK from the 

1960s and 1970s onwards (see e.g., Kester, 1998; Lacy, 1995). However, we should not confuse 

2 Artists working reality, see Lämmli (2014). 
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reflections on those realities that are written about from a regional perspective and within a 

particular thought tradition with particular realities. Merely because some initiatives have not 

yet been written about, or are not known in academic art circles, does not mean socially 

engaged art practice does not exist worldwide, let alone for much longer (see for example 

Kent, 2016). When I researched the many socially engaged art initiatives in Hong Kong a few 

years ago, I was puzzled that some members of the so-called “international art scene” residing 

in Hong Kong, knew little to nothing about these diverse and very active socially engaged art 

initiatives.  

The art worlds and their discourses are full of double standards. These discourses have been 

said to have turned into service providers for institutional and market needs (see Chapter 3, 

pp. 77-99). Arguments are constructed based on random criteria and directed towards 

confirming the pyramid scheme necessary to boost the prices of artworks. For the last few 

hundred years, the Euro-American art history perspective has dominated discussions of art as 

well as defined what passes as art. This notion of art excludes most art worldwide, also within 

Euro-American regions. The rapidly intensifying dynamics of globalisation since the 1970s have 

begun pressurising the reference systems of particular thought traditions. Dave Mukherji put 

this into a nutshell by asking “What becomes of art history when the world shrinks into a 

planet” (2014b, p. 88). 

Euro-American art studies and art history began reflecting relatively late on the effects of 

globalisation processes (see Chapter 2, p. 74, and Chapter 3, p. 87ff.). The notions of art 

problematised by globalisation are widely known and discussed among scholars. Yet the 

consequences of such self-reflective examination of basic assumptions are rarely taken into 

consideration (see Chapter 3, p. 80ff., 89ff.). Art research tends to uncritically build on 

restricted notions of art. Additionally, interregional discussions on methodologies of art 
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research are still limited (see Chapter 5, p. 123ff.). Methodologies for conducting art 

practitioner research on socially engaged art that focuses on issues emerging in the work 

environment still need to be established. Even if some art research might draw on practitioner 

research methodologies, to my knowledge no general, well-founded methodology of art 

practitioner research has yet been formulated (Chapter 5, pp. 115–138, and Chapter 6, pp. 

139–158). In contrast to existing art studies approaches, such a methodology needs to elicit 

the notions of art of the particular settings instead of using criteria that are known to be 

random and claim to be universal, and thereby disguise their rootedness and limited scope 

(Chapter 4, pp. 101–113, and Chapter 6, pp. 139–158). 

In Asia, socially engaged art has been increasingly acknowledged as a change agent and 

transformer of socio-cultural environments. The role of art in society has been the topic of 

several exhibitions and biennales, including Negotiating the Future: 2017 Asian Art Biennial 

(Al-Khudhairi et al., 2017), which brought together “works by 36 artists/collectives from 21 

different countries” (asianartbiennial.org).3 This exhibition also featured Jatiwangi art Factory, 

an art collective based on Java, Indonesia, which conceived a Farming Investment Package and 

organised an investor meeting at the Asian Art Biennale. Their work grew out of the Warga 

Dusun Wates4 project in the Majalengka district on Java. Centred on land disputes, it aims to 

create “great bargaining leverage in negotiations” with the Indonesian military and 

3 https://www.asianartbiennial.org/2017/content/EN/NewsDetail.aspxenc=6F3140CD1CC5766EACD7A
646019F91B2 [15 June 2021]. The artists presented: Lawrence Abu Hamadan, Reza Afisina, Tarek Al-
Ghoussein, Leonardiansyah Allenda, Mounira Al Solh, art labor, Lara Baladi, Yason Banal, Wafaa Bilal, 
Chen I-Chun + Luo He-lin, Chim↑Pom, Finger Pointing Worker, Yang Ah Ham, shuruq Harb, Samah 
Hijawi And Toleen Touq, Hsu Che-Yu, Index of the Disappeared (Chitra Ganesh & Mariam Ghani), 
Jatiwangi art Factory, Bouchra Khalili, Meiro Koizumi, Tayeba Begum LIPI, Liu Ho Jang, Lo I-Chun, 
mixrice, Kelvin Kyung Kun Park, Pangrok Sulap, Piyarat Piyapongwiwat, Praneet Soi, Hrair Sarkissian, 
Serrum, Kota Takeuchi, Zhou Tao, Kawita Vatanajyankur, WANG Wen-Chih, Sampson Wang & Lim chi 
Lam, Yangjiang Group, Nevet YITZHAK. Curators: Wassan Al-Khudhairi, Ade Darmawan, Kenji KUBOTA, 
Hsiao-Yu LIN.
4 Villagers of Wates. 
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government through farming experiments, locally produced goods, and community bonding 

(asianartbiennial.org; also Lämmli, 2017b).  

Another example is Art as Social Interaction: Hong Kong / Taiwan Exchange, an exhibition at 

the Academy of Visual Arts at Hong Kong Baptist University & 1a Space in Hong Kong. It was 

curated by Wu Mali, “the ‘godmother’ of Taiwan’s socially engaged art” (Zheng Bo, 2016, p. 

152), with co-curators Leung Mee Ping and Chang Ching-Wen. The exhibition re-examined “the 

relationships between art and society” and featured 30 “artists/organizations,” including Wu 

Mali + Bamboo Curtain Studio, MaD, Phoebe Man, v-artivist, and Vangi Fong (e-flux).5 Echigo-

Tsumari Triennale, yet another example, has been held in Niigata Prefecture, Japan, at regular 

intervals since the year 2000. It is run by the Echigo-Tsumari Art Field (ETAF), which was 

established in the same year by Fram Kitagawa and the Art Front Gallery (Āto Furonto Gyararī) 

(Machotka, 2018). ETAF focuses on interlinking “art, people, and ‘nature’ with environmental 

protection,” and thus is interested in “community building” and “regional revitalization” 

(Machotka, 2018, p. 231).  

The holistic approaches of socially engaged art initiatives, often pursued by collectives in Asian 

regions, will be a topic of the forthcoming prestigious documenta fifteen, which will take place 

in Kassel, Germany, in 2022. Initiated by Arnold Bode, a painter and academy professor, 

documenta is an international art show that started in 1955. It has since gone ahead every four 

5  https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/30268/art-as-social-interaction-hong-kong-taiwan-
echange/ [15 June 2021]. The presented artists included Baunay Watan, Black Hand Nakasi Worker’s 
Band, Chang Yao Hsien, CoLAB, Colonized Warring Taiwan Society, Community Museum Project, 
Evelyna Liang, HOOTIKOR, Huang Po-Chih, Jam Wu, Julie Chou, Kuan-Shu Educational Foundation, Liu 
Kuo-Chang, Lulu Shur-tzy Hou, Wu Mali & Bamboo Curtain Studio, MaD, Nguyen Kim Hong, Phoebe 
Man, Scattered Camouflage, Soundpocket, Su Yu-Hsien, Taiwan International Workers Association & 
Susan Chen, v-artivist, Vangi Fong, Wallace Chang, Woofertening Group & Kaifong, Yannick Dauby & 
Wanshuen Tsai, Yao Jui-Chung & Lost Society Document (LSD), Yi-Mei Liao & Cultural Diversity Studio, 
and Yeung Sau Churk. Curator: Wu Mali. Co-curators: Leung Mee Ping, Chang Ching-Wen.
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to six years, presenting modern and contemporary art (universe.art).6  For the upcoming 

documenta fifteen (2022), the finding committee appointed the art collective ruangrupa as 

curators. The collective is based in Jakarta, Indonesia, and is known for its holistic, real-life, and 

community-oriented practice. Ade Darmawan, who was also part of the curatorial team of the 

Negotiating the Future: 2017 Asian Art Biennial, is the director of ruangrupa (the team 

emphasises that it works without internal hierarchies and that responsibilities change 

depending on the situation). Lumbung, the title and “artistic and economic model” of the 

documenta fifteen, is the “Indonesian term for a communal rice barn” (documenta-

fifteen.de/en [20 June 2021]); it is “rooted in principles such as collectivity, communal 

resource sharing, and equal allocation, and is embodied in all parts of the collaboration and 

the exhibition” (documenta-fifteen.de/en [20 June 2021]). Ruangrupa will be selecting other 

“community-oriented collectives, organizations, and institutions from around the world [to 

join documenta fifteen and] to practice lumbung with each other and work on new models of 

sustainability and collective practices of sharing” (documenta-fifteen.de/en [20 June 2021]). 

The founding history of ruangrupa resembles that of other regional collectives, for example 

Jatiwangi art Factory.7 The story mostly begins with a house and a small group of people whose 

activities slowly yet consistently expand and over time integrate other neighbours and 

communities. Living and working together is key to these collectives (Darmawan, 2019). 

Private and public, work and leisure are not separated. Rather, spending and sharing time, 

making music, watching films, working individually and collectively, are approached 

holistically. As Darmawan emphasizes (2019), activities—for instance, working with street 

children, visiting schools, organising exhibitions, creating videos, and so on—are not 

developed based on fixed categories and theories. Instead, these activities evolve organically 

6 https://universes.art/de/documenta/history [15 June 2021]. 
7 https://jatiwangiartfactory.tumblr.com/ [15 June 2021]. 
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and in relation to the specificities and needs of the particular settings, as well as to the 

interests of both the members of the collective, and of the community involved. According to 

Darmawan (2019), the ideas emerging from individual efforts and joint discussion do not 

belong to any particular artist (in contrast to Euro-American notions of art, where ideas are 

considered individual achievements).8 Rather, ideas are understood as non-private entities, 

taken up and further developed by whoever is interested and has the energy to carry these 

into practice. I have noticed that the same dynamics apply to collectives in Hong Kong. 

Lumbung, documenta fifteen, will bring together collectives from around the world. It will be 

interesting to see how the discourses emerging from lumbung, will affect established art 

discourses, which may be assumed to be less open to considering the glocal rootedness of art. 

In addition, participatory art (German Mitmachkunst) has for long raised suspicion among art 

historians, who believe “that art loses its capability of being art” as a result (Lämmli, 2014, p. 

7). Up to now, projects comparable to ruangrupa or Jatiwangi art Factory in European regions 

are often not even associated with art. More common are interventionist approaches, where 

artists come from outside the community and are required by their professional networks to 

validate their social engagement in terms of their artwork (however expansive the format).  

Thus, some socially engaged art practices take an interventionists approach, whereas others 

work within their living environments and follow long-term perspectives. The activities of both 

approaches are very broad, ranging from Complaints Choirs (Cheung, 2015), where people 

come together to sing or hum complaints to their government, to nurturing communal farming 

and self-organisation, thus drawing attention to regional development plans by governments 

and investors (v-artivist, 2009, 2010; Lo, 2016a, 2016b). Some collectives establish “Do It With 

8 It seems implicitly clear that whereas more established artists may steal ideas from less established 
ones, the opposite practice is not accepted in the least. 
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Others” cultures by providing labs for bio- and other -hacking (hackteria.org, n.d.; 

lifepatch.org, n.d.). Equally popular is the re-enactment of historical events, such as the Pitt 

Street Riot in Hong Kong (Lee, 2015), or their commemoration, such as groups cycling through 

Hong Kong on the 4 June as a ritual serving to remember the Tiananmen massacre (Lee, 2014a, 

2016b); or the vigil in the Victoria Park, “lighting candles or flashing […] mobile phones” (SCMP 

Reporters, 2021; also Chau, 2021; Hong Kong Free Press, 2021).9 Some collectives invent rituals 

to introduce or support values within a particular community (Jatiwangi art Factory 

(JaF)),10 or centre their projects on material history and urban development by holding 

workshops (e.g. carpentry and cooking, see Chingchun Warehouse).11  

An important aspect of socially engaged projects is community bonding, for example, bringing 

together members of particular neighbourhoods and disparate social groups (JaF, n.d.; Syarief 

Hasyim & Muntaha, 2016; Nurmanto & Syarifuddin, 2020; Syarief Hasyim, 2020; Theo & 

Siagian, 2020). Ecological issues are addressed, for example, by constructing DIWO devices to 

monitor water quality (lifepatch.org, n.d.; hackteria.org, n.d.). Sharing economies are explored 

through flea markets experimenting with payment options (Wooferten).12 Missing 

infrastructures are addressed, among others, by providing children’s playgrounds (Leung, 

2018). Massive demographic changes are accompanied by developing imaginaries aimed at 

shaping future society (JaF, n.d.; Muntaha, 2020; Yudi Rahman, 2020). Spaces are created for 

9 Although, “for the second year in succession, the authorities have cited Covid-19 restrictions to ban a
planned candlelight vigil in the park, an event which attracted tens of thousands of people each year 
between 1990 and 2019” (Hong Kong Free Press, 2021). The ban is part of a wider crackdown of the 
Hong Kong authorities on free speech and communal activities, which included the forced closure of 
the news network Apple Daily (whose last issue appeared on Thursday, 24 June 2021; see Chau, 2021), 
as well as arresting its founder, editors, pro-democratic representatives and supporters, elected 
politicians, and student organisers. 
10 https://jatiwangiartfactory.tumblr.com [15 June 2021]. 

11 青春工藝 / chingchun warehouse: The initiative’s Facebook page can no longer be reached. 
12 https://www.facebook.com/wooferten [15 June 2021]. 

https://jatiwangiartfactory.tumblr.com/
https://www.facebook.com/wooferten/
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inter- and transcultural reflections and strategies of empowerment (Heinicke, 2016) as well as 

for cultural economies (Sihar, 2020), and fading traditions are visually documented (Leung, 

2016).  

The above remarks provide a glimpse into a field of artistic production that is steadily growing 

worldwide and is embedded or intervenes in socio-cultural settings. Correspondingly, a vast 

amount of knowledge exists in the professional field and in inter- and transregional exchanges. 

However, as mentioned in the opening paragraph, what are missing are well-founded 

methodologies for researching such activities from an art practitioner perspective, despite art 

research being an established research area in its own right (see Chapter 5, pp. 115–138). 

This study discusses the challenges and obstacles that complicate introducing the art 

practitioner research perspective and delineates a corresponding methodology. The terms art 

practitioner research and AiAR are used interchangeably here. This study discusses the 

assumptions underlying the limited notions of art (Chapter 3, pp. 77–99). It develops an ideal-

type model of the canonisation of art that will serve as a basis for eliciting notions of art in 

AiAR (Chapter 4, pp. 101–113). It considers the emergence and limits of art research (AR) 

(Chapter 5, pp. 115–138), draws on the methodologies of practitioner research (PR) across 

disciplines (Chapter 6, pp. 139–158), and defines the principles of AiAR (Chapter 7, pp. 161–

185). Throughout, two motivations inform the selection and configuration of the various sites 

of inquiry. First, AiAR seeks to define the methodological principles of practitioner-driven 

research on and through Art in Action. Second, it aims to serve both rigorous global studies 

research and to make its results plausible for art studies and thus to enable adapting AiAR to 

art studies. 
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This study is transformative (Table 3, p. 51) and introduces a new paradigm of art studies. To 

date, art studies have fundamentally been informed by limited understandings of art (Chapter 

3,  pp. 78ff.). These assumptions often remain undiscussed and pose challenges for conducting 

practice-relevant research on working with art in socio-cultural settings. This study shows that 

eradicating paradigmatic assumptions about art from research paradigms is an essential 

requirement for doing Art in Action Research. It argues that notions of art are specific to 

particular settings and must be elicited through the research. Thus, AiAR takes into account 

the manifold notions of art that inform everyday practice and particular socio-cultural settings. 

Further, this study argues that AiAR should discard artwork-centred approaches as they 

exclude the possibility of addressing and focusing on important issues emerging from the work 

environment. An artwork-centred approach is too limited in its reach and not productive 

enough for AiAR. This study therefore posits that a paradigm shift is needed to introduce art-

practitioner research, and thereby to complement other art research and disciplinary 

approaches. The proposed paradigm shift lays a methodological foundation for Art in Action 

Research. The findings of this study contribute to enabling art to perform its increasingly 

important role in meeting the multi-faceted and pressing challenges of today’s societies, 

including ecological, economical, health, educational, and class issues.  

This study applies the global studies paradigm (section 2.3, p. 51) and works with a fourfold 

conceptual framework (section 2.5, pp. 54–72): the kaleidoscopic dialectic (section 2.5.2, pp. 

55–57), the concept of glocalisation (section, 2.5.3, pp. 58–59), the theory of transdisciplinarity 

(section 2.5.4, pp. 59–63), and the theory of meta-narrative synthesis (section 2.5.5, pp. 64–

72). Structured into several research layers (section 2.4, p. 53), this study proceeds from 

synthesising and discussing art historical literature to interdisciplinary evidence. The research 

layers correspond to the research objectives (section 1.4, p. 44). 
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Originally, I intended to describe the challenges of working with practice-driven research 

perspectives on Art in Action, and did not think that I would be able to clarify the principles of 

AiAR within the scope of this study. The initial literature review focused iteratively on global 

theories and on literature discussing the prevailing assumptions about art. I compared the 

existing debates, perspectives, and explanations. I used visual mapping strategies in search of a 

line of argumentation that promised to produce a constructive baseline that would serve as a 

template for implementing practice-driven research perspectives in future research. Over 

time, my literature search extended to arts health studies and from there to practitioner 

research methodologies. Slowly, this study took on its present shape. Part of this gradual 

realisation included my increased awareness of professional assumptions. In addition to my 

background in philosophy, I have made a living as a professional artist and as a faculty member 

at higher arts education institutions (HAEI). Successfully participating in a disciplinary field 

involves incorporating explicit and implicit value judgements—and accordingly, this study took 

several twists and turns before reaching the argumentation presented here. 

For art practitioner research to be feasible for artists, art researchers, and other academics, we 

need a line of argumentation that can be understood across disciplines and that discusses the 

problematised assumptions of art. In seeking to rebut long-standing hypotheses, 

transformative research, as presented here, faces the challenge of lacking a tradition of 

investigation. Thus, writing this thesis has required considerable effort to establish its research 

design, and thereby to guarantee the validity, credibility, feasibility, and reliability of the 

arguments.  

This study thus shows in detail that a paradigm shift in art research is essential for practice-

relevant research on socially engaged art, and delineates the principles of AiAR (Chapter 7, pp. 

161–185). In sum, as mentioned, the AiAR methodology established here focuses on issues 
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emerging from the work environment and places them centre stage. AiAR does not allow 

notions of art to inform the research base. These must instead be elicited through the research 

process, and thus heed the glocal rootedness of art. AiAR embraces pluriperspectivity in regard 

to how research is conducted and what informs its subject matter(s). The thought contexts 

informing AiAR are stated explicitly. The theories and methods selected to form a particular 

research framework do not follow a priori research protocols, but are grounded in the specific 

research setting and research process. The subject matter(s), that is, the particulars, are 

configured in relation to other particulars, positionalities, and histories. Correspondingly, 

project validity is not geared towards some universal standards, but constructed in relation to 

the research issue, goal(s), and procedures.  
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1.2 Research Question 

This study sets out to answer the following, empirically informed research question: 

Which paradigm shift is needed to establish art practitioner research? 

This question builds on experiences and insights from empirical, practice-based, and practice-

led13 activities that interlink art and independent research. These activities mainly took place 

in co-creative, collaborative settings with interregional teams.14 Further, the research question 

is informed by knowledge and know-how exchanged and addressed at transdisciplinary 

conferences on working with art in socio-cultural settings.15 Over the years, I have realised just 

how much practice-relevant expertise exists and that practitioners are strongly interested in 

sharing their knowledge and in jointly learning from best practices. I have also realised, 

however, that art studies do not support practitioner-driven inquiries into Art in Action and 

that a robust methodology is needed to address the issues emerging from working with art in 

socio-cultural environments. Hence, new research formats were—and still are—needed to 

take into account professional perspectives and needs, and to support the inter-glocal16 

exchange of the immense knowledge existing in the field. Some art practitioners pursue their 

13 See Glossary. 
14 Co-conceptualised and co-organised with colleagues, fellow practitioners and theorists, in Blantyre 
and Lilongwe (Malawi), Thimphu (Bhutan), Bangalore (India), Jatiwangi (Indonesia), and Hong Kong (SAR 
CN), among others. 
15 In the context of the independent FOA-FLUX research—a research hub that I run together with 
Annemarie Bucher—I have initiated and (co-)organised several discussion rounds, panel sessions, and 
conferences. In reverse chronology, these include: (2018–2019). Expert workshops Art and Society Talks, 
session chairs were Leung Mee Ping, Lau Kin Chi, Yang Yeung, Tam Hok Nang, Jay Koh, and Him Lo. 
Location: Boötes Academics Hong Kong; (2016). Conference Action Art. The role of artists and art 
strategies in civic empowerment and transformation processes. With artists and researchers from 
Switzerland, Mexico, Singapore, India, and Hong Kong. Location: Zurich University of the Arts (ZHdK); 
(2015). Conference Art • Life • Technology. With artists and researchers from India, Indonesia, Hong 
Kong, and Switzerland. Location: Swissnex India, IN-Bangalore. Co-organised with Srishti, Institute of Art, 
Design and Technology; (2014). Art / Community / Activism & Funding. With artists and researchers 
from India, Hong Kong, and Switzerland. Location: Hong Kong Arts Center (HKAC). http://foa-flux.net. 
16 See Glossary. 
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investigations in other disciplinary research fields because art research does not support their 

research interests, even though these are directly linked to their art activities in socio-cultural 

settings. This study contributes to closing this gap by developing the methodological principles 

of AiAR. 

1.3 Research Hypothesis 

The following hypothesis is based on the empirically informed research question and 

on extensive literature review: 

A paradigm shift in art research is needed to define the principles of art practitioner 

research. Achieving this paradigm shift requires following a five-step process: (1) Analyse the 

paradigmatic assumptions about art and the attempts made so far to overcome these 

dominant notions. (2) Specify the critical features of the canonisation of art. (3) 

Contextualise and assess the limits of existing approaches within art research. (4) Determine 

the discussed specifics of practitioner research across disciplines. (5) Define the principles of 

art practitioner research (AiAR). 
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1.4 Research Aim and Objectives 

The research aim specifies what question this study will answer while the research 

objectives refer to how this question will be answered. The main aim of this study is to define 

the principles of AiAR, which requires shifting the dominant paradigm in art research. To do so, 

this study will pursue a stringent five-step process as described in the hypothesis (section 1.3, 

p. 43). Each of the five sub-hypotheses corresponds to a research objective (Table 1).

Table 1 

Research Aim and Objectives 

H Objectives Chap. Chapter title 

1 
Analyse the paradigmatic assumptions about art 
and the attempts made so far to overcome these. 

3 The Diversity of Art 

2 
Specify the critical features of the canonisation of 
art. 

4 The Canonisation of Art 

3 
Contextualise and assess the limits of existing 
approaches within art research. 

5 Art Research 

4 
Determine the discussed specifics of practitioner 
research across disciplines. 

6 Practitioner Research 

5 
Define the principles of Art in Action Research 
(AiAR). 

7 Art in Action Research 
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1.5  Knowledge Gain 

The study contributes to advance practices working with art in socio-cultural settings. 

It does so by formulating a methodology to study such activities from an art practitioner 

perspective. This requires a paradigm shift, which this study discusses and carries out step-by-

step.  

Arts-based methods applied to change living environments are used and researched from a 

wide variety of disciplinary perspectives. However, the artists themselves, do not have a fitting 

methodology at hand. This despite the introduction of artistic research. The problem lies in the 

problematic relation between art history and art studies and the understandings of art that 

come along with it. These understandings, especially when considering Art in Action, are not fit 

to mirror practitioner perspectives and understandings of art as they can be observed 

worldwide. 

This study fills that gap. Step-by-step the challenges and obstacles to introduce a practitioner-

led research are laid out. Based on these investigations, the last chapter formulates the 

principles of an Art in Action research (AiAR) methodology that allows an issue-centered 

approach that is aware of the glocal rootings of art and the global-local dynamics. 
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1.6  Limitation and Scope 

The methodology developed in this study provides guidance on researching issues 

emerging in the working environments of socially engaged art practitioners. It is formulated by 

accessing the problem disposition in relation to the fine arts. The study does not discuss its 

relevance for other art disciplinary fields, such as music or the performing arts.  

Furthermore, the study focuses entirely on working with art in socio-cultural settings and does 

not evaluate whether the proposed methodology could be applicable for issues emerging in 

the arts which are not related to working with art in socio-cultural settings. Such a discussion 

would have gone beyond the scope of this research.  

For the same reasons, this study does not discuss any philosophical definitions or aesthetic 

theories of art. A corresponding discussion would have had to address the critique of the 

experimental philosophy towards most philosophical conceptions of art. Namely the 

assumption that “the concept of art is a shared concept that is implicitly known to us” and can 

be elicited through philosophical thinking without considering glocal rootedness (Monseré, 

2015, p. 159; also Kamber, 2011). Such a discussion can be expected to have further confirmed 

what this study carries out by focusing on the diversity of art and its relation to the art-

historical notions of art. Hence, no philosophical discussion was needed to achieve the 

objectives of this study.  
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2 Approach 

This chapter delineates the research approach, that is how the research aim and 

objectives will be attained. In order to ensure the credibility and validity of the research, both 

the methodology and the “resulting findings must withstand the criticism of peers and should 

ultimately be replicable, or at least able to be substantiated by independent research” (Darian-

Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 84). This study meets this requirement by providing a careful and 

detailed account of its research methodology. Chapter 2 (pp. 49–76) specifies the 

methodological features of this study one by one: research design, type of research, research 

paradigm, layers, and framework (conceptual apparatus with guiding theories and concept), 

and the configurations of Chapters 3 to 6 (i.e., literature search, selection process, criteria, and 

configuration procedures). 

2.1 Research Design 

This study proposes a paradigm shift in how art research approaches socially 

engaged art from an art practitioner perspective. The research is thus transformative. To reach 

its research goal, this study approaches its subject through the lens of the global studies 

paradigm. Its conceptual framework comprises the kaleidoscopic dialectic, the concept of 

glocalisation, and the theories of transdisciplinarity and meta-narrative syntheses. 

Table 2 (p. 50) shows the components of the research design while Figure 1 (p. 50) presents 

the structure of the research design.  
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Table 2  

Components of the Research Design 

Research Specifics 

Type 

Paradigm 

Framework 

Structure 

Conclusion 

Transformative 

Global studies 

Kaleidoscopic dialectic  
Concept of glocalisation 
Theory of transdisciplinarity 
Theory of meta-narrative synthesis 

Layered, subsequent configurations, constructing the 
line of argumentation 

AiAR principles 

Figure 1 

Research Design 
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2.2 Type of Research 

This study is transformative. It proposes and justifies the need for a paradigm shift in 

art research in order to define the principles of AiAR. Transformative research involves and 

leads to new applications, concepts, practices, or areas of study (USA National Science Board, 

2007; Elrahman & Giannopoulis, 2011).  

Table 3 

Transformative Research 

Definition of Transformative Research (Swiss National Science Foundation SNF) 

“Transformative research involves ideas […] that radically change our understanding of an 
important existing scientific […] concept or educational practice or leads to the creation of a 
new paradigm of field of science […] Such research challenges understandings or provides 
pathways to new frontiers.” 

Note. SNF webpage, snf.ch. See also SNF, 2007. Enhancing Support of Transformative 
Research at the National Science Foundation. Report. 

2.3 Research Paradigm 

This study applies a global studies paradigm. Global studies integrates 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary knowledge bases and methods. It addresses complexity 

and taken-for-granted perspectives and assumptions by re-framing the discourses relevant to 

a particular study and by keeping sight of the big picture (Rehbein & Schwengel, 2008; 

Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Zeiser, 2019; Rehbein, 2021). Although globalisation 

processes have been ongoing for centuries (Rehbein & Schwengel, 2008), the dynamics of 

interconnectedness, interdependencies, and complexities have accelerated exponentially 

since the 1970s (Robertson, 1992; Albrow, 1996; Tomlinson, 1999; Kraidy, 2005; Schönhut,
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2005; Rehbein & Schwengel, 2008; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009). Globalisation began attracting 

increasing attention from the 1980s, and resulted in several waves of global theories (Held et 

al., 1999; Martell, 2007) and globalisation studies (Albrow, 1996; Beck, 1997; Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2013). These studies focus on global dynamics and problems (Nederveen Pieterse, 

2013) and highlight the idea and reality of varieties of globalisations (Rehbein & Schwengel, 

2008). According to Nederveen Pieterse, the shift from globalisation studies to global studies is 

foremost a methodological one. Whereas globalisation studies were mostly anchored in 

disciplinary theories and protocols, global studies applies interdisciplinary research 

frameworks, combines diverse databases, and works (at least ideally) with transdisciplinary, 

multi-level frameworks (Neverdeen, 2013; Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Zeiser, 2019; 

Rehbein, 2020). The result is a “fundamental shift in analytical perspectives that requires a 

thorough retooling of our modernist and disciplinary modes of analysis” (Darian-Smith & 

McCarty, 2017, p. 2).17 Consequently, scholarly attention has shifted to the entire “local-global 

continuum,” as well as to the need to position the research objects within this continuum 

(Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 32). 

Relevance of the global studies paradigm for this study 

Art is a global phenomenon. Thus, art, art research, and research on art are inescapably 

affected by globalisation, which in turn leads to increasing awareness of the multi-valent and 

pluriperspective art practices and of the pressure on existing reference systems to change. It is 

therefore essential to keep sight of the big picture and to consider the local-global disposition 

of the researched phenomena. The global perspective of this study—and its aim to challenge 

17 Darian-Smith & McCarthy (2017) draws on A. Appadurai (2000). Grassroots Globalisation and the 
Research Imagination. Public Culture, 12(1), pp. 1–19; see also Z. Bauman (1998). Globalisation: The 
Human Consequences. Polity.  
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and overcome the prevailing disciplinary premises—makes a global studies approach critical to 

achieving the research goals (section 1.4, p. 44).  

2.4 Research Layers 

To test the sub-hypotheses, this study is organised into five research layers. Each of 

these layers corresponds to a sub-hypothesis, i.e., chapter: the diversity of art (Chapter 3, pp. 

77–99); the canonisation of art (Chapter 4, pp. 101-113); artistic research (Chapter 5, 115–

138); and practitioner research (Chapter 6, pp. 139–158). The final chapter (Chapter 7, pp. 

161–185) builds on the results of the previous ones and comes full circle to define the 

principles of AiAR. Every research layer (i.e., chapter) uses the framework theories and 

concept (section 2.5, pp. 54ff.) to achieve its objective. The evidence base of every chapter is 

selected relative to its corresponding objective (Table 1, p. 44). The literature selection and 

configuration of every meta-narrative synthesis follows the configuration to do’s (Table 9, p. 

72). Thus, the line of argument is established, as suggested by Booth (2016), by stringing 

together the results of the various meta-narrative syntheses. 
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2.5 Research Framework 

2.5.1  The Conceptual Apparatus 

The research framework of this study comprises three theories and a concept: 

(1) the kaleidoscopic dialectic, (2) glocalisation, (3) transdisciplinarity, and (4) meta-synthesis.

Theories and concept (1) to (3) provide guidance on how to approach and investigate 

complexities, multidimensional problem dispositions and co-existent multifocal perspectives. 

These theories and concept are concerned with real-world dynamics and their effects on 

epistemology and thus serve to establish the global studies paradigm. Theory (4) guides the 

literature selection and configuration processes. All four theories and concept address the 

challenges arising from reassessing and reformulating established knowledge and understandings 

relative to concrete problem dispositions. Table 4 summarises the conceptual apparatus. 

Table 4 

Conceptual Apparatus 

Theory/Concept Specifics 

Kaleidoscopic Dialectic 

Philosophical (self-)reflection 
complements sociological work. 

• Generalisations are grounded in particularities.
• The research and the researched are both informed by
historical knowledge formations and by contextual
dynamics.
• The constellation of particularities relevant to a study
and their interdependencies need to be configured, and
thereby allow for pluriperspectivity.
• Perspectives, assumptions, relations, and positionalities
need to be shown and discussed explicitly.

Glocalisation 

Micro- and macro-levels of  
socio-cultural processes are 
intertwined. 

• Globalisation cannot be separated from the production
and inclusion of locality.
• No global phenomena exists without local dispositions.
• Thus, the macro- and micro-levels of socio-cultural
processes must be understood as relational dynamics.
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Theory/Concept Specifics 

Transdisciplinarity 

Real-world problems demand 
transdisciplinary knowledge-
building practices. 

• Often, no single disciplinary lens can solve real-world
problems.
• At the centre of the research stands the problem
situation. New knowledge-building practices are
established as needed to solve the problem disposition.

Meta-narrative synthesis 

Guides mapping and reassessing 
fields of knowledge productions. 

• Defines the essential literature search, selection, and
configuration features.
• Substantiates new interpretations of research fields
and corresponding topics.

Note. Adapted from Rehbein, 2013; Robertson, 1992; Mittelstrass, 2001; and Booth, 2016. 

2.5.2  The Kaleidoscopic Dialectic 

Boike Rehbein’s critical theory, the kaleidoscopic dialectic (KD) (Rehbein, 2010, 

2013), critiques epistemological work that builds on the dichotomy of universalism versus 

relativism (2013, pp. 94, 110, 115). Instead, Rehbein proposes a global hermeneutics that 

grounds generalisations in particularities (pp. 129ff). As a result, both the research and the 

researched are understood as informed by historical knowledge formations. This needs to be 

considered in the research process. Both the research and the researched are part of 

contextual and historical dynamics, and thus are positioned within relational webs of various 

particularities. The KD focuses on these relational webs of particularities. Global hermeneutics 

as such configures and constructs these interdependencies, dynamics and relationships 

relevant to the subject matter. Research must further show and explicitly discuss the 

corresponding assumptions. The KD explicitly accepts our world’s factual pluralistic disposition 

and its implications for research (p. 11).  
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The KD builds on Adorno’s concept of the constellation, which is neither universal nor 

deductive, and on Norbert Elias’s emphasis on local variations (Rehbein, 2013, pp. 111ff).18 It 

transcends the teleological rationalisations of both positions. Accepting pluralism leads to 

relating all knowledge production to specific thought traditions (pp. 25, 111). In this light, the 

term universality, which denotes omniscience, is of no use. Neither are abstract and general 

theorems. Instead, generalisations are always relational and need to be grounded in 

particularities rather than in totality (pp. 104–110). Therefore, consistent with a global 

hermeneutics, generalisations must include the positionalities of particulars. Thus, universality 

always remains relational and is itself particular (p. 106).19 Constructing these relations—

between the universal and the particulars—means relating both levels to each other and 

reflecting on the positionality of the particulars vis-à-vis other particulars and their histories 

(pp. 102, 115, 128).20 Consequently, principles are historically constructed and contribute to 

shaping phenomena (p. 122). Hence, specific constellations of particularities are not random 

but relative to given reference systems and remain on the level of the particular. 

The KD proposes combining the social sciences with philosophical self-reflectivity to explore 

particular constellations and their relational dynamics. The social sciences, in terms of a global 

hermeneutics, are understood as follows: (i) they are not relative but relational; (ii) they are 

not normative but involve a normative world; (iii) they have limited validity; (iv) they are not 

anarchic but multi-lingual (Rehbein, 2013, p. 114). Regarding philosophical self-reflectivity, 

concepts, ideas, and notions can be general when used as categories, but not as sentences, 

which is the fundamental misconception of Cartesian philosophy (pp. 104-110). Therefore, the 

18 T. W. Adorno (1975). Negative Dialektik. Suhrkamp, p. 263; N.Elias (1997). Über den Prozess der 
Zivilisation. Suhrkamp. 
19 Rehbein (2013) draws on E. Laclau (2002). Emanzipation und Differenz. Passagen-Verlag, p. 90. 
20 Rehbein(2013) draws on Hepp’s interpretation of Bourdieu’s epistemology: if there is no universal 
theory, sociology must start from empiricism. R.-D. Hepp (2000). Bourdieu, Sozialanalyse, Soziosemiotik. 
ÖGS/ISSS, pp. 128ff. 
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KD’s understanding of epistemology applies concepts, ideas, and notions without determining 

these as essentially sufficient or causal. Epistemological discussions and descriptions self-

reflectively acknowledge that assessments of any given phenomenon are always related to the 

disciplinary, conceptual, and methodological standpoints and perspectives applied. Therefore, 

instead of limiting or retaining multiplicity, the KD supports the increase in perspectives and 

theories, as this produces both more accurate and more in-depth knowledge (p. 111). In this 

sense, the KD demands that epistemological work elicits its assumptions, norms, and 

frameworks relative to the networks of particulars and constellations under investigation (pp. 

128ff.). Hence, the KD enables detecting the positionalities, inter-dispositions, and 

interrelations between the phenomena and existing theories of various discourses. It also 

enables discussing interferences and overlappings, differences and similarities, as well as the 

interrelation of research perspectives and the researched dynamics.  

Relevance of the KD for this study 

The KD provides the theoretical guidance needed to self-reflectively address the complexities 

and multiplicities of our lifeworld. It guides researchers in accounting for their research 

perspectives and how these affect the researched. The KD helps to access the complexities and 

pluralistic dispositions of lifeworld constellations. It allows for generalisations by grounding 

such claims in a relational web of the particularities being studied. Further, it reflects on their 

positionality vis-à-vis other particularities and other influences (e.g., historical thought 

formations, geopolitical, socio-cultural and -political processes). The KD thus guides 

researchers in establishing grounded, integrative, self-reflective, and positionality-informed 

research. 
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2.5.3  Glocalisation 

The concept of glocalisation focuses on the relational tensions, relationships, and 

intertwined dynamics of global and local dispositions and processes. Rather than contrasting 

the global and the local, the concept of glocalisation suggests that to understand the change 

processes in our increasingly globalised world, we need to focus on the relational dynamics 

between the local and the global.  

Thus, glocalisation assumes that globalisation cannot be separated from the production and 

inclusion of locality.21 Without local dispositions, there are no global phenomena (Robertson, 

1992; Baumann, 1998). Accordingly, the category of the nation-state proved too limited to 

address the global dynamics (Beck, 2002). The growing interdependencies in an increasingly 

globalised world have pressured the existing reference systems to change and have 

necessitated for new research methodologies and concepts (Appadurai, 1996; Baumann, 1998; 

Appelbaum & Robinson, 2005; Rehbein, 2013, 2020; Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Zeiser, 

2019).  

Robertson (1992) introduced the term glocal into the discourse of the social sciences 

(Roudometof, 2016). He borrowed the term from Japanese dochakuka, which translates as 

“global localisation” or “local globalisation” (OED). In the late 1980s, Japanese multi-national 

corporations used dochakuka to micro-marketing their commodities: Seeking to increase sales 

by supplying specific regional markets, mass production was adjusted to suit local conditions. 

For example, a “glocal” car is a universal vehicle distributed worldwide. It features “local” 

adaptations and therefore is designed to meet the needs of particular “local” markets. 

Robertson introduced the notion of glocalisation into sociological investigations and 

21 This paragraph draws on Lämmli (2014). 
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emphasised that the “local” does not conflict with the “global,” or vice versa. As mentioned, 

globalisation cannot be separated from the production and inclusion of locality. Thus, the local 

is constitutive of the global. Glocalisation, in contrast to the category of the nation, draws 

attention to the “local-global continuum” (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 32), as well as to 

the relational dynamics between the macro- and micro-levels of socio-cultural processes 

(Giulianotti & Robertson, 2009). It does so, however, without predetermining specific 

differences and tensions. 

Relevance of glocalisation for this study 

The emphasis on glocalisation (i.e., considering the complexities and interrelatedness of local 

and global dynamics) is relevant not only to art-historical debates on notions of art but also to 

this study’s critique of the non-grounded universal assumptions about art informing art 

research frameworks. The kaleidoscopic dialectic also serves to address the relational 

dynamics and the importance of global-local interrelations. Glocalisation complements this 

stance by emphasising that globalisation cannot be separated from the production and 

inclusion of locality and vice versa. It strongly emphasises and draws attention to the tensions, 

influences and conditions in the local-global, that is, glocal disposition.  

2.5.4  Transdisciplinarity 

Transdisciplinarity emerged in the 1970s (Leavy, 2011). “Jean Piaget and Erich Jantsch 

each pioneered the theoretical conceptualization of transdisciplinarity.”22 It thus began about 

a decade after the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) brought 

22 E-book: Leavy (2011). Chap. 1, section “Transdisciplinarity,” para. 2. 
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together national experts to identify the features that were meant to underpin their efforts to 

advance research and development (R&D) globally (Chapter 5, pp. 116ff.). Transdisciplinarity 

emerged in the same decade in which the 20th Conference of the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) brought the “Recommendation Concerning the 

International Standardization of Statistics on Science and Technology” before the general 

assembly (pp. 117ff.). The development initiatives to further R&D and measure its outcomes 

initiated a dynamic that finally led to the supra-national acceptance of the unit of art research 

within the R&D framework (pp. 119ff.). Also, from the 1970s onwards, globalisation processes, 

informed by technological developments, rapidly increased the world’s complexity and 

interconnectedness, which have since continued growing exponentially (section 2.3, p. 51–53). 

Moreover, the emergence of transdisciplinarity coincided with the discussions on the 

reflection-in-action of professional work that began emerging in the early 1980s (Chapter 6, 

pp. 148ff.). All these developments have addressed and continue to address a growing need to 

invent new formats of knowledge production in order to analyse and meet lifeworld 

challenges. Transdisciplinarity addresses these complex and multifocal dimensions of our 

globalised world (Mittelstrass, 2001, p. 92; Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 10), as well as 

responds to “(public) needs” (Leavy, 2011, Chap. 1, para. 4). 

“Although definitions of the term vary enormously,” transdisciplinarity has some common 

principles (Leavy, 2011).23 The basic idea of transdiscplinarity is that often no single disciplinary 

lens provides the knowledge needed to solve real-world problems. Transdisciplinarity helps to 

overcome the limited reach and validity of disciplinary work (Mittelstrass, 2001, pp. 93, 96; 

Leavy, 2011).24 This also includes the shift from “discipline-specific concerns, theories, and 

23 Chapter 1, section “Transdisciplinarity,” para. 1–2. 
24 Leavy (2011). Chapter 1, section “Transdisciplinarity,” para. 1. Leavy notes that the term “lifeworld” 
was introduced into sociology by Alfred Schütz. “Science had historically been detached from ‘practical 
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methods” to prioritising real-world problems “at the center of research” (Leavy 2011).25 

Transdisciplinarity “always involves the collaboration of multiple disciplinary sets of knowledge 

[. … , and] aims to provide holistic and synergistic approach to studying an issue or problem”

(Leavy, 2011).26 Various disciplinary conceptual, methodological, and theoretical frameworks 

are thus combined and innovated according to what is needed to solve a real-world or 

lifeworld problem (Table 1.1 and para. 8, 9). Transdisciplinarity thus builds on multiple sets of 

disciplinary knowledge. 

Transdisciplinarity therefore is an instrumental, integrative, real-world, and problem-oriented 

research principle. It helps to transcend disciplinary narrowing on a “higher methodological 

level” (Mittelstrass, 2001, p. 94). Transdiciplinarity assumes the role of a theory when 

addressing these complex and multidimensional life-world problems. As such, it guides the 

research process (i.e., problem perception and problem solving), but does not articulate a 

universal theory (p. 95). “In this vein many suggest that interdisciplinarity turns into 

transdisciplinarity in a given project via transcendence and deep levels of collaboration or via a 

participatory approach” (Leavy, 2011, Chapter 1, “Transdisciplinarity,” para. 1).27  

life or the lifeworld’” (para. 2, Footnote 1, citing Hadorn et al. (2008). The Emergence of 
Transdisciplinarity as a Form or Research. Handbook of Transdisciplinarity. Springer Science, pp. 19–39). 
Leavy does not mention that Schütz drew on Husserl’s concept of the lifeworld. E. Husserl (2002). 
Phänomenologie der Lebenswelt. Reclam. 
25 Chapter 1, section “What is Transdisciplinarity?” para. 1; and “Principles of Transdisciplinarity,” Table 
1.1, and para. 8–9. 
26 Chapter 1, section “Principles of Transdisciplinarity,” para. 1. 
27 Leavy draws on W. Austin, C. Park & E. Coble (2008). From Disciplinary to Transdisciplinary Research: 
A Case Study. Qualitative Health Research, 18(4), pp. 557–564.; C. Depres, N. Brais & S. Auellan (2004). 
Collaborative Planning for Retrofitting Suburbs: Transdisciplinary and Intersubjectivity in Action. Futures, 
(36), pp. 471–486; J. Flinterman, R. Teclemariam-Mesbah, J. E. Broerse & J. F. Bunders (2001). 
Transdisciplinarity: The New Challenge for Biomedical Research. Bulletin of Science, Technology & 
Society, 21(4), pp. 253–266; A. K. Giri (2002). The Calling of a Creative Transdisciplinarity. Futures, 34(1), 
pp. 103–115; J. T. Klein (2004). Prospects for Transdisciplinarity. Futures, 36, pp. 515–526; on the 
participatory approach, see Forum für Klima und Global Change. Schweizerische Akademie der 
Naturwissenschaften (ProClim) (1997). Visionen der Forschenden. Forschung der Nachhaltigkeit und 
globalem Wandel—wissenschaftliche Visionen der Schweizer Forschenden. Konferenz der 
Schweizerischen Wissenschaftlichen Akademien. 
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Generalisations cannot be applied unproblematically to “express what we learned in the 

course of our encounter with a ‘problem situation’” (Putnam, 2005, p. 4). Transdisciplinarity 

aims to introduce new orders of knowledge production into education and research. It 

attempts to correct erroneous trends (the narrowing of disciplinary perspectives) by applying 

cooperative conditions for the disciplines that are relevant to the problems under study.  

Integrating different disciplinary perspectives, researchers jointly design their research and 

conduct an integrated research process centred on real-world problem (Mittelstrass, 2001, pp. 

95–97, 211; also Nowotny et al., 2001; Scholz, 2020). Leavy suggests that this research 

approach may include “multiple persons working on a project or an individual researcher 

working with multiple sets of disciplinary knowledge and tools” (Leavy, 2011).28 

Transdisciplinarity thus involves a heightened awareness of disciplinary range (Leavy, 2011).29 

Global studies discusses the transdisciplinary research framework in relation to a global 

perspective (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, pp. 10 ff.). It supports transdisciplinarity, which 

offers “a way to overcome what has been called the ‘balkanization of the academy into narrow 

enclaves’” and “’generate[s] deep critical thinking’” (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 58, 

citing Hall 2010, p. 27). Transdisciplinarity suits the global studies paradigm as it seeks to grasp 

and to cope with rather than reduce the complexity of problems. Transdisciplinary thinking is 

also said to have an emancipatory potential, one that opens up modernist and European-

centric paradigms. It moves knowledge production towards a more “holistic approach to 

pressing contemporary issues” (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 60), and introduces “new 

knowledge-building practices” (Leavy, 2011).30 

28 Chapter 1, section “Principles of Transdisciplinarity,” para. 1. 
29 Chapter 1, section “Disciplinarity and Transdisciplinarity: A Love-Hate Relationship,” para. 4. 
30 Chapter 1, section “Disciplinary to Transdisciplinary Knowledge-Building,” para. 4. Also cited in Darian-
Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 60. 
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Combining global studies with a transdisciplinary framework helps to create “a new analytical 

paradigm” (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017, p. 73). A transdisciplinary research project is 

“seeking literature in multiple relevant fields” (Leavy, 2011).31  

As literature may be pulled from numerous disciplines the process of taking an 

“inventory” of the relevant literature alone can be a long process, and ample time 

must be given to building this framework (Darbellay 2008). Darbellay suggests taking 

inventories of what is just beyond the scope of each relevant discipline and 

determining where synergies can be found or forged. (Leavy, 2011, Chap. 3, 

“Transdisciplinary Literature Review,” para. 1) 

Referring to Raymond Miller (1982)32 who suggested creating “holistic conceptual 

frameworks” (Leavy, 2011),33 Leavy suggests that “literature can help us build” a 

transdisciplinary framework.  

Relevance of transdisciplinarity for this study 

Transdisciplinary theory explains and contextualises the need to break down disciplinary 

boundaries. It accesses real-world issues through various disciplinary lenses and generates the 

methodology in a problem-oriented manner. Transdisciplinary theory complements the 

kaleidoscopic dialectic and concept of glocalisation with its application orientation. The 

kaleidoscopic dialectic grounds  generalisations while the concept of glocalisation emphasises 

the interdependencies of the local and the global. Transdisciplinary theory emphasises the 

application orientation and the integrative methodology (i.e., a methodology comprising 

several disciplinary lenses).  

31 Chapter 3, section “Transdisciplinary Literature Review,” para. 1. 
32 R. Miller (1982). Varieties of Interdisciplinary Approaches in the Social Sciences. Issues in Integrative 
Studies, (1), pp. 1–37. 
33 Chap. 3, section “Transdisciplinary Literature Review,” para. 1. 
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2.5.5  Meta-Narrative Synthesis

The transformative thrust of this study stems from the lack of adequate contextual 

and baseline discourses. As mentioned, these must be constructed and configured.34 To this 

end, this study employs configurative meta-narrative synthesis, whose methodologies have 

been developed, among others, in health and medicine, AI and data analyses. For the purposes 

of this study, and after consulting several accounts of literature on review methodologies (e.g.: 

Grant & Booth, 2009; Kastner et al., 2012; Booth, 2016; eMERGe, n.d.; equator network, n.d.; 

Cochrane-Smith et al., 2021), meta-narrative synthesis proved well suited to this study’s 

literature analysis and configurations. Meta-narrative synthesis is a sub-type of meta-

synthesis, which is also called meta-review. In order to clearly distinguish meta-synthesis from 

background reviews (Table 5, p. 67), this study consistently speaks of synthesis, except in 

verbatim quotations. The next section describes meta-narrative synthesis based on Kamler & 

Thomson (2006), Sandelowski and Barroso (2007), Atkins et al. (2008), and Grant & Booth 

(2009). The account of meta-narrative synthesis builds on Gough et al. (2012) and on Booth 

(2016). 

Meta-Synthesis 

Meta-synthesis work has become a research technique in its own right and has been subject to 

various methodological investigations (Gough et al., 2012; Booth, 2016). Its status as a 

valuable review and configuring method correlates with the exponential growth of data, with 

today’s manifold real-world challenges, and with the pressure on research reference systems 

to change. Meta-synthesis developed in correspondence with real-life developments and the 

“lack of direction for interpreting or using […] findings” (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007, p. 23). It 

34 Constructing emphasises the building of something, putting it together. Configuration emphasizes the 
creation of a form that is depending on the relative positionings. 
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aims to point out problematised research dispositions and theories, in order to substantiate 

new interpretations of existing research fields and to create new theories (Kamler & Thomson, 

2006; Atkins et al., 2008; Grant & Booth, 2009). A “common purpose” of synthesis research is 

to “sum up the knowledge generated in an area in order to conclude directly relevant to 

practice or chart directions for future research” (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007, p. 23). It thus 

often focuses on “areas that have been overlooked for theoretical or methodological 

reasons” (Kamler & Thomson 2006, p. 41). Meta-synthesis thus aims at mapping a particular 

field of knowledge production. It is interpretative and involves assessing the selected literature 

(and selection itself), the aspects to be highlighted or downplayed, and seeks to underpin 

assumptions (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007, p. 18).  

Several typographies of synthesis research methodologies have been defined and adapted to 

fit project purposes (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007; Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, 

2008; Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009; Grant & Booth, 2009; Gough et al., 2012; Kastner et al., 

2012; Peters et al., 2015; Booth, 2016; Nye et al., 2016; Schick-Makaroff et al., 2016; Strobel et 

al., 2016; Hong et al., 2017; Lockwood et al., 2019). Central to synthesis research is a clearly 

purpose-oriented account of the literature selection in accordance with the research approach, 

question or hypothesis, and framework (Gough et. al., 2012). As such, synthesis research 

needs to balance being too limited versus being too exhaustive. Both approaches have been 

criticised for being “insignificant or superficial” (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007,  p. 24). When 

formulating the objectives of a meta-synthesis for a particular study, one needs to decide 

“whether they are best met in one synthesis study, or a program of studies” (p. 19). Relative 

to the research objective(s), the validity of the synthesis research lies either in “having 

retrieved all relevant reports of studies in a target domain” (p. 25) or in showing that a “berry-
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picking” strategy better serves the research objectives (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007, p. 41).35 

Thus, “the research synthesis enterprise is both scientific and literary” (p. 135). 

The synthesis method used in this study (i.e., the meta-narrative synthesis), is contextualised 

below. Synthesis research is first differentiated from background studies and then from meta-

analysis. Next, two synthesis methods are compared: aggregative and configurative synthesis. 

Comparison shows that the latter best fits this study. Then, different types of configurative 

meta-synthesis are compared. Comparison shows that meta-narrative synthesis best supports 

testing the hypothesis of this study. The meta-narrative synthesis is further specified and the 

critical configuration features to be considered when configuring are stated. 

Background Studies Versus Synthesis Research 

Whereas all research starts with background studies, synthesis research differs from this 

general approach and itself “constitutes a form of scientific inquiry” (Sandelowski & Barroso, 

2007). Table 5 (p. 67) presents the differences between background studies and synthesis 

research. 

As mentioned, several comparative reviews of the types of synthesis are available. Often 

presented in tabular form, these reviews specify the differences between data sources, 

procedures, focuses, and objectives. This study conducts several meta-narrative syntheses 

(Chapters 3 to 6).  

35 Sandelowski & Barroso (2007, p. 41): “Bates (1989) used the metaphors of browsing and berry-picking 
to describe search strategies. Browsing the literature is a strategy useful to stimulate thinking and to help 
searchers get the lay of the land.” M. J. Bates (1989). The Design of Browsing and Berrypicking 
Techniques for Online Search Interface. Online Review, (13), pp. 407–424. 
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Table 5 

Background Studies vs. Synthesis Research 

Background Studies (BR) Synthesis Research (SR) 

• Make the case for a specific study, which is
introduced by identifying
— the gaps,
— errors, or
— controversies
that will be or were addressed in a study.

• Connects past research with the study
proposed or just completed.

• SR is
— either systematic and exhaustive or
— involves retrieval, and
— analytical procedures.

• Narrative synthesis overviews are often
— wider in scope than background reviews
and
— always less penetrating than qualitative
research syntheses.

• Synthesis merely surveys the topics and
methods used in a field of study and

• provides “efficient overview(s)” of the
research literature for researchers and
practitioners.

Note: Adapted from Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007. 

Table 6 

Meta-Analysis vs. Meta-Synthesis 

Meta-Analysis Meta-Synthesis 

Meta-analysis is a “technique that 
statistically combines the results of 
quantitative studies to provide a more 
precise effect of the results.” Meta-analysis 
aggregates studies to one another. 

Meta-synthesis is interpretative and 
broadens understandings of a particular 
phenomenon, and is best designed to re-
interpret meaning across many hermeneutic 
and qualitative studies. 

Meta-synthesis may include more grey 
literature, book chapters or conference 
proceedings or theses; it translates and 
compares concepts and themes across and 
within fields of study.  

Note: Adapted and cited from Grant & 
Booth, 2009, p. 94; and Gough et al., 2012. 

Note: Adapted from Atkins et al., 2008; 
Grant & Booth, 2009; and Booth, 2016. 
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Table 6 (p. 67) shows that meta-synthesis, however, should not be confused with meta-

analysis. Thus, whereas meta-analysis is used to combine and analyse the results of various 

qualitative and quantitative studies, meta-synthesis is interpretative and aims to re-

interpreting meaning across hermeneutic and qualitative studies. 

Aggregative and Configurative Synthesis 

This study adopts the framework of configurative synthesis. This is differentiated below from 

aggregating synthesis, as discussed by Gough, Thomas & Oliver (2012, p. 3ff),36 and 

complements that type of synthesis with the specificities of meta-narrative synthesis 

formulated by Booth (2016). 

Gough et al. (2012), characterise aggregative syntheses as a method “combining similar forms 

of data,” (p. 3), and often “using predefined concepts and then testing these using predefined 

(a priori) methods,” thereby “identifying studies that support each other” (p. 3). In contrast, 

configurative syntheses are “more exploratory,” with specific methods sometimes being 

adapted and selected (iteratively) as the research proceeds (p. 3). Configurative syntheses are 

often “interested in identifying patterns provided by heterogeneity” (p. 4)37 and oriented 

towards finding “sufficient cases to explore patterns and so are not necessarily attempting to 

be exhaustive in their searching” (p. 4). Thus, the configurative syntheses are used to gain 

knowledge, and in practice, range from determining factors through prioritising particular 

issues to testing or generating theory (p. 4).38  

36 Gough et al. (2012) use the terms configurative and configuring review or synthesis interchangeably. 
This study uses the term configurative synthesis, except in verbatim quotations. 
37 Here, Gough et al. (2012) draw on E. Barnett-Page & J. Thomas (2009). Methods for the Synthesis of 
Qualitative Research: a Critical Review. BMC Med Res Methodol. 9(59). 
38 Here, Gough et al. (2012) draw on R. Pawson, A. Boaz, L. Grayson, A. Long & C. Barnes (2003). Types 
and Quality of Knowledge in Social Care. Social Care Institute for Excellence; A. Oancea & J. Furlong 
(2007). Expressions of Excellence and the Assessment of Applied and Practice-Based Research. Res Pap 
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Table 7 presents Gough et al.’s (2012) differentiation of aggregative and configurative 

synthesis. 

Table 7 

Aggregative Synthesis vs. Configurative Synthesis 

Types Specifics 

Meta-ethnography What theories can be generated from the 
conceptual literature?  

Critical interpretative synthesis What theories can be generated from the 
conceptual literature?  

Meta-narrative review How to understand the development of 
research on an issue within and across 
different research traditions.  

Note: Gough et al., 2012.39 

Educ, 22, pp. 119–137; A. Harden & D. Gough (2012). Quality and Relevance Appraisal. Introduction to 
Systematic Reviews. Edited by D. Gough, S. Oliver & J. Thomas. Sage, pp. 153–178. 
39 Concerning meta-ethnography Gough et al. draw on I. Chalmers, L. Hedges & H. Cooper (2002). A Brief 
History of Research Synthesis. Evaluation & the Health Professions. 25(1), pp. 12–37; concerning critical 

Aggregative Synthesis Configurative Synthesis 

• Collects empirical data
• Combines similar forms of data
• Tests predefined concepts
• Uses aggregative logic
• Averages empirical observations to make
empirical statements (within predefined
conceptual positions).

• Explores, interprets and understands the
world

• Arranges (i.e., configures) information
• Identifies patterns
• Addresses heterogeneity
• Develops concepts
• Maps onto how the review is intended to

inform knowledge.

Note: Adapted from Gough et al., 2012. 

Types of configurative synthesis 

Table 8 

Types of Configurative Synthesis 
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Gough et al. (2012, p. 4) specify three types of configurative synthesis, to which they allocate 

two different review questions (Table 8, p. 69). 

Meta-Narrative Synthesis 

According to Booth (2016), meta-narrative synthesis and its sampling method take a 

“paradigmatic approach to map literatures from different research traditions” (p. 8). This 

involves a “purposive sampling of key papers,” and the rationale of configuring an “illuminative 

sample of papers from within different research traditions” (Booth, 2016, Table 3, p. 8).40 Key 

to meta-narrative synthesis is the literature selection. Guaranteeing the accountability of the 

research, requires clearly and transparently specifying orientation points, as well as search and 

selection criteria (Gough et al., 2012). The number of studies chosen for a meta-synthesis can 

range from a handful to several hundred. Booth (2016) noted that it is “undesirable to talk in 

terms of specific numbers, the amount of relevant data may be a function both of the number 

of studies and their conceptual richness and contextual thickness” (p.7).41 The reliability and 

validity of meta-synthesis relate to its research object and objectives.  

Grant & Booth (2009) provided a detailed overview of the main types of review and listed their 

search, appraisal, synthesis, and analysis features (SALSA). They did not, however, list meta-

narrative synthesis. They concluded, among others, that search and selection processes, rather 

interpretative synthesis they draw on M. Dixon-Woods, D. Cavers, S. Agarwal, E. Annandale, A. Arthur, J. 
Harvey, R. Hsu, S. Katbamna, R. Olsen, L. Smith, R. Riley & A.J. Sutton (2006). Conducting a Critical 
Interpretive Synthesis of the Literature on Access to Healthcare by Vulnerable Groups. BMC Med Res 
Methodol. 6(35), 13 pages. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-6-35; concerning meta-narrative review 
they draw on T. Greenhalgh, G. Robert, F. Macfarlane, P. Bate, O. Kyriakidou & R. Peacock (2005). 
Storylines of Research in Diffusion of Innovation: A Meta-Narrative Approach to Systematic Review. Soc 
Sci Med. 61, pp. 417–430. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-6-35.  
40 Booth provides an overview of synthesis methods with corresponding sampling methods. 
41 Gough et al. (2012) draw on S.E. Baker & R. Edwards R (2012). How Many Qualitative Interviews is 
Enough? National Centre for Research Methods Review Paper: Expert Voices and Early Career Reflections 
on Sampling and Cases in Qualitative Research. http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/2273/ [12 September 2015]; 
and Centre for Reviews and Dissemination (2008). Systematic Reviews: CRD’s Guidance for Undertaking 
Reviews in Health Care. University of York. 
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than following a “’gold standard,’” are better suited to show “’fitness for purpose’” (p. 105). It 

is thus important to “recognize and develop an awareness of the broader context and 

evidence base within which a particular review exists” (p. 105). This implies the need to clearly 

position the synthesis research and to highlight the value created by one’s work (Clark, 2016, 

p. 1), as well as its contribution to the “scholarly conversation” (p. 2).

Critical Features of Meta-Narrative Synthesis  

Configuring the meta-narrative syntheses adheres to accounting in detail for their critical 

features (summarised in Table 9, p. 72). 

This study accounts for the critical features of configurative meta-narrative synthesis by 

specifying the search strategy, selection criteria and configuring process as applied throughout 

the meta-narrative syntheses. The orientation points guiding the configuration of the meta-

narrative syntheses appear as bold titles in the texts. The configuring research steps are 

interrelated in a circular workflow throughout the research process, based on purpose-

focused, iterative and rolling sampling.  

Relevance of the meta-narrative synthesis to this study 

The meta-narrative synthesis guides the literature sampling and configuration, “involving 

literature from different research traditions” (Booth, 2016, Table 3, p. 8). It provides the 

necessary critical features that need to be taken into account (this study, Table 9, p. 72). 
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Table 9 

Specifics and To Do’s of Meta-Narrative Synthesis 

Specifics To Do 

Orientation Define purpose of sampling 

Evidence base Define research traditions relevant to the 
objective(s) of the particular study.  

Search strategy Define 
— search strategy and its 
— “fitness for purpose” 

Selection criteria Define 
— selection criteria in their 
— “fitness for purpose” 

Justify  
— amount of papers used 

Configuring process — Define orientation points 
— Allocate the paper selection to the 

orientation points 
— Write up meta-narrative synthesis 

Research relevance Specify knowledge gain 

Note: Adapted from Grant & Booth, 2009; and Booth, 2016. 

2.6 Configurations 

Three of the framework theories and concept used in this study—the kaleidoscopic 

dialectic, the concept of glocalisation, and transdisciplinary theory—guide the formulation of 

the research hypothesis and the operationalisation of the research. The formulated sub-

objectives each correspond to a chapter. Further, these three theories and concept focus the 

content and orient the analysis (i.e., which specificities will be addressed). As mentioned, the 

fourth framework theory (meta-narrative synthesis) provides the critical features for the 

configuration processes (Table 9, p. 72).  
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The literature pool used for Chapters 3–6 was established in the preliminary search phase 

and served as basis for the research design. Second, the literature selection for the meta-

syntheses drew on this preliminary literature pool, which was complemented as required for 

the specific syntheses. What follows substantiates (1) the preliminary search phase and 

(2) the overall decisions for the meta-narrative syntheses. This includes general remarks on

the evidence base and selection criteria, as well as on the specifications of the selection 

strategy and configuring processes (based on the “Specifics and To Do’s of Meta-Narrative 

Synthesis,” Table 9, p. 72).  

2.6.1  Preliminary Search and Building the Hypothesis 

The transformative quality of this study required extensive hypothesis building. 

The global studies approach and the framework theories and concept, which challenge 

conventional notions of art and research concepts, were integral to constructing the 

argument. Thus, an extensive, exploratory literature search was conducted. Literature across 

various disciplines was consulted to gain an overview of the pressure on reference systems 

of the art studies to change. This bird’s-eye view served to triangulate this study’s empirically 

informed research goal, and to find an entry point and hypothetical line of argumentation 

that enables validating this study. To manage the extensive literature search, a circular 

approach of skimming and scanning articles and books for purpose-related content was 

used along with relational visual mappings. The latter focused on analysing and eliciting 

interrelations between positions, paradigms, topics, and issues.  

The search began by purposefully assessing the literature, gathered during my previous 

practice-based and practice-led studies, from which the research question for this study 
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emerged. Next, the literature was supplemented with relevant literature, following the 

additional information in footnotes and via keyword search, with particular consideration 

being given to art historical categories (i.e., production, reception, and distribution). The 

additional papers were searched for through internet-based research.42 

Skimming and scanning search and visual mapping substantiated the following research 

assumptions: (1) Art studies and art history began reflecting relatively late on the effects of 

globalisation processes. (2) The notions of art problematised by globalisation effects are widely 

known among scholars, but the corresponding consequences are hampered by a static art 

history—and thus also of art studies—whose methodology is informed by ideological beliefs. 

(3) Art research tends to uncritically build on these limited notions of art. (4) Methodologies on

art practitioner research are yet to be established.43 Based on these substantiated assumptions, 

the hypothesis of this study was formed and the research design defined. 

2.6.2  Constructing the Meta-Narrative Syntheses 

The hypothesis (section 1.3, p. 43) formulates the line of argument that supports the 

introduction of art practitioner research, which is both anchored in art studies and introduces 

a paradigm shift. The hypothesis suggests a five-step research process. Each step corresponds 

to a chapter. The meta-narrative configuration of every chapter follows the to-do’s stated in 

Table 9 (p. 72). The extensive literature list resulting from the preliminary search, which 

included grey literature, served as a basis for the initial literature selection (and for ensuring its 

42 The search and visual mapping surfaced other topics that are not considered here, including questions 
about the autonomy of art, the interrelated dynamics of the art market and art discourses, exhibition 
histories, socially engaged arts initiatives and developments, and branding attitudes in the arts. 
43 Even though, in practice, there might be art research that draws on practitioner research 
methodologies, to my knowledge, based on key scholarly papers on AR, no methodology of art 
practitioner research has yet been formulated (see Chapter 5, pp. 115–138). 
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fit with the meta-narrative purposes of this study). Next, the configuration steps were 

interrelated and the outcomes continuously reassessed in a circular creation process. This 

purpose-focused, iterative interpretative analysis, and rolling sampling first clarified the 

orientation points, as well as the corresponding contents and sub-content items. Second, the 

literature was allocated to these content items. Third, a further literature search was 

conducted to fill the gaps needed to clearly substantiate these content items. This involved 

further rounds of moving back and forth between close reading, and skimming and scanning. 

Once more, relational visual mapping was used to gain clarity. The literature search ended 

when purpose-fitting saturation, that is, condensed and substantiated narratives, was reached. 

Careful attention was paid not to enter any sub-discursive debates, as it must be expected that 

after the paradigm shift has been established, and after the existing argumentations in art 

studies have been evaluated from the new perspective proposed here, existing arguments 

might not stand up to scrutiny. 

The literature was selected based on the following criteria: quality (academic) and landmark 

studies; relevance (to the purpose of the study); recognised positions within the respective 

discursive spheres and traditions; content highly likely to be accepted in the respective 

disciplinary fields. These criteria ensure the accountability and transparency of the meta-

narrative syntheses. The synthesised positions and contents are credible and academically 

valued contributions in their own right. As little literature as necessary was selected to 

substantiate the meta-narrative syntheses.  
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Meta-Narrative Syntheses 

3 The Diversity of Art 

The Diversity of Art in Global Contexts 

Art-making is “one of the oldest, most widespread and most important of human 

activities” (Onians, 2008, p. 10). All art-making relates to particular socio-cultural settings and 

is informed by socio-political beliefs. Consequently, manifold notions of art exist. Academic 

discourses have addressed art through various disciplinary prisms, foremost in philosophy, art 

history, anthropology, sociology, and educational studies (e.g., Schneider, 1997; Harrison & 

Wood, 2003; Summers, 2003; Majetschak, 2007; Bell, 2010; Gombrich, 2012; and Welsch, 

2012). The assumptions underlying these approaches have been widely discussed (e.g. Morphy 

& Perkins, 2006; Carrier, 2008; Questionnaire, 2009; Belting, 2011; Elkins, Valiavicharska, & 

Kim, 2010; The And: Expanded Questionnaire, 2012; Casid & D’Souza, 2014).44 Today's 

globalising tendencies are accelerating and generating increasingly complex dispositions and 

networks. They inform and impact both the everyday and the scientific reference systems 

involved in knowledge production. Ulrich Beck (2008) discussed this pressure on existing 

reference systems to change as “mega-change.” Compared to other disciplines, art discourse 

began considering these changing axiomatic dispositions relatively late (Onians, 2008). 

44 See also Welsch (2012, p. 20) who argues that philosophy began thinking about art in order to think 
about itself, and subsequently misused art as a counterfoil to demonstrate the superiority of 
philosophical understanding. (“Man muss erkennen, dass die Philosophie der Kunst sich der Kunst gar 
nicht um derentwillen, sondern um spezifisch philosophischer Zwecke willen zugewandt hat [...] dem 
diente insbesondere die Behauptung, dass die Kunst erst im philosophischen Begreifen ihre eigentliche 
und letzte Erfüllung finde.”)  
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Problematised Narrow Notions of Art 

Until now, an “overly narrow, Euro-American conception of art” has been haunting art 

discourses (Morphy & Perkins, 2006, p. 1). While art history successfully established a 

scholarly perspective on art, it has tended (and still tends) to neglect its own limited reach. Its 

narrow understanding of art led to excluding and devaluing most art production worldwide. 

For a few centuries, it distinguished art and n-art, whereby n could stand for “primitive,” 

“ethnic,” “folk,” “traditional,” etc. In Art in Action: Make people think! Reflections on current 

developments in art (2014), I called this “art and tag” and “art+ and +art” (p. 16). In this view, 

works are entitled to be called art, without requiring further identification, if they are seen to 

fulfil the evaluation criteria of Euro-American art history. These criteria mostly relate to 

originality, innovation, and authenticity in one way or another. These fuzzy conceptual outlines 

have been and continue to be established by canon-driven peer discourses: “All other fields of 

art were specifically labelled and as such implicitly positioned as less valuable art productions: 

World Art, Art Brut, Ethnic Art, Traditional Art, and so on” (Lämmli 2014, p. 16; see also Camille 

et al., 1996; Brzyski, 2007; Lucci, 2008; Zijlmans & Van Damme, 2008). 

Today, the calls to overcome the limited Euro-American conception of art—Elkins (2021) calls

it the “’North Atlantic art history’” (p. 9)—are becoming more vocal.45 They are issued in books 

and papers and heard at scholarly panels on art across the world, for example, at the 

International Convent of Asia Scholars ICAS10 (2017). Elkins (2021) has suggested that the “art 

world is becoming more diverse and inclusive, writing about art is becoming less diverse and 

more uniform” (p. 7). 

45 I am using the term Euro-American art as it is an established term in the literature, although I do not 
think the term is appropriate. I expand on this idea below. 
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The term Euro-American art history—or Western art history—is somewhat misleading 

(Lämmli, 2014, p. 12). It suggests a conception of art that refers to and intends to include art 

that is produced in particular regions. This, however, is not the case. Many practices within the 

European and North Atlantic regions, that is, a significant amount of their material culture, 

have also been excluded by this “overly narrow, Euro-American conception of art” (Morphy & 

Perkins 2006, p. 1). Excluded from critical and scholarly art historical discourses, these 

practices have been the subject of anthropological, sociological, or educational studies, like 

much other art worldwide. Thus, the so-called Euro-American notion of art is not a regional 

concept, but an academic thought tradition with limited reach, focused on what it considers to 

be significant art (Lämmli, 2014). 

Narrow Versus Broad Notions of Art 

The major difference between a narrow and a broad understanding of art becomes evident 

when taking into account their underlying assumptions, as well as the aims and intentions of 

the scholars adopting one conception or another. Now, there are, of course, various narrow 

understandings of art, just as the aspirations to establish yet another exclusionary master 

discourse as a framework for worldwide art production still abound (CAA, 2016).  

To highlight the different impacts of applying a narrow or a broad concept of art, I first outline 

the differences between a narrow, so-called European and North Atlantic concept, and a broad 

understanding of art. Briefly put, the major difference lies in their assumptions, intentions and 

goals. The former strives to value art production that corresponds to the value judgements of 

its particular thought tradition, and remaining within that tradition, is mainly interested in 

historically relevant masterpieces. The latter seeks to elicit the “lifeworld” (Morphy & Perkins, 

2006, p. 2) of particular societies, that is, to understand how, by whom, why, when, and for 
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which purposes art is practised and circulated within particular settings. Until now, many art 

historians and critics have approached art with an image of themselves as merit givers. Judging 

and defining, they aim to confer distinction on the few producers of masterpieces. 

The Random Criteria for Defining Contemporary Art  

Those, however, who still believe that sound criteria for justifying differences in value exist 

have been proven wrong. One case in point is a special issue of the acclaimed art theory 

journal October entitled “Questionnaire on ‘The Contemporary’” (2009). Another is “The and: 

An expanded questionnaire on the contemporary,” which appeared in Field Note 01 (2012), a 

journal published by the Asia Art Archive. Both publications bring together curators, critics, 

and theorists who clearly and explicitly describe the current art discourse as highly 

problematic, as lacking sound criteria, and as informed by random value judgements. Many 

authors in these two special journal editions see art discourses as having turned into service 

providers for financial and institutional markets. Scholars and critics are part of particular 

coteries and depend on harsh competitive working conditions with scarce opportunities for 

earning money. Spotting the best artist, the best work, is of course not unfamiliar in other art 

traditions. Still, the overwhelming Euro-American conception of art has set the tone in art 

discourse for centuries, with its most significant impact being to exclude most of the “world's 

artistic’ production” (Morphy, 2001, p. 1). 

The Limited Reach of Notions of Art  

Therefore, discussing art in terms of either a narrow or a broad understanding means 

addressing different scopes of production. A narrow concept is most helpful for discussing 

particular kinds of art or specific issues in detail (thought or media traditions, functional 

orientations, distribution criteria, etc.) within its own tradition. Thus, the consequences of this 

limited concept should be taken into consideration. This involves debunking paradigmatic and 
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non-grounded universalistic (i.e., context-insensitive) claims. Yet precisely these claims have 

been—and are still—guiding the narrow European and North Atlantic understanding of art and 

its history. A broad conception of art accounts for the fact that art relates to particular settings 

and guiding narratives. Art as such (in)directly reveals what is at stake within given contexts. It 

is associated “with bodies of knowledge, technologies, and representational practices that 

provide insights into the whole lifeworld of a society” (Morphy & Perkins, 2006, p. 2). Thus, the 

European and North Atlantic approach operates with a predefined concept of what art is 

supposed to be, based on which it assesses art production. In contrast, other disciplines apply 

theories and methods to elicit how art is understood in particular settings, and how it relates 

to the socio-political features of particular networks, communities, and societies.  

Self-Entrapped Thought Tradition 

Nowadays, the universalistic (i.e., context-insensitive) European and North Atlantic conception 

of art contributes to its own current conceptual weakness and implausibility. It is worth noting 

that this conception has not evolved as uniformly as some might like to think (Welsch, 2012). 

Also, further studies are needed on the entanglement of scholars and the art market during 

the second half of the twentieth century up until now. This perspective will hopefully shed 

new light on why other tendencies in modern art, for example, art closely related to real life, 

have not established themselves within that discourse—despite socially engaged, 

marginalised, and activist art attracting increasing attention (Ferguson et al., 1990; Felshin, 

1995; De Cauter et al., 2011; Jackson, 2011; Bishop, 2012; Finkelpearl, 2013; Lacy, 1995; Kent, 

2016; Lee, 2014b, 2016a; Lämmli, 2017a). One possible answer to the dead-end question “But 

is it Art?” could be “But does it matter?” (Felshin, 1995, book title and p. 13). The second 

question has provided a way out of a self-entrapped thought tradition, which many 

practitioners perceive as a sphere in which dogs keep chasing their own tails. By denigrating 
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communal art approaches, the European and North Atlantic art historical discourse has made 

it virtually impossible for a discursive sphere and a robust research methodology to evolve that 

would have been relevant to these art practices. It has thus also denied itself the opportunity 

of reflecting on and changing its fundamental assumptions (Brzyski, 2007; Lämmli 2016, 

2017a). 

This ahistorical self-image has led art history to define art in an overly narrow way. Moreover, 

art history has ranked its judgements over all others—albeit various and partly conflicting, sub-

discourses coexist—, thus devaluing any other art discourse. As Anna Brzyski (2007) has 

observed: 

In the eighteenth century, Europe defined fine art as the pinnacle of hierarchy that 

ranked cultural artifacts on a developmental scale from the barbaric to the civilized. Its 

own cultural tradition, which not only produced fine art, but continued to refine it, was 

automatically distinguished from other cultural traditions that either failed to produce 

a similar artistic heritage or that stopped developing, according to the European 

perspective, at a particular stage. As a result, the material culture of the West, 

enshrined by the designation “art,” became the domain of art history, while the 

material culture of the rest of the world, classed under the rubric “artifact,” was 

relegated to the domain of ethnography and later anthropology, from which it did not 

merge until well into the twentieth century. (pp. 5 ff.)46 

46 See also, e.g., Morphy (2001); or Morphy & Perkins (2006): “Art is associated almost equally with the
two senses of the word “culture”—culture as a way of life or body of ideas and knowledge, and culture 
as the metaphysical essence of society, incorporating standards by which the finest products of society 
are judged. This may have been a factor in the discomfort that some anthropologists felt about the term 
art. Art in the first sense is associated with bodies of knowledge, technologies, and representational 
practices that provide insights into the whole lifeworld of a society. Art in the second sense has been seen 
as the product of a particular stage of Euro-American history. In this sense, art is seen as disconnected 
from society as a whole and overdetermined by its role in the class structure of Western capitalist society 
(e.g., Bourdieu 1984)” (pp. 1 ff). 
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The Four Key Assumptions of Art History 

Brzyski's (2007) description of “classical art history” (i.e., the Euro-American art history) and its 

assumptions shows why these eliminatory tendencies continue to haunt its discourse (p. 18). 

Her account also suggests why this history seems unable to keep abreast with new 

developments in art. Introducing Partisan Canons, Brzyski articulates the four central value 

assumptions of “classical art history”: 

Canonical formations are key components of the metaphoric regime of classical art 

history. The classical paradigm of art history, which has been in place since art 

history´s emergence as a distinct form of art discourse, is based on a set of four 

interrelated assumptions. First, the concept of art is not synonymous with the entire 

spectrum of production that potentially can be or is identified as art at any historic 

moment. Second, art is by definition a phenomenon, a cultural tradition, and the 

history of that tradition can be studied, interpreted, and ultimately conveyed through 

art historic statements (textual, verbal, and/or visual). Third, art history does not deal 

with the entire spectrum of art practice but only with its historically significant 

aspects. Fourth, and finally, art´s history is not affected by art historic discourse. Art´s 

history is, in other words, external and independent of art historic commentary. It is 

therefore empirically available for art historic narrative, analysis, and interpretation. I 

would further suggest that even if epistemological validity of art historic 

interpretation is questioned within the logic of the classical paradigm, the autonomy 

of art history as a discourse is never the subject of doubt and neither is the a priori 

assumption of the historic significance of the evidence under investigation. (pp. 17–

18) 

Based on Brzyski (2007), Table 10 (p. 84) summarises the four critical assumptions of Euro-

American art history. 
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Table 10 

Four Assumptions of European Art History 

Assumptions Consequences 

1 Limited concept of art. Does not cover all art produced 
worldwide at any time. 

2 Art history is a thought tradition. It therefore has its own socio-cultural 
histories. 

3 Within its object range, it only 
considers what it views as significant 
art practice.  

Pyramid scheme. 

4 Its own discourse is not subject to 
doubt. 

Lacks methodological self-reflectivity. 

Note: Adapted from Anna Brzyski, 2007. 

Art history’s assumptions hinder and are unproductive for describing the glocal roots of art. On 

the contrary, its limited subject area renders invisible some of the fundamental changes and 

key features of contemporary art practice. A universalistic aesthetic perspective, which views 

art as a “formal appearance unmediated by cultural knowledge” (Morphy, 2001, p. 5), has little 

to offer when discussing the profound shifts currently underway. Art practice is nowadays 

informed by various thought and practice traditions (see, e.g., Yee, 1998). Its advancement 

interrelates with regional and inter-regional conditions and dynamics, demands, and issues. 
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Competing and Merging Narratives 

Art history has lost its paradigmatic plausibility. The future will provide answers to Dave-

Mukherji's question: “What becomes of [art history] when the world shrinks into a planet?" 

(2014b, p. 88).  Belting (2007) sees “the survival of any safe notion of art” threatened (p. 16; 

see also Belting, 2011). Drawing a wider circle, Arthur Miller (2014) predicted that “art, 

science, and technology as we know them today will disappear” (p. 348).  

Given the fast-paced change processes currently unfolding, it seems advisable to withdraw 

from paradigmatic art views and instead to apply a comparative and grounded approach, one 

capable of reflecting on paradigms and methodologies, and of discussing limits and reaches, 

intentions and objectives. In this way, interrelated global and local interrelated dynamics come 

into view and can be discussed as such. We are witnessing competing and merging narratives 

(Belting, 2007; Dave Mukherji, 2014a, b; T. Smith 2009; The Rock, 2015; Elkins, 2020). Art 

practice and localising endeavours are initiating re-categorisation processes aiming to render 

visible the multifaceted functions that art is capable of performing. Such re-categorisation 

attempts are often rooted in a thought context based on several traditions of thought and 

practice, and anchored in particular life contexts (see, e.g., The Rock, 2015; Lee, 2014b, 2016a, 

2016b; Samboh, 2019, 2020). These re-categorisation tendencies involve individuals and 

groups actively engaging with globalising dynamics and leaning towards either a more 

homogenous or a more diverse sense of how life should and could be organised. Importantly, 

these re-categorisations are inseparable from the political positioning—however (un)willful or 

(un)reflected—of those involved. 
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Political Beliefs Informing Notions of Art 

Shifra Goldman (1994) highlighted the fact that political beliefs inform art discourses. For 

example, she pointed out that political dispositions potentially impact the visibility—or indeed 

the invisibility—of particular art forms. Goldman worked on Latino Art and observed that 

Chicano art, for instance, “which appeared modestly on the scene in the late 1960s […] was 

ignored by almost all professionals in the art world” (1994, p. 36). They sought to “deflect and 

correct the stereotypes, distortions, and Eurocentric misunderstandings that have plagued all 

serious approaches to Latino Art history since the 50s” (p. 37). Chicano art has long expressed 

the cultural, economic, and political struggle of the Mexicano people in the United States.47 

The artists worked collectively, addressed land disputes, and the quest for identity and power, 

as well as formulated and spread their activist ideas and ideologies.48 Goldman also pointed to 

the interrelation of political conditions and their effects on the art scene as a factor that may 

have helped render certain art forms invisible: “It has been my experience that converging art 

and politics, or even art and a social conscience, was disparaged in the United States from the 

late 1940s on (for excellent historical reasons, including the cold war and the McCarthyite 

attack on free speech)” (Goldman 1994, p. xvi).   

Critical Reflection and Choices Matter 

Two prominent contributors to U.S. American art discourse who have emphasised the 

criticality of value judgements, perspectives, and choices, as well as the need for 

methodological and issue-related self-reflectivity, are the African American cultural writer and 

activist bell hooks and the Vietnamese-born American scholar Trinh T. Minh-ha. In Art on my 

47 See the founding statement of CARA (1991). CARA National Advisory Committee, July 1987. Chicano 
Art, Resistance and Affirmation, 1965-1985. Edited by R. Griswold del Castillo, T. McKenna & Y. Yarbro-
Bejarano, Wight Art Gallery, University of California Los Angeles, p. 27.  
48 On the Chicano Movement, see, e.g., Carlos Muñoz, Jr. (1989). Youth, Identity, Power: The Chicano 
Movement. Verso. 
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Mind: Visual Politics (1995), hooks emphasised the need to become aware of the choices we 

make—to realise what we choose to think and write about, and thus to take part in “visual 

politics” (p. XVI). In Women, Native, Other (1989), filmmaker, writer, and film scholar Trinh T. 

Minh-ha outlined her concept of “speaking nearby.” Both thinkers introduced critical reflection 

as a constant negotiation of who is speaking about what from which point of view, and thus as 

a form of practical engagement and as a means of actioning of multiple viewpoints.  

More than ever, art has been recognised as a powerful tool for representing and bringing 

about ideas, beliefs, observations, and contemplations, and critical reflections. Even more 

importantly, we must ask several crucial questions:  

Who defines activities and thought spaces for whom? Who is included and who 

excluded in constructing and shaping conditions and reference systems that provide 

frameworks for exploring how we view and use art? Who has the right or takes the 

right to speak? Who has the power to legitimise action? Who decides which concepts 

are correct to use as reference points for our approaches to life and art, for our 

decisions, viewpoints, and activities? (Lämmli, 2017a, p. 139) 

 Such questions should be incorporated in and addressed by any research methodology, 

resulting in research designs that explicitly name the reach and limits of the chosen approach. 

Visual Culture, World Art, and Global Art Studies 

The change pressure on the reference system of Euro-American art history—due to its limited 

views on what should be considered art—brought forth several new fields of study: most 

prominently, visual studies (also called visual culture studies), world art studies, and global art 

studies (M. Smith, 2008; Zijlmans & Van Damme, 2008; Elkins, 2018; Belting, 2013; Allerstorfer 

& Leisch-Kiesl, 2017). They began appearing at universities and conferences in the late 1980s 
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(visual studies), the mid-1990s (world art studies) and around the end of the first decade of the 

21st century (global art studies).49  

Marquard Smith (2008) has argued that visual studies explores the problematised status of art. 

It emphasises self-reflection and “theorising between disciplines” (p. 6). Visual studies 

understands the research methodologies as “a living methodology” (p. x). It thus upholds 

“thoughts-in-formation” (p. xii) and makes intellectual attitudes explicit (p. xii). Visual studies 

sets out to examine “all times and cultures” (Elkins, 2018, p. 15). Nevertheless, the field has 

developed into and, accordingly, has been criticised as a presentist endeavour, pursuing a 

“practice centred on contemporary first-world visual production,” (p. 15) and characterised by 

an ahistorical attitude and by limited political and theoretical references. As Elkins (2018) 

observes: 

Visual studies had promised itself the daring juxtaposition of previously unstudied 

theoretical methods with previously unstudied art practices from all times and 

cultures, but it had solidified into a definable academic practice centered on 

contemporary first-world visual production, a reasonably predictable roster of 

theorists, and a consistent politics. (p. 15) 

Depending on the scholars, the terms world art and global art are used interchangeably or 

refer to distinct perspectives and research approaches. Global art proponents, such as Hans 

Belting, tend to position global art as the successor of world art studies. In his 2013 essay 

“From World Art to Global Art,” Belting, seemingly uncritical and lacking methodological self-

awareness, deduces the proposed development from world art to global art based on 

confusing subject matters with research approaches. In general, global art proponents tend to 

49 A more thorough discussion on the relationships between “Kunstgeschichte”, “Weltkunst,” world art 
studies and global studies has to be left aside in the context of this study.  
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use the term global art to refer to contemporary art, thereby highlighting “hybridity in this art” 

and limiting the notion of world art to “’the world heritage of art from all ages and countries’”

(Buddensieg, 2009, p. 10). This presentist view of global art has also faced criticism. Colburn, 

for example, suggests understanding global art as “art produced under the conditions of 

globalization” (Colburn, 2016, p. 4). Accordingly, she discusses pre-modern art as global art.  

Overall, many scholars seem to use the term global art to refer to worldwide art and 

emphasise its hybridity. What is lacking, however, is an awareness of how globalisation 

impacts reference systems. Especially when considering the hybridity of art, objects of study 

should be related to globalisation processes. Thus, global art researchers should (self-)reflect 

on their underlying research assumptions and perspectives. There is tremendous potential for 

development in this respect, as illustrated by world art studies (Van Damme, 2008). Global 

studies should attain a level of (self-)reflection on research approaches and ongoing changes 

similar to world art studies. 

In his latest book, The End of Diversity in Art Historical Writing (2021), James Elkins offers a 

bleak assessment of art history’s possibilities to challenge its blind spots. Moreover, he finds 

that art history is expanding its global grip on how art is assessed and interpreted. If Elkins is 

correct, we need to view the expansion of global art studies as a setback, as this suggests a 

research stance that acknowledges that its objects are informed by various traditional traits 

while—and this point is critical—its underlying remaining assumptions and perspectives 

remain static. The refusal to consider and adopt methodological change, and to relate to and 

embrace paradigmatic real-life changes, consolidates a pyramid scheme, a story of art that 

foremost supports the further expansion of the global art market. This enables a dynamic to 

thrive that continues to obscure inequalities, as well as persistently ignores the fact that art 
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discourses and theories have local roots (Borea, 2021). Thus, it is important to clearly 

distinguish global art studies from global studies. Whereas the latter requires a self-reflective 

and an explicit positioning of one’s research approach and assumptions, the former often 

seems to neglect such considerations. Therefore, much of so-called global art studies certainly 

embraces hybridity and multiplicity in its subject matter, but leaves its research perspectives 

and premises unsatisfactorily underexposed.50 

According to Van Damme (2008), the concept of world art was first discussed by John Onians 

in his article “’World Art Studies and the Need for a New Natural History of Art,’ published in 

the prominent art history journal The Art Bulletin in 1996” (Van Damme, 2008, p. 54). Onians 

emphasised that the visual arts are a “world-wide phenomena across time and place, seeing 

them as integral to the behaviour of Homo sapiens (although he argues that other animals may 

display art-like activities as well)” (Van Damme, 2008, p. 54). World art studies has since taken 

shape and evolved. Well known are the world art studies programmes at the University of East 

Anglia and the Universiteit Leiden.51 Van Damme outlines the subject of this newly emerging 

field as follows:  

[ World art studies] suggests doing for the visual arts what musicology does for 

music—or what, for example, linguistics does for language or religious studies for 

religion: to approach its subject matter from a global perspective across time and 

place and to study it from all relevant disciplinary viewpoints imaginable, ranging 

from evolutionary biology to analytic philosophy. (p. 27) 

Thus, in contrast to a limited global art perspective, the concept of world art takes into 

50 Notably, Belting (2013, p. 1) postulates that “by its own definition global art is contemporary and in 
spirit postcolonial.” 
51 The programme at the University of East Anglia was initiated by the art historian John Onians; the 
programme at the Universiteit Leiden by art historian Kitty Zijlmans and the ethnographer Wilfried Van 
Damme. 



Art in Action Research Methodology 91 

consideration the multiplicity and pluralism of research approaches, methodologies and 

subject matters. World art studies, in other words, heeds the perspective-related reach and 

limits of research. 

Face-Lifting Ahistorical Claims and Values 

Thus, although new fields of study are sprouting, art history still tends to rank and prioritise its 

valorisations of cultural productions over others. Despite fierce criticism, art history continues 

to perpetuate its universalistic and ahistorical claims and values. It has countered its 

increasingly problematic status by attempting to adopt the methods of other disciplines (see, 

for instance, the contributions to the special issue of the established October art journal titled 

“The Contemporary”)52 and by expanding its list of valued art productions. In this way, it has 

included one or the other work by formally marginalised groups (Ferguson et al., 1990; Steiner, 

1996; Borea, 2021). This “face-lifting,” however, neglects that the assumptions underlying art 

history as a discipline are ideologically informed and are thus unable to provide a basis for 

diverse understandings of art. As Christopher B. Steiner emphasised in the mid-1990s, it is not 

simply about what is listed as a valued production: 

Recent attempts to overthrow the seemingly uncompromising stipulations of the 

canon have resulted instead in ‘opening it up’ and enabling certain hitherto 

marginalized art forms to slip inside (as if unnoticed)—only then to be ranked 

according to well-entrenched criteria. The canon has not been overthrown; it has 

simply been expanded and reconfigured. (Steiner, 1996, p. 213) 

Although published in 1996, Steiner’s critique is still valid today: Art history’s close ties with 

capitalism and class hierarchies need further investigation. Whitewashing—or what might 

52 Questionnaire (2009). 130, pp. 3–124; see also The And (2012). 1, pp. 1–134. 
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more appropriately be called “colourwashing”—its shortcomings, art history fails to critically 

reflect on its problematic underlying assumptions. Indeed, the opposite is the case.  

Pseudo-Diversification and Universal Claims 

By selectively diversifying its portfolio, art history attempts to validate its canon system and to 

solidify it for further expansion into global contexts. As Steiner further observed:  

Seeking piecemeal admittance for one type of putatively undervalued art or another 

does little to challenge the fundamental structures of inequity and hierarchy which 

are inherent in the canonical order. If anything, in fact, such practices function merely 

to validate the canon system. (Steiner, 1996, p. 214) 

What art history includes and excludes has been widely discussed (Dave Mukherji, 2014a, b; 

Elkins, 2007; Zijlmans, 2008; Belting & Buddensieg, 2009; Belting, 2010; Elkins et al., 2010). For 

instance, Dave-Mukherji (2014a, 2014b) criticises global art history as yet another ethnocentric 

endeavour as it claims to be a global discipline. Much has also been written about how art 

history “affects the production of meaning as well as the economic and symbolic values 

assigned to cultural objects,” and about competing canons and sub-canons (Brzyski, 2007, p. 

1). However, Brzyski asserts that  

It is more than curious, therefore, that despite the extensive nature of the critiques 

of canonicity and their wide acceptance, mainstream art history continuous to 

embrace canonical logic in its day to day operations, research, presentation of 

scholarship, pedagogy, and curatorial practice. (2007, p. 2) 

Also, “the critiques of canonicity have become as commonplace in art history as they are in 

other disciplines” (Brzyski, 2007, p. 1). However, the tension between signalling awareness of 

the current problems of multiple art discourses, and thus of canons, while claiming the 
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universality of one’s belief system, is untenable. In her introduction to Partisan Canons (2007), 

Anna Brzyski writes that there is  

compelling evidence for the existence of multiple, historically situated canonical 

formations, that is, different canons, produced at different times and in different 

geographic locations by individuals, groups, and institutions pursuing at times very 

different agendas. (p. 3)  

Let us pause here for a moment and consider that in the early twenty-first century, a 

recognised art-historical position still needs to point out that there is “compelling 

evidence” that multiple art canons exist! There is an ubiquitious and constant need to 

reaffirm and readdress art historical patterns of thought, which hinder thinking along 

more practice-related lines (see Chapters 5 and 6). Despite the existence of “historically 

situated canonical formations,” art historical stakeholders53 continue to prioritise their 

canon as the only one that provides universal standards: 

Even when the possibility of multiple canons specific to a subfield, culture, or genre 

has been acknowledged, the idea persists that some of those structures, in particular 

the Western canon, occupy a uniquely privileged position, regulating, in effect, the 

entire system of cultural appraisal. (Brzyski, 2007, p. 1) 

A Multidisciplinary Story of Art  

Already in the early 1990s, John Onians suggested that art history should be transformed into 

a multidisciplinary field of study that examines the objects and technologies made by humans 

from primeval times to the present (Van Damme, 2008). He attributed this demand to being 

confronted, while teaching at the University of East Anglia, with the Sainsbury collection: “The 

53 The online edition of Merriam Webster’s Dictionary of American English gives the following definition: 
“One who is involved and is affected by a course of action.” 
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Sainsbury collection in the then School of Art History raised the question of how to come to 

scholarly terms with the totality of human visual artistic production” (Van Damme, 2008, 

p. 54). To achieve this goal, Onians suggested transforming “conventional art history […] into 

a discipline with a global coverage across time and space” (Van Damme, 2008, p. 55). 

Art history should become more global and multidisciplinary. Onians, therefore, proposed 

focusing attention on all forms of “visually interesting material culture” (Van Damme, 2008, 

p. 55). To advance this perspective, Onians organised a Clark Conference (in 2000) entitled 

“Compression vs. Expression: Containing and Explaining the World’s Art” (Onians, 2006). The 

conference addressed questions that had hitherto been understood as questions of world art 

and global art studies (Van Damme, 2008, p. 56; Onians, 2006, p. ix). With the conference, 

Onians intended to “draw attention to two distinct, though related, problems. First, what is 

‘the world’s art,’ how is it to be defined, and how is knowledge of it to be brought together? 

And second, how is it to be studied and understood?” (Onians, 2006, p. ix).  

One of the conference contributors, Yves Le Fur, discussed the collections about to be united 

in the then not yet built Musée Quai Branly (designed by French architect Jean Nouvel), thus 

“compressing two collections (that of the Musée de l’Homme and the Musée National des Arts 

d’Afrique e d’Océanie)” (Le Fur, 2006, p. 9). Summarising the vision underlying the museum 

project, Le Fur touched on crucial aspects of world art studies: 

The fusion and compression of the two collections, combined with the collaboration 

(once difficult) between anthropologist, ethnologist, curator, and historian, may be 

considered in an optimistic perspective from which to find new relations between 

scientific fields and experience cross-cultural relations, rather than extending 

universally a Western conception of world art. The goals are not only to further 

research on various cultures and their history and to foster exploration of values of 

identity in collaboration with people of the five continents, but also to displace 
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existing categories in order to offer elements for reflexive attitudes to all the various 

publics and to create a dynamic place that is always open to questioning. (2006, p. 10) 

In The Art Atlas (2008), Onians anthologised manifold descriptions of art, moreover from 

diverse art canons, research methods, and assumptions. He applied a broad notion of art, 

understanding art as “a worldwide phenomenon” with traces “through time and space,” 

focusing on the “history of material visual expression” (Onians, 2008, p. 10). He embraced the 

story of art as a narrative that presents “the knowledge of human artistic activity” (2008, p. 

13).  

In his introduction to the Art Atlas, Onians (2008) describes the challenges he faced when 

working on the book: How to present the immense knowledge on art in one volume for 

readers to understand how these various contributions relate to each other? Onians’s 

anthology sought to provide “exceptional insights both into what unites all art and into what 

makes it so varied” (p. 10). Any single narrative could not embrace all this knowledge, making 

a new framework necessary that could integrate various disciplinary findings and descriptions. 

Disciplinary research always comes with its specific views, focuses, premises, questions and 

methods. These, in turn, have a particular scope and specific limits. Researchers necessarily 

work with theories and concepts that are embedded in particular disciplinary perspectives, 

which themselves have emerged from and relate to socio-cultural traditions. But not only 

disciplinary approaches differ. Obviously, the “art-using communities worldwide” produce art 

based on “different assumptions” (p. 10). Onians points out that it is precisely “this diversity of 

assumptions that makes it so difficult to develop an integrated understanding of art as a 

worldwide phenomenon” (Onians, 2008, p. 10). 
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The Art Atlas and its Framework 

Thus, in the Art Atlas, Onians (2008)54 focuses on a global story of art to address art’s 

complexity, diverse research perspectives and underlying notions. Onians suggests that a 

framework capable of bringing together diverse perspectives and approaches within the same 

volume needs “to avoid categories that depend on assumptions that are cultural: that is, 

preconceptions that reflect the values of this or that community or group” (p. 10). How to 

establish a common ground able to connect distinct discourses? In addressing this question, 

Onians moves away from an approach common in art history, which assumes that art “should 

be treated as part of culture” (p. 11). He asserts that such notions of art value the human 

being as “a superior god-created and god-like being” (p. 11). This view correlates “with many 

of the prejudices embedded in European art history. It has prevented the study of art as a 

worldwide phenomenon and has long inhibited the study of nature and origins of human 

artistic behaviour” (p. 11). 

Considering the question “Who participates in the definition and production of art” led Onians 

to establish a new framework, “one in which each specialist can present his or her knowledge, 

but in a way that relates to those of the others” (Onians, 2008, p. 10). To establish common 

ground for comparative discussions and readings, Onians also suggests, as mentioned, 

reducing culturally informed categories as much as possible. Cultural categories are loaded 

with particular communities’ preconceptions and therefore fail to serve as common ground for 

comparison. Therefore, Onians suggests writing a new natural history of art, one reflecting 

54 The Art Atlas (2008) was first published in 2004 as Atlas of World Art. Onians has also published on 
neuroarthistory, listen, for example, to an interview with him broadcast on the Yale University Radio
(Carey, 2016).  
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how human visual production reacts to living conditions.55 In this vein, he decided to use space 

and time as categories to structure The Art Atlas. Onians understands these visual productions 

in terms of humans being guided, unconsciously, by their neuronal processes, which are 

themselves informed by what people see and highlight due to their lifeworlds.56 Human beings 

depict what interests them at a particular time in specific contexts. This view raises awareness 

of what is essential about human activity in general.  

Thus, living conditions, and human reactions to them, served Onions as a template for his 

spatial and temporal framework. He used three structuring categories: (1) the earth as a spatial 

starting unit, and the continents as spatial sub-units;57 (2) time frames sequenced according to 

far-reaching changes in human life, beginning with the “appearance of art-related activities 

among humans” (p. 11); and (3) time structures up until today that are informed by other 

human behaviours that entailed rapid changes. Such behaviours include influences on and 

changes in lifestyles in relation to how food is organised, new technologies developed, and 

wars carried out.  

All these factors influence—indeed create—power constellations. Thus, the chapters of the 

Atlas encircle the earth, ranging from the Americas through Europe and Africa to Asia and the 

Pacific. Each continent section is divided into sub-sections, whose titles refer to a particular 

place and time frame. Some lists are longer than others, and the locations and time frames 

vary from chapter to chapter. The result is 149 space-time entities, each covering a double 

55 Onians uses the term nature not as a concept that was developed within a particular thought 
tradition, but “as a set of resources and constraints, principally those embodied in the nature of the 
earth, of time and of man” (2008, p. 10). 
56 See also John Onians’s introduction to neuroarthistory on https://alchetron.com/John-Onians 
[30 June 2021]. 
57 Onians chose continents as the principal organisational unit as they provide natural borders and limit 
human movement. 
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spread, “the knowledge of each [field] controlled by a different group of specialists” (p. 10). 

The 68 contributors to the Art Atlas include archaeologists, anthropologists, (art) historians 

from various subject areas and cartographers. While some specialise in “a particular medium, 

such as textiles or film; others, like Egyptologists or Sinologists, study a particular region” (p. 

10). Starting with “Art, Hunting and Gathering 40’000–5000 BC” and ending with “Art 

Institutions Worldwide 2000,” The Art Atlas “allows exceptional insights both into what unites 

all art and into what makes it so varied” (Onians, 2008, p. 10). It presents art as a human 

achievement existing at all times and places. Even though the maps take up considerable 

space, The Art Atlas comprises texts and selected images, albeit small-scale and mostly limited 

to two per double spread. It provides rich material for comparing how humans have 

communicated and handed down thoughts within and across various communities.  

To readers unfamiliar with the current discussions in art about the limits and reach of 

particular canons and about disputed art historical views, it might not be immediately 

apparent what an incredible achievement this atlas is. What makes Onians’s undertaking so 

captivating is its aim to map art as a global phenomenon, without, however, prioritising a 

particular viewpoint, but acknowledging art as “a worldwide human behaviour” (Onians, 2008, 

p. 13).

The Art Atlas has been received controversially (Kimball, 2005; Otterbeck, 2005; Elkins, 2007). 

Opinions range from it being “a monumental landmark and the first such work of its kind” 

(Kimball, 2005, p. 154), to criticism about its sparse and undersized reproductions of art, which 

often fail to adequately illustrate the text and maps (Otterbeck, 2005). Otterbeck considers 

Chris Scarre’s Past Worlds: The Times Atlas of Archaeology (1988) to be a better example of 

such work. The term “art atlas” has been understood as the pursuit of a universal perspective 
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on art and its history, which has raised the question whether this is a preferable option. On a 

positive note, The Art Atlas has been welcomed for giving non-European art a presence 

previously unprecedented in previous single-volume histories of art. Less positively, doubts 

have been voiced about the adequacy of the documented data and about the visualisations 

(Otterbeck, 2005).58  

58 Otterbeck notes that the map depicting “The Rise and Fall of National Socialism” (Onians, 2008, p. 281), 
on which venues of the exhibition “Entartete Kunst” (“degenerated art”) are marked, mistakenly refers to the 
Swiss town of Waldenburg. The correct place would be the Polish Waldenburg.   
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4 The Canonisation of Art 

The Contextual and Conceptual Pluralism of Art Canons 

The contextual and conceptual pluralism of art canons, which are informed by 

diverse notions of art, belief systems, and socio-cultural settings, is well established. Art 

canons differ in subtance and structure, depending on their socio-cultural settings. In her 

introduction to her edited anthology Partisan Canons (2007), Anna Brzyski points out that 

although the discussion on canon formations has been “the subject of ongoing discussion and 

debates” since the 1980s, it has been informed by “particular narrow and referential 

understandings of what the canon is and how it functions” (p. 1). The articles gathered in 

Partisan Canons therefore adopted a case study approach to draw attention to how, in 

particular settings, art canons are “produced and reinforced through our daily practice” (p. 7). 

Accordingly, the case studies in the anthology discuss the  

mechanics of the canonical system: how and where canons are formed, by whom, and 

why, how they function under particular circumstances, how they are maintained, and 

why they may undergo change. (p. 3) 

Brzyski criticises that “who, why, where, for whom, and how” questions “have been largely 

ignored by general critiques of canonicity” (p. 3). The case studies provide insights into 

particular canon formations at specific times and places, how they evolve and transform, as 

well as how the body of canonised works and value attributions change over time. To better 

understand these dynamics, Brzyski suggests distinguishing between canon content and 

structure. This division is critical to “understanding the functional persistence of canonical 

structures” (p. 3). Concerning functional persistence, she observes: 
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Even when the possibility of multiple canons specific to a subfield, culture, or genre 

has been acknowledged, the idea persists that some of those structures, in particular 

the Western canon, occupy a uniquely privileged position, regulating, in effect, the 

entire system of cultural appraisal. (Brzyski, 2007, p. 1) 

The case studies in Partisan Canons discuss how and where canons are formed and 

transformed by whom within which particular socio-cultural settings, and as such provide 

invaluable information about particular canonisations. In sum, the case study approach reveals 

how particular works, ideas, and actions are valued over time relative to given settings.  

Assumptions About Art in Action Research 

Developing AiAR requires considering the general critical features of canon formations. Case 

studies on the formation of particular art canons, such as those in “Partisan Canons,” provide 

invaluable insights into setting-specific processes and raise awareness of the dynamics 

potentially at work in particular settings. However, these accounts do not specify the 

orientation points needed in AiAR to elicit the notions of art existing in a given setting. 

Practitioner research on working with art in socio-cultural settings is oriented towards 

diversity and values pluriperspectivity. Thus, the notions of art should not inform—and thus 

bias—the research paradigm. Rather, eliciting notions of art, expectations and demands 

should be part of the research itself. Working with art in socio-cultural settings mostly involves 

co-working with people from all walks of life, moreover with diverse opinions, attitudes, 

prejudices, and beliefs. Most likely, various notions of art will inform AiA activities, just as 

varying expectations and demands will co-exist and overlap. Thus, eliciting and describing the 

specific notions of art informing a particular AiA environment requires knowing the key 

features—which serve as orientation points—of art canonisation. These features are 

formulated below by drawing on previous research on canonisation (Westphal, 1993; Morphy 
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& Perkins, 2006; Grever, 2007; Grever & Stuurman, 2007; and Müller-Jentsch, 2011). This will 

be followed by formulating an ideal-type model of canon formation, which will provide the 

necessary orientation points for eliciting notions of art. 

General Aspects of Canon Formation  

Art discourses are narratives. These narratives convey, pinpoint, value, reflect on and position 

art ideas, activities and productions. If particular narratives are to become meaningful, they 

need to be rooted in tradition(s) and their narratives (Grever & Stuurman, 2007; Morphy & 

Perkins, 2006). Therefore, all discourses are rooted in and directed towards specific canons. 

While the content of these discourses varies from canon to canon, and while particular canon 

structures relate to particular socio-cultural settings, the underlying formation processes—

how such content is continuously established, re-affirmed and transformed—are comparable 

across diverse canons. As such, all canons are informed by particular and foundational belief 

systems, as well as by the opinion-forming dynamics of the respective socio-cultural 

dispositions. Hence, canonisation mechanisms, if described abstractly enough, apply to all 

canons. The remaining sections of this chapter discuss the critical dimensions that inform 

canon formation, the formation of value judgements, the prioritising and devaluing of works, 

ideas, and actions, as well as the decisions about what is irrelevant or should remain hidden. 
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Canons and Canonisation 

Canons are not fixed, but fluid entities, continuously formed by so-called canonisation and 

changes over time. According to Merriam Webster’s Dictionary of American English,59 

canonisation means to make canonical, to form a canon. Previously valued classics might be 

de-canonised, while contemporary works tentatively assigned canon-worthiness might gain a 

regular place among the valued works or be excluded after some time. Any validation of 

cultural activity and production is related to and in need of canonisation: “If a society were to 

do away with all traditions, historical consciousness and meaningful action would become 

impossible” (Grever, 2007, p. 41). 

Therefore, the term “canon” denotes a list or body of works, figures, interpretations, 

perspectives and activities that is valued over others (Grever, 2007, p. 41). These lists are 

sanctioned by an authority, be it an individual or group(s), and are accepted within a specific 

cultural field by its stakeholders. Art, therefore, is not only a product but also a mirror of the 

lifeworld and society from which it emerges (Müller-Jentsch, 2011; Morphy & Perkins, 2006). 

In each case, such “field specific canons” identify “those works that define a particular 

tradition” (Brzyski, 2007, p. 5). They “transmit experience and knowledge from which […] 

judgements can be derived” (Grever, 2007, p. 41). The major works, figures and events in a 

canon—those attributed greater value than others—are called classics. To call particular works 

classics “is to give them exemplary status, to give them an importance that raises them 

above” other works (Westphal, 1993, p. 436).60 

59 https://www.merriam-webster.com 
60 In the cited passages, Westphal discusses “texts.” For my present purposes, I am widening the scope 
to “works.”  
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The Canon as Flexible, Normative Fact 

It would be mistaken to understand canons as fixed entities. Merold Westphal discussed this 

critical point in an article revealingly titled “The Canon as Flexible, Normative Fact” (Westphal, 

1993). She observed that although canons play a normative role, they are nevertheless a 

“flexible fact” (1993, p. 436). Moreover, the “canon is anything but monolithic, and it often 

resembles cacophony more than polite conversation” (1993, p. 365).  

Westphal distinguishes two features that describe in which ways canons are “fluid and open”: 

They are “diachronically and synchronically” flexible (1993, p. 436; see Table 11). Their 

diachronic flexibility refers to their evolution and transformation through time.61 Their 

synchronic features refer to their internal pluralism at any given time, that is, their endless 

“canonizing and declassicizing of various” works, authors, actions and events (Westphal, 1993, 

p. 436).

Table 11 

Features of Canon Flexibility 

Diachronic Flexibility Synchronic Flexibility 

Refers to the evolution and transformation 
of canons through time. 

Refers to the internal pluralism of canons. 

Note: According to Westphal, 1993. 

61 Westphal provides the following example from philosophy to illustrate the “canonizing and 
declassicizing”: “One has but to think of (1) the emergence of Aristotle into the canon in the thirteenth 
century, (2) the emergence of Spinoza in the time of Herder, Hegel, and Heine, and (3) the emergence of 
Hegel himself, in France under the impact of Kojève, and in the English speaking world in the aftermath 
of J. N. Findlay’s Hegel: A Re-Examination (1958). More recently, there is the disruption of the 
‘canonical’ trio, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume by the new and growing interest in Thomas Reid” (1993, p. 
436). 
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Therefore, the value assigned to a work, idea, or action—and its labelling as a classic—is a 

“matter of degrees,” of how much a work gains the “highest degree of canonicity” or whether 

it is considered to be “at the periphery” of “those whose classical status is most tenuous.” 

Therefore, according to Westphal, at any given time, the canon is best represented by a series 

of concentric circles. At the centre stand texts—or, in our art practice-led context, works, 

activities and ideas—with the highest degree of canonicity, while at the periphery are those 

whose classical status is “most tenuous” (Westphal, 1993, p. 364). And obviously, any circle, 

“any degree of canonicity excludes” (1993, p. 441). In canonisation, 

the historical changes in the canon are not simply matters of inclusion and exclusion, 

but also matters of location between the center and the periphery. To use a different 

metaphor, texts [in AiA this is: works, actions, rituals, ideas etc.] move up and down 

the charts, as well as on and off. (Westphal, 1993, p. 364) 

How much internal pluralism is permitted, or is allowed to take shape, depends on the 

particular contexts.  

Authority and Acceptance 

Who canonises? Who decides and influences what should be considered sanctioned or 

accepted work? This, in short, depends on who has the authority to do so. Here, authority 

means having the power(s) or power constellation(s) “to influence or command thought, 

opinion, or behaviour” (Merriam Webster’s). That is to say, to having the power to determine 

reference points and to assign value to works, ideas, and actions that matter more than 

others. People living in different socio-cultural settings accept different kinds of authority or 

authority constellations. Thus, who has a say, who is the authority, is rooted in a society’s 

“grand narrative.”62  

62 Jean-François Lyotard (1979), in his famous book The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 
argued that grand narratives are no longer viable in the postmodern era. Instead, micronarratives, 
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Such narratives provide general reference points, underpin and guide the canon reference 

points, and thus inform the valuing and judging processes. Grand narratives are informed by 

and mirror the beliefs shared within a particular society or setting. These belief systems might 

be rational, cosmological, spiritual, religious, etc. 

Belief Systems as Wisdom 

This study suggests subsuming these diverse “grand narratives” under the term wisdom. Here, 

wisdom is an abstract variable for particular undercurrent positionings in our global world. The 

basis and content of wisdom can be identified with the help of time- and space-related case 

studies. For the ideal-type model, wisdom, therefore, is a placeholder for particular beliefs 

generally accepted in particular societies or settings at a given time. Hence, in this study and 

for art practitioner research, wisdom is distinct from philosophical or sociological theories of 

wisdom.63 Here, wisdom is deliberately left conceptually undefined. It is not a concept that 

articulates a universal theory of what wisdom is. Instead, as mentioned, wisdom in the ideal-

type model serves as a placeholder for particular beliefs in particular settings, for specific 

undercurrent positionings in our global world. What wisdom represents therefore might 

change considerably (see also Chapter 5, pp. 133ff.). 

Setting-specific belief systems, referred to here as “wisdom,” provide the binding agents, the 

culture medium, for conveying the worldviews, activities and productions of a given society or 

“localized representations of restricted domains” emerge (Oxford Reference, 
https://www.oxfordreference.com [15 June 2021]. 

Chapter 2, section 2.3, pp. 49ff, and section 2.5, pp. 51–70, has discussed the pluriperspectivity of our 
world, which can no longer be neglected. Accordingly, we must acknowledge that whether a narrative is 
grand (macro) or micro depends on the constellation within which it is discussed. In the context of 
canon formations, and relative to the canon narratives, it makes sense to use the term “grand narrative” 
to mean the belief systems of particular societies or communities. 
63 See for example https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wisdom/ [15 June 2021]. 
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setting. When a particular wisdom shifts or changes, as for example during the European 

Enlightenment, this influences what is accepted as authority. According to Grever and 

Stuurman, the Hellenistic Greeks “coined the phrase ‘hoi enkrithentes,’ ‘those that are 

admitted’” and understood a canon as a “summa of received intellectual wisdom backed up by 

authority” (2007, p. 3). The Enlightenment “severed the link between tradition and authority” 

familiar in pre-modern times. Although tradition was not entirely discarded, it lost its validity 

“in virtue of its venerable age,” but “only when it has withstood the test of critical reason.” 

Tradition became “subject to intellectual scrutiny and public debates.” Thus, the collective 

memory of post-Enlightenment Europe has been shaped by the “contest of different versions” 

(2007, p. 3). This shows how belief systems and the acceptance of authority are interrelated. 

Authority might take multiple forms depending on the dynamics inherent in particular contexts 

and settings. 

The Ideal-Type Model of Canonisation 

The previous sections have discussed the critical features of canon formation. The ideal-type 

model of canonisation summarises these features in six points. These points correspond to the 

general mechanisms of canonisation and guide the eliciting of notions of art in AiAR. These 

orientations points are (1) wisdom, (2) authority, (3) narratives, (4) corpus, (5) fluid dynamics, 

and (6) plurisperspectivity (see Table 12, p. 109). 

AiAR does not allow its research base to include assumptions about art (see Chapter 6, pp. 

146ff., and Chapter 7, pp. 161–185). Instead, eliciting notions of art is part of the research 

itself. As mentioned (p. 102), working with art in socio-cultural settings most likely involves 

several understandings of art. Even AiA researcher(s), art collective(s) and artists might hold 

diverse notions of art.  
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Table 12 

Ideal-Type Model of Canonisation 

Orientation Points Specifics 

1 Wisdom 

Wisdom is the grand narrative of a community and 
constituted by belief systems active within that 
community. Belief systems can be informed by rational, 
cosmological, spiritual, religious and other forces. 

2 Authority 

Authority sanctions valorisation processes and their 
outcomes. The authority or authority constellation have 
the power to influence or command thought, opinion or 
behaviour, and to assign value to ideas, work, and actions. 

       The authority accepted within a particular 
community, in whatever form or constellation, plays a 
significant role in sanctioning the results of valorisation 
processes. 

3 Narratives 

Narratives assign value to the works, ideas, and strategies 
in particular socio-cultural settings. Narratives are rooted 
in larger, grand narratives (i.e., wisdom). Without wisdom, 
such narratives are meaningless.  

4 Corpus 

The body of works, figures, interpretations, perspectives, 
and activities valued over others at a given time in a 
particular socio-cultural setting is not fixed, but fluid. 
Hence, the body of “works” is always temporary. 

5 Fluid dynamics 

The works, ideas, and strategies valued in particular socio-
cultural setting change continuously. Diachronic and 
synchronic changes are fluid: Diachronic changes refer to 
evolution and transformation over time. Synchronic 
changes refer to internal pluralism. Thus, constant 
revaluing occurs from the centre to the periphery, and vice 
versa. 

6 Pluriperspectivity 
More often than not, more than one art canon exists 
within a community. Thus, it is important to map the art 
canons existing within a community. 

Note: This Ideal-Type Model of Canonisation is partly based on Grever, 2007; Grever & Stuurman, 
2007; Morphy & Perkins, 2006; and Westphal, 1993. 
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In AiAR, eliciting notions of art provides information on how particular works, ideas, and 

actions are valued over time and in given settings. Elicitation thus guides introducing, 

grounding, generating acceptance of and initiating participation in particular activities. Thus, as 

observed in various art collectives, eliciting notions of art, and thus acceptance of particular 

ideas, goes hand in hand with creating notions of art and involves extensive negotiation 

processes.  

As a rule, socially engaged art brings together people from all walks of life, diverse groups, 

social classes, religious and political attitudes, and convictions. Thus, for AiAR to elicit the 

notions of art relevant to its research issue and objectives, it must acknowledge and integrate 

the pluralism of notions of art (see also Chapter 3, pp. 77–99). AiAR must do so even if it does 

not aim to fully describe all the notions of art existing in a particular socio-cultural setting at a 

given time. Instead, AiAR elicits those notions that are relevant to a specific project, that is, to 

the research question and goal. This relevance is configured and constructed through the 

research and in relation to other particularities and positionalities relevant to the research 

(Chapter 6, pp. 146ff., and Chapter 7, pp. 161–185). 

The six orientation points of the ideal type model of canon formation (Table 12, p. 109) 

indicate what be mindful of when eliciting AiAR-relevant notions of art. Artists who work with 

art in socio-cultural settings to improve living environments often take a transformative 

stance. They strive to actively change living conditions, which often involves changing habits 

and thought patterns. Thus, the six orientation points, which support real-world applications 

of AiAR, are best used open-mindedly and might especially emphasise pluriperspectivity and 

fluid dynamics. 
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“Pluriperspectivity” draws attention to the pluriverse disposition of the notions of art 

prevailing in a particular setting. This orientation point draws attention to the project-relevant 

narratives and canon formation dynamics, as well as eliciting and interlinking the project-

relevant dimensions of these formations. Accordingly, such settings may include various 

authorities, wisdom, and narratives. The wisdom dispositions and the prevailing narratives 

might even contradict each other (as field observations show). Importantly, AiAR’s elicitation 

of art notions is not directed towards resolving such tensions, but instead reveals and 

interlinks these different understandings, as well as the corresponding expectations and 

demands, in relation to the research issue und objective(s).  

The orientation point “fluid dynamics” highlights the provisional nature of works, ideas, and 

strategies, whose value and valorisation are thus constantly shifting. Eliciting art notions keeps 

in view both diachronic changes (i.e., the evolution and transformation over time), and fluid, 

synchronic changes (i.e., internal pluralism) (as discussed in this Chapter, pp. 105ff.). The 

orientation point “fluid dynamics” emphasises the continuous revaluing of work, ideas, and 

strategies within the canon, from the centre to the periphery and vice versa, and over time. 

Considering these shifts might draw attention to previous or potential value allocations that 

could prove useful for the research in question. These previous or potential value allocations 

might provide new impulses and reference points for reformulating, reconfiguring, 

interlinking, and changing existing narratives about art, as well as assigning new value to 

particular methods and strategies applied in AiAR. This perspective explains how AiAR 

contributes to ongoing canon formation in particular socio-cultural settings.  

“Narratives” are the stories that are told within a particular socio-cultural setting, and thus 

assign value to works, ideas, and strategies. These narratives indicate what is accepted and 
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expected regarding art at a particular time, in a given setting, and by a particular group of 

people or individuals. Such narratives are rooted in larger, grand narratives (i.e., wisdom). In 

the absence of wisdom, such narratives are meaningless.  

Value attributions are comprised in the “corpus,” which comprises those works, figures, 

interpretations, perspectives, and activities that are valued over others at a given time in a 

particular socio-cultural setting. The corpus is not fixed, but fluid. Hence, the body of “works” 

is always temporary. Bearing in mind corpuses helps to position and articulate AiAR stances 

and strategies. 

These formation processes are all grounded in “wisdom(s),” the foundational belief systems 

present in a particular socio-cultural setting. These wisdoms are essential to the opinion-

forming dynamics of the respective socio-cultural dispositions. As mentioned (p. 111), wisdom 

is a community’s grand narrative, the binding agent for conveying worldviews. The ideal-type 

model does not work with an a priori definition of what wisdom is. Instead, in the ideal-type 

model of canon formation, wisdom is an abstract variable for particular undercurrent 

positionings (see Table 12, p. 109). Belief systems can be informed by rational, cosmological, 

spiritual, religious and other forces. Due to the pluriverse disposition of communities, as 

mentioned, often several wisdoms co-exist and inform a particular setting.  

The authority or authority constellation sanction the outcomes of valorisation processes. They 

have the power to influence or command thought, opinion or behaviour, and to assign value 

to ideas, work, and actions. If there are diverse notions of art, then diverse, corresponding 

authority constellations likely also exist. These power constellations are key to sustainably 

integrating AiAR, its results and findings, into a living environment. It thus is advisable to 

specify the project-relevant authorities and authority constellations and to involve these 
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opinion makers in the research procedures. Their involvement might be directed towards 

activities that contribute to fostering appreciation for a particular action, method, or strategy 

essential to the particular AiAR. 

 

Thus, configuring notions of art in AiAR always involves eliciting of existing notions and 

constructing new, project-relevant narratives. Configuration, then, integrates diverse 

understandings of art and thus accepts pluriperspectivity about what art is, should and could 

be. AiAR is not interested, as mentioned, in completely mapping all the notions of art 

informing a particular setting. Instead, it configures the critical notions of art, that is, those 

essential to the particular AiAR, in relation to the other particularities and positionalities of the 

research.  

 

In sum, eliciting such narratives involves integrating “fluid dynamics,” “pluriperspectivity,” and 

“wisdom.” It keeps sight of the authority constellations regarding notions of art, integrates 

these dynamics into AiAR, and actively contributes to reformulating the “corpus.” 
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5  Art Research 

Research Across the Artistic Disciplines 

The term art research or artistic research (AR) refers to research conducted across 

the creative disciplines (visual arts, film, theatre, performance, and design). Alternatively, AR 

can be termed art practice as research, research in and through the arts, practice-led research 

(PLR), art-based and practice-based research (ABR, PBR), artistic inquiry, arts-informed 

practices, creativity-based research (CBR), or practice as research (PaR) (M. Smith, 2008; 

Borgdorff, 2010, 2012; Mäkelä et al., 2011; Mc Niff, 2013; Leavy, 2017; Vaage, 2020).64 

Whereas some AR scholars use these terms synonymously, others employ them to indicate 

different research modes.65 AR outcomes and processes are visible both in the contemporary 

art world and in academia, as well as at their interfaces (Almeida, 2015; Borgdorff et al., 2020). 

Literature on AR is usually said to have “gained currency” in the 1990s, when visual arts 

departments began integrating into Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). Other arts disciplines 

are said to have paid less attention to the introduction of AR (Borgdorff, 2012; Caduff, 2017; 

Borgdorff et al., 2020). While AR is still in the making and deliberately kept at a formative 

stage, generations of PhD graduates have already submitted their AR theses across the world. 

64 Patricia Leavy (2017), a sociologist publishing on arts-based methods in research (see also Chapter 6, 
pp. 153ff.) lists the following terms: A/r/tography, alternative forms of representation, 
aestheticallybased research, aesthetic research practice, art as inquiry, art practice as research, art‑
based enquiry, art‑based inquiry, art‑based research, artistic inquiry, arts‑based research (ABR), arts‑
based social research (ABSR), arts‑based qualitative inquiry, arts in qualitative research, arts‑based 
educational research (ABER), arts‑based health research (ABHR), arts‑based research practices, arts‑
informed inquiry, arts‑informed research, critical arts‑based inquiry, living inquiry, performative 
inquiry, performative social science (PSS), poetic science, practice‑based research, research‑based art 
(RBA), research‑based practice, scholartistry, transformative inquiry through art. (Table 1.1, “Partial 
Lexicology of Terms for Arts-based Research,” p. 5, the table is an updated version of Chilton & Leavy 
(2014). Arts-Based Research Practice: Merging Social Research and the Arts. Oxford University Press.  
65 This study uses the terms as defined in the study’s glossary. 
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AR, Research & Development (R&D), and the Knowledge Economy  

The emergence of AR was seeded through supranational policy attempts to standardise data 

collection related to research and development (R&D). True to its name, R&D brings together 

academic (research) and industrial (development) activity. Throughout the 20th century, 

intellectual capabilities gained importance in leading industrial economies in relation to 

“physical inputs or natural resources” (Powell & Snellman, 2004, p. 201). This phenomenon is 

known as the knowledge economy.66 It is in the context of supranational policy-making 

initiatives, in support of the knowledge economy, that AR is said to have had its initial spark. 

This, however, was not because it was valued as a producer of knowledge, but, on the 

contrary, because it was explicitly excluded from playing any role (see below, pp. 117ff.). 

Looking back, two supranational developments (global R&D and the European Bologna 

Process) and their overlapping reshaping of higher education played a crucial role in creating 

the settings and peer dynamics that prompted sizeable literature on AR. This might explain 

why much of this literature is by Anglophone or European scholars, despite AR being 

implemented worldwide in university teaching and research.67 

66 Note Powell & Snellman’s (2004) definition of the knowledge economy: “We define the knowledge
economy as production and services based on knowledge-intensive activities that contribute to an
accelerated pace of technological and scientific advance as well as equally rapid obsolescence" (p.201).
R&D is seen as a key driver of economic growth. See the UNESCO R&D webpage: “Studies have found
that every dollar invested in R&D generates nearly two dollars in return. While the rate will vary, R&D is
 an important driver of economic growth” (http://uis.unesco.org/en/topic/research-and-development  
[3 April 2021]). 
67 The infomation provided by the literature on the introduction of AR into the HEIs is not concise and
stems mostly from regional and national perspectives. Additionally, different interpretations of what
should be seen as AR complicates matters. However, doctorates were awarded in design, architecture, 
and the arts before the 1980’s. Nelson (2013) observes that “Australia has become a significant force in 
developing” AR—what he calls practice as research (PaR)—"and there are strong pockets of activity in 
Nordic countries, South Africa, France and (particularly francophone) Canada” (p. 11). Fisher & Mottram 
(2006) analysed the UK research culture based on abstracts of completed PhDs in the database Art and 
Design Index to Theses (ADIT). They found that the first entries dated back to 1966. According to Judith 
Mottram (2009), however, as cited by Almeida (2015), “’the first UK PhDs to be examined without 
substantial written thesis emerged only in the late 1990s, and a DFA that is substantially different in 
more than name from the PhD has only recently materialized in the UK at Goldsmith College, London” 
(p. 150).  
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Personal observations and conversations with faculty members at HEIs in India, Indonesia, 

Hong Kong, and Taiwan have led me to assume that AR tends to be less hampered in these 

regional settings by superseded notions of art, is more issue-oriented, and takes a pragmatic 

stance on research. Further comparative area studies would be needed to validate this insight 

and to explore the asymmetry inherent in AR publications. The section “Challenging the 

Bologna Process Diffusion Theory,” (pp. 123ff.) suggests that the asymmetric publishing of 

literature on AR may reflect the broader context of publishing on higher education (HE) topics 

and that interregional comparative research should pay careful attention to the units of 

comparison it applies.  

R&D Documentation Standards 

According to early AR scholar Henk Borgdorff, the worldwide introduction of AR at HEIs since 

the 1980s was initiated during the preparations for the 20th Conference of the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), convened in late 1978 (Borgdorff, 

In Finland, according to Almeida (2015) “the first doctoral courses were introduced […] in the beginning 
of the 1980’s, and the beginning of the 90’s saw the emergence of the first doctorates [… .] The first title 
of Doctor of Art was awarded in 1991 from Aalto University School of Art, Design and Architecture” (pp. 
146ff.).  

On the European continent AR emerged in the early 21st century (Borgdorff, et al. 2020). 

In the USA, the integration of artists into the science and technology studies (STS) dates back to the 
1960s (Borgdorff et al., 2020). STS, however, is not discussed as AR. Borgdorff et al. (2020) focus on the 
convergence between STS and AR. Concerning STS, see also J. Law (2017). STS as Method. The Handbook 
of Science and Technology Studies. Edited by U. Felt, R. Fouché, C. A. Miller & L. M. Smith-Doerr, pp. 31–
57.  

Elkins (2013) researched art PhDs in several countries worldwide and defined six different models of AR: 
The [European] Continental Model, The Nordic[, Scandinavian] Model, The UK Model, The Japanese 
Model, and the Chinese Model (pp. 10–15). He reported that, by 2010, 26 Japanese universities were 
awarding such PhDs—compared to three universities in China. Referring to the USA and Canada, Elkins 
notes that these regions have “the least formed of the PhD ‘cultures’” (p.14).  

Bao et al. (2018) observe that China in general is currently stepping up its doctoral education 
programmes. “In China [doctoral education] has been given unprecedented national priority” (p. 5). 
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2009, p. 1).68 Item 34 on the agenda addressed what is “known worldwide as research and 

development” (p. 2). It proposed a “Recommendation Concerning the International 

Standardization of Statistics on Science and Technology.” The recommendation was aimed at 

national authorities “responsible for collecting and communicating statistics relating to science 

and technology to be guided by specific standards in the matter of definition, classifications 

and presentation, in order to improve the international comparability of such statistics” 

(UNESCO, 1979, as cited in Borgdorff, 2009, p. 1).69  

One concern was how to “classify data in research and development.” The recommendation 

suggested a categorisation of fields of science and technology that was oriented towards fields 

of research at HEIs and that is known today as the “distribution list.” It includes the natural 

sciences, engineering and technology, the medical sciences, the agricultural sciences, the 

social sciences, and the humanities. Among the humanities disciplines, the arts were included 

as the “history of the arts and art criticism.” Explicitly excluded, however, was “artistic 

‘research’ of any kind” (UNESCO, 1979, p. 27, Annex I, 3.c.v, as cited in Borgdorff, 2009, p. 2, 

original emphasis). Yet, the explicit banning of artistic research initiated a dynamic that, 

68 Henk Borgdorff was involved in developing the practice-based doctorate programme docARTES at the 
Conservatorium van Amsterdam in the early 2000. He co-conceived and co-planned, together with 
Michael Schwab (Royal College of Art) and Florian Dombois (then Bern University of the Arts, now Zurich 
University of the Arts) the Journal for Artistic Research (JAR), the Society for Artistic Research (SAR), and 
the Artistic Research Catalogue (ARC). Borgdorff served as SAR president from 2015 to 2019. The 
following information is adopted from https://www.jar-online.net [26 May 2021] and 
https://www.researchcatalogue.net [26 May 2021]: JAR is an Open Access and peer-reviewed journal 
for artistic research. It was established in 2010 and went online with issue 0 in 2011. JAR is published by 
The Society for Artistic Research (SAR). SAR comprises individual members and institutions. The 
Research Catalogue (RC) is a documentary database for artistic research used by JAR (https://jar-
online.net [26 May 2021]); Ruuku – Studies in Artistic Research (ruukku-journal.fi [26 May 2021]); 
journal of sonic studies (https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/558606/558607) [26 May 2021]; 
VIS—Nordic Journal for Artistic Research (https://www.en.visjournal.nu/ [26 May 2021]); and by several 
institutions. 
69 Borgdorff, 2009, p. 1, footnote 1: “The text put before the delegates was later published in Annex 1 to 
the Resolutions of the Conference (UNESCO, 1979).” On the emergence of research and development, 
see Thomas S. McLeod (2013). Research and Development. https://www.britannica.com [26 May 2021]. 

https://www.jar-online.net/
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/
https://jar-online.net/
https://jar-online.net/
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/558606/558607
https://www.en.visjournal.nu/
https://www.britannica.com/
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despite the initial recommendation of item 34, resulted in AR research being implemented in 

the following decades in HEI environments, while corresponding research units were 

introduced into national research frameworks (Borgdorff, 2009). 

The Inclusion of AR in the Frascati Manual  

The acceptance of AR as a field of academic research in its own right can be traced through the 

editions of the Frascati Manual (FM) (1963 (1st ed.), 2002 (6th ed.), 2015 (7th ed.)). Published by 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the manual’s title 

refers to the venue of the first meeting, the Villa Frascati in Italy, where in 1963 the OECD 

brought together national experts to identify those features that were meant to underpin R&D 

efforts (FM, 2015, p. 3). The Frascati Manual provides guidance on how R&D projects should 

be measured and reported. It is a cornerstone of the OECD’s efforts to increase understanding 

of the roles played by science, technology and innovation. It guides the “increasingly complex 

research and innovation landscape faced by today’s economies and the defining features of 

different sectors” (p. 4). The FM has no binding power, but is meant to be used as a guide for 

national research frameworks and has since “become the standard for R&D measurements 

worldwide” (p. 4).  

Whereas the 6th edition of the FM, published in 2002, still explicitly excluded artistic research, 

the 7th edition, published in 2015, explicitly includes AR.70 Although the 7th edition supposedly 

does not differ in substance from the previous editions, it contains the “most substantial 

70 See FM (2002, p. 67, Table 3.2): “Fields of Science and Technology,” 6.3: “Other humanities [philosophy 

(including the history of science and technology), arts, history of art, art criticism, painting, sculpture, 
musicology, dramatic art excluding artistic “research” of any kind, religion, theology, other fields and 
subjects pertaining to the humanities, methodological, historical and other S&T activities relating to 
the subjects in this group]”; my emphasis. FM (2015, p. 49): “Methods used (…) in research in the social 
sciences, humanities and the arts, are accepted provided that they address uncertainty about the 
project's final outcome.”
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revisions of the original manual” (p. 4): “There is recognition of cultural change in the 

definition of R&D and of the use of language in the definition of experimental development” 

(p. 44). The 7th edition, continuing the manual’s central purpose since its first edition, provides 

guidelines on generating “a sound evidence base” for “understanding how knowledge creation 

and dissemination contribute to economic growth and societal wellbeing” (p. 3).  

The FM offers key guidance on documenting the achievements of the knowledge-based global 

economy. However, the major revision evident in the 7th edition explicitly emphasises the 

“social sciences, humanities and the arts” (p. 29), which are thus seen to complement the 

natural sciences and engineering: 

R&D is found in the social sciences, humanities and the arts as well as in the natural 

sciences and engineering. This manual gives greater emphasis than past editions to 

the social sciences, humanities, and the arts. This requires no changes in the 

definitions and conventions, but it does require greater attention to the boundaries 

that define what is and what is not R&D. Also, countries using this manual are at 

different stages of economic development, and this chapter tries to accommodate 

the different needs. (p. 44, 2.3) 

Thus, research is defined as follows: 

R&D comprise creative and systematic work undertaken in order to increase the 

stock of knowledge—including knowledge of humankind, culture and society—and to 

devise new applications of available knowledge. (p. 28, 1.32)  

The need for clear criteria is emphasised: 

Also for the social sciences, humanities and arts, the use of clear criteria to identify 

R&D, such as having an appreciable element of novelty and dealing with uncertainty, 

is extremely helpful for defining the boundary between R&D and related (routine) 

scientific activities as well as non-scientific investigations. The conceptual, 
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methodological and empirical components of the project concerned have to be taken 

into consideration to identify an R&D activity. (p. 74, 2.102) 

R&D activities must fulfil five core criteria: they must be novel, creative, uncertain in their 

outcome, systematic, transferable and reproducible (pp. 28–29, 51–52). Excluded from R&D 

are routine activities, although “new methods developed to perform common tasks are 

included” (p. 47). Furthermore, R&D is carried out in basic research, applied research, and 

experimental research.71  

The shift from the age of industrialisation to the knowledge economy after the Second World 

War—i.e., a phase of knowledge-intensive technological innovation—established an 

understanding of knowledge as the most crucial factor in economic development. This initiated 

the regional development of HEIs around the world (Chou & Ravinet, 2017, p. 154).72 

Thus, processes of cooperation and harmonisation in regional HE should be viewed as 

strategies within a highly competitive global environment, so as to meet market demands in 

the global knowledge economy. 

AR and the Bologna Process 

The currency that literature on AR gained in the late 1990s (Borgdorff, 2012) correlates with 

the establishment of the European regional higher education harmonisation project known as 

the Bologna Process.73 In 1998, the education ministers of Europe’s four largest countries—

71 See Glossary. 
72 Chou and Ravinet (2017, p. 154): “To complete the landscape, the knowledge discourse paved the 
way for higher education regionalisms around the world by singling out the significance of knowledge 
sectors for collective advancement.” 
73 For further information on the Bologna Process, see: https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-
education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_en [30 May 2021]. 
The Bologna Process started with the Sorbonne and Bologna Declarations. The Bologna Process is, among 
others, an initiative aimed to counter the strong position of the USA in global higher education. See for 
example, The Global Liberal Arts Alliance, an association of liberal arts colleges around the world. 

https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_en
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France, Germany, Italy, and the UK—gathered to celebrate the 800th anniversary of the 

University of Paris. Their meeting focused on the fragmented landscapes of European 

education, which they assessed as harmful for the future positioning of European higher 

education (EHE) and research within global knowledge production. The ministerial meeting 

resulted in the Sorbonne Declaration, which announced the aim to “create a common frame of 

reference within the intended European Higher Education Area” (EHEA web information).74 

In 1999 the Bologna Declaration followed: the education ministers of 29 countries75 

committed themselves voluntarily to the goals of the Declaration, which aimed to increase the 

international competitiveness of the EHE system; the employability of graduates; and the 

circulation of knowledge among scholars, staff, and students, thereby enhancing global 

economic competitiveness and the “strengthening of stable, peaceful and democratic 

societies”  (The Bologna Declaration, 1999, p. 1).76 The education ministers agreed to 

coordinate their policies in the following ten years to create the European Higher Education 

Area (EHEA) by 2010.  

EHEA is thus a political “region creation” project (Chou & Ravinet, 2017, p. 143). The progress 

of the EHEA and the acceptance of additional members are discussed every two or three years 

The consortium was established in 2009 with the goal to provide an international framework for 
cooperations among institutions following the model of American liberal arts colleges. 
74 http://www.ehea.info/page-sorbonne-declaration-1998 [30 May 2021]; see also  
http://www.ehea.info/pid34248/history.html [30 May 2021]; Chao (2011, p. 104). 

75 Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Denmark, France, Finland, Germany, Hungary, 
Greece, Ireland, Iceland, Latvia, Italy, Luxembourg, Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Swiss Confederation, United Kingdom. 
Source:  http://www.ehea.info/page-ministerial-conference-bologna-1999. [30 May 2021]. 

76 The emphasis on “peaceful and democratic societies” is related to “the situation in South East 
Europe,” and refers to the Balkan wars from 1991–1999. The Bologna Declaration (1999, p. 1); see 
also Chao (2011); Chou & Ravinet (2017). 

http://www.ehea.info/page-sorbonne-declaration-1998
http://www.ehea.info/pid34248/history.html
http://www.ehea.info/page-ministerial-conference-bologna-1999
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at ministerial conferences, whose decisions are documented in communiqués. Currently, the 

EHEA includes 49 member states.77 To become a member, countries must be party to the 

European Cultural Convention and “declare their willingness to pursue and implement the 

objectives of the Bologna Process in their own systems of higher education” (EHEA).78  

The Bologna Process structured HE into three cycles (Bachelor’s, Master’s, and doctoral 

degrees) and introduced the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and Quality Assurance 

frameworks (Chou & Ravinet, 2017; Bao et al., 2018). It also supported a modified status of art 

education in EHEA countries. Arts education was no longer viewed as vocational training but 

allocated to university studies. This led to research being introduced into the curricula of art 

departments. Thus, discussions about what AR could be or should be, and what kind of 

requirements it needs to fulfil, are directly related to education policy. These discussions also 

concern HE funding, as HE research projects are funded through national, supranational, and 

private research agencies (Almeida, 2015; Bao et al., 2018; Borgdorff et al., 2020).  

Challenging the Bologna Process Diffusion Argument 

The EHEA has been viewed in some regional or area studies on HE as the “first successful 

major regional higher education harmonisation initiative and is setting the benchmark towards 

regionalisation of higher education worldwide” (Chao, 2011, p. 105; also Chao, 2018; Cabanda 

77 The EHEA is complemented by consultative members and partners. Chou & Ravinet (2017, p. 149): 
“With 47 [https://ehea.info/page-members lists currently 49 countries, last accessed 30 May 2021] 
countries participating, Bologna’s reach extends far beyond the EU’s borders, and its unique follow-up 
structure keeps Bologna at the EU’s institutional margin. Bologna’s specific working culture and decision 
procedures are decisively not the EU’s even though it enjoys supranational resources and support, and 
involves the European Commission as a key participant. It is this blurring of what is European and the EU 
that has contributed to the common confusion that the Bologna Process is an EU process.” 
78 http://www.ehea.info/page-full_members [30 May 2021]. The European Cultural Convention was 
drawn up by the Council of Europe, which should not be confused with the European Union. The treaty 
focuses on safeguarding and encouraging the development of European culture. 

http://www.ehea.info/page-full_members


Art in Action Research Methodology 124 

et al., 2019). This diffusion argument “emphasises the significance of European processes in 

shaping sectoral policy developments in other regions” (Chou & Ravinet, 2017, p. 144). 

However, Chou and Ravinet criticise the fact that such diffusion arguments over the Bologna 

model are based on comparing different HE regions by taking one regional concept, Europe’s 

Bologna Process, as the unit of comparison, and by claiming that the “Bologna Process acts as 

a model” (p. 144). Accordingly, they also criticise the diffusion argument for being “Eurocentric 

and simplistic” (p. 144).  

Such arguments overlook “endogenous regional developments as symbolic of that region’s 

particularities and its preferred ways of doing things,” as well as “the limited ability of 

traditional approaches to higher education regional comparisons” (p. 147). Chou and Ravinet 

instead propose that research on HE should apply a “policy sector-based approach” (p. 147).79 

Such an approach delineates the ideas of thriving regional HE initiatives and acknowledging 

diversity (pp. 144, 147). Comparing two education regionalisms, the European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA) and the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), Chou and 

Ravinet also draw attention to the founding dates of various initiatives and ASEAN platforms. 

Among others, they point out that the South East Asian Ministers of Education Organization 

(SEAMEO) was established in 1965—long before the Bologna Process. SEAMEO aims at 

“promoting regional cooperation in the areas of education, science and culture” (p. 151).  

Further, Chou and Ravinet (2017, p. 151) address the ASEAN University Network (AUN), which 

was established in 1992. They emphasise the differences between the regional higher 

education areas (HEAs). The EHEA was created to strengthen “European identity and 

citizenship” (p. 150) and marked an attempt to implement substantive content. 

79 It should apply this approach “rather than the institutional structures and organisational histories as 
the starting point” (Chou & Ravinet, 2017, p. 147). 
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Moreover, terms such as EHEA and Bologna Process, which are used by European policy 

actors, as a rule point to “further building upon agreed objectives” (p. 154). In the ASEAN 

region, by contrast, political structures were sought to provide cooperation (p. 151), with the 

accompanying “desire to assert their individual sovereignty vis-à-vis the rest of the world and 

against one another” (p. 152).80  

This ASEAN WAY, informed by most of the members’ shared colonial past, is “unique to the 

region” (p. 152). Nevertheless, discussions emerged and an agreement was reached “in the 

latter half of the 2000s concerning creating a common South-East Asian higher education 

space,” and the “promotion of ‘ASEANness’” (pp. 152–153).81 For this purpose, several 

regional HE initiatives were consulted and compared, in order to evaluate best practices, as 

the SEAMEO RIHED report (2008) reveals.  

SEAMEO RIHED, the South-East Asian Ministers of Education Organization Centre, specialises 

in regional higher education development (rihead.sameo.org). The report explicitly “cautioned 

against the overarching Bologna approach by explicitly stating that it should be avoided due to 

‘doubts and suspicions among Asian countries’ (SEAMEO RIHED, 2008, p. 82)” toward Euro-

American models (Chou & Ravinet, 2017, p. 153). Evaluating these developments, Chou and 

Ravinet point out: 

80 This refers to S. Narine (2008). Forty Years of ASEAN: A Historical Review. The Pacific Review, 21, pp. 
411–429; see also J. Rüland, & A. Jetschke (2008). 40 Years of ASEAN: Perspectives, Performance and 
Lessons for Change. The Pacific Review, 21, pp. 397–409. 
81 Citing S. Yavaprabhas (2010, May 10–11). SEAMEO RIHED and the progress towards a common space 
of higher education in Southeast Asia. Paper presented at the Regional Workshop on Educational 
Cooperation in East Asia Summit Countries, Jakarta, Indonesia. 
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To our knowledge, there are no substantive discussions about reducing this 

multiplicity beyond the notion of improving ‘People-to-People Connectivity’ following 

the adoption of the 2012 Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity. (p. 154) 

And: 

if higher education regionalism means a fleet flying the same regional banner, the 

South-East Asian version is a regatta (different regional bodies competing for 

dominance with their measures) and the European case is one led by a flagship known 

as ‘Bologna’. (p. 154)  

Thus, Chou and Ravinet (2017) conclude that comparative studies of regional HE developments 

should apply a diffusion-blind approach. Such inquiries should “be more attentive to 

endogenous regional dynamics in order to isolate the role that diffusion may or may not play 

in regional integration” (p. 156). Accordingly, Chou and Ravinet claim that comparative 

regionalism must pay attention both to its “units of comparison (what is being compared?)” 

and to “the methods of comparison (how are comparisons made?)” (p. 156; also Chou et al., 

2017). 

However, Cabanda et al. (2019) have drawn attention to current “massive investments,” 

especially by the Chinese government, into the HE sector across Asia (p. 88). These 

investments aim at creating dynamic and competitive HE environments and at shifting 

university rankings.82 The authors emphasise the role of the Asian Universities Alliance (AUA) in 

these developments. AUA was initiated in 2017, bringing together “15 universities from 

82 This refers to Anju Mary Paul & Victoria Long (2016). Human-Capital Strategies to Build World-Class 
Research Universities in Asia: Impact on Global Flows. The Transnational Politics of Higher Education: 
Contesting the Global / Transforming the Local, edited by Chou Meng-Hsuan, Issac Kamola & Tamson 
Pietsch. Routledge, pp. 130–155; see also Cabanda et al. (2019, footnote 1): “One of the headlines 
launching the 2019 Times Higher Education World University Rankings reads ‘East closes in on West’ 
(Times Higher Education 2018), with China’s Tsinghua University being the prominent subject.” 
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different sub-regional groupings in Asia” (p. 88).83 The main driver behind AUA is Tsinghua 

University, “China’s premier public university” (p. 93), which started recruiting member 

universities in September 2016. The AUA’s objectives are student, scholar, and staff mobility, 

as well as research collaboration and joint innovation “between their universities and research 

labs,” high-level strategy and policy dialogues, and annual reports on HE in Asia (p. 91).84  

Cabanda et al. (2019, p. 92) note that region-wide HE initiatives tend to focus on enabling 

mobility and on establishing quality assurance, whereas AUA primarily intends to “eventually 

[boost] ‘Asia’s position’ in the global research and innovation landscape (Tsinghua University 

2017)” (p. 92). “Chinese political leaders” were the key drivers behind “the establishment of 

the AUA” (p. 92).85 These leaders aim to extend “geo-economic, and by implication political” 

reach through “trade and infrastructure,” but also through research and innovation (p. 93).86 

83 http://www.asianuniversities.org/ [15 June 2021]. 
84 The annual report is called Asian Higher Education Outlook (AHEO). 
http://www.asianuniversities.org/AHEO.htm [15 June 2021]: “The first report AHEO 2018—Creation and 
Direction of the Asian Universities Alliance was published by Tsinghua University Press in November 
2018. The second report AHEO 2019—Education Innovation was published by Routledge Press.” 
85 Cabanda et al. (2019, p. 92): “For instance, China’s Vice Premier, Liu Yandong, inaugurated the official 
launch of the AUA at Tsinghua University. Chinese government officials were also involved in designing 
the set-up of the AUA, recruiting member-universities from the broader Asia region, providing research 
funding support, and outlining AUA’s policy goals. The role of Chinese political leadership cannot be 
overemphasised. We begin our case analysis of the AUA by discussing the role that China has played in 
launching the initiative, the general rationale behind AUA’s creation, and how the member-university 
representatives portray the alliance in the broader global higher education context.” 
86 See also Cabanda et al. (2019, p. 93): “Similarly, Marijk van der Wende of Utrecht University, who is 
coordinating a research consortium studying OBOR’s implications, comments, ‘The size of China’s higher 
education and R&D system, and the speed at which it develops both of these to global standards, will 
affect that of its regional partners as well as that of its global competitors’ (quoted in Sharma, 2018).”  

See https://aalau.org/index.html [15 June 2021] Alliance of Asian Liberal Arts Universities, established 
in 2017. See also: https://en.artassociation.asia/ [15 June 2021]. 

http://www.asianuniversities.org/
http://www.asianuniversities.org/AHEO.htm
https://aalau.org/index.html
https://en.artassociation.asia/
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Debates on AR 

Thus, although AR is integrated into art studies worldwide, comparative AR area studies (which 

address the introduction of AR into HEIs, policy-making influences, top-down and bottom-up 

strategies, content orientation, and research strategies) have yet to be implemented. The 

literature on AR published in German and English widely agrees that AR was first implemented 

in HEIs in Anglophone countries (i.e. UK, Canada, and Australia), as well as in Finland and 

Sweden (Borgdorff et al., 2020; Mäkelä et al., 2011). The introduction of AR was accompanied 

early on by epistemological discussions. These considered whether an artist could or should be 

a researcher and whether art should or could be a research field in its own right (Bast et al., 

2015, p. v; also Carayannis et al., 2015).  

Today, the broad consensus among AR opinion makers is that for AR to continue developing, it 

must be acknowledged as an established research field with corresponding assessment units 

by national and regional research funding agencies worldwide (Almeida, 2015; Caduff, 2017; 

Borgdorff, 2018; Borgdorff et al., 2020). Therefore, although epistemological considerations 

are of course of interest, AR should refrain from problematising its status and legitimacy as a 

research mode in its own right (Borgdorff, 2018, Almeida, 2015). As Ameida (2015) puts it: 

The more published are hesitant anthologies on what artistic research is, could be or is 

not being, the more invigorated is the problem of artistic research the external fragile 

perception of the field. It is no longer acceptable that discussions about the episteme of 

artistic research are regarded as the core study of artistic research. (p. 159) 

Rather, the focus should be shifted to address, evaluate, and contextualise concrete AR results 

(Almeida, 2015; Wilson, 2018).  
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Listed below (Table 13)  are further art research debates with exemplary references. 

Table 13 

AR Debates 

Debates Select references 

AR epistemologies. Klein, 2011; Bast et al., 2015; Almeida, 2015; 
Caduff, 2017; Borgdorff, 2018, 2020. 

Neoliberal commodification and 
instrumentalisation of public (arts) education 
and related questions about policymaking. 

AR implementation being driven by status 
issues, promotion, funding incentives, and 
societal developments. 

Controversies about artistic and scientific 
knowledge production. 

Holert, 2009, 2020; Almeida, 2015. 

Frayling, 1993; Almeida, 2015; Vaage, 2020. 

Fisher & Mottram, 2006; Elkins, 2009; 
Borgdorff, 2012; Wilson & Van Ruiten, 2013; 
Benschop et al., 2014; Mäkelä et al., 2011; 
Almeida, 2015; Bippus, 2016; Caduff, 2017; 
Borgdorff et al., 2020; Vaage 2020. 

AR approaches avant-la-lettre. Mateus-Berr, 2015. 

Comparisons of art and research approaches. Bourgourd et al., 1989, referred to in Fisher 
& Mottram, 2006; Borgdorff et al., 2020. 

Questions about the autonomy and 
instrumentalisation of art production. 

Reasons for doing AR. 

Conditions of artistic work. 

Artistic research modalities and the role of 
the written part of AR doctoral work. 

Institutionalised AR and contemporary art 
scenes. 

Differences between AR and art practice; 
artistic freedom versus power-knowledge 
subjection. 

The role of peer reviews in AR, art education, 
and in the art world. 

Borgdorff et al., 2020. 

Borgdorff et al., 2020. 

Almeida, 2015. 

Fisher & Mottram, 2006; Almeida, 2015; 
Corby, 2020. 

Fisher & Mottram, 2006; Schaffer, 2011, 
referred to in Vaage, 2020; Almeida, 2015. 

Almeida, 2015; Bast et al., 2015; Borgdorff 
et al., 2020. 

Almeida, 2015. 
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Debates Select references 

Assessment criteria and research rigour. 

Possibilities of inter- and transdisciplinary 
research integrating artistic research and 
research in the arts. 

What passes as knowledge and knowledge 
production? 

Busch, 2009; Almeida, 2015; Caduff, 2017; 
Candy, 2020. 

Bast et al., 2015. 

Bast et al., 2015; Law, 2016; Vaage, 2020. 

The role of theorists and non-practitioners in 
building the artistic research canon. 

Caduff, 2017. 

The impact of AR outside higher education 
institutions (HEIs). 

Candy, 2020. 

Epistemological aesthetics as a basis for AR. Haarmann, 2019. 

Comparisons with the practice turn, new 
materialism, and socio-material practices. 

Barad, 2007; Ingold, 2013; Dolphijn & Van 
der Tuin, 2013; Borgdorff et al., 2020. 

Call for more practice-relevant articulations. 

AR often does not meet the standards of art 
shown in gallery contexts.  

Almeida, 2015. 

Schwab, 2020. 

AR as a driver of developing better art and 
design and of innovative scientific 
knowledge. 

Caduff, 2017. 

The formation of AR, as a more recently established research discipline, has largely been 

shaped by peer dynamics, educational policy papers, political and economic issues, and 

funding agency requirements. Its protocols and specificities are continuously being developed, 

and various standpoints on what AR ought or ought not to be exist side by side. The discipline’s 

canon formation is highly fluid, and thus Fisher and Mottram’s comment in 2006 still holds 

true:  

Our research culture is what we make it, and it is therefore our responsibility to 

determine the specifics of the cultural environment in which we can wriggle and grow. 

We have the responsibility for careful and sensible consideration of new opportunities 

and challenges. (p. 2) 
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 Bottom-Up and Top-Down AR Formation 

As mentioned, much literature on AR has emerged in the context of the Bologna Process. 

Openness to conceptual diversity is thereby valued as part of dynamic peer-group and 

educational policymaking processes. These processes take place within national and 

institutional environments and are centred on higher arts education institutions (HAEIs) 

networks, conferences, and journals. The introduction, establishment, shaping and 

consolidation of AR as a new research field within HEIs therefore has been based on and 

shaped by both top-down (institutional, national, and supra-national policymaking) and 

bottom-up developments. The latter includes art (research) practices, peer group dynamics, 

PhD theses, scholarly work, and the discourses in journals and at conferences.87   

Consequently, the specificities of these emerging research ecosystems vary and are informed 

by opinion makers within particular AR contexts. Therefore, establishing how artistic research 

is understood and conducted within a particular context, as well as understanding the 

reference systems of AR, PBR, PaR and the many other formats of art research,88 requires 

consulting the relevant papers and research documentation or the corresponding institutional, 

national, and regional research assessment guidelines.89 It is thus understandable why the 

definition of AR provided by the European League of the Institutes of the Arts (ELIA), a network 

of European higher arts education institutions, is rather vague: AR and “Research in the arts 

87 Art research journals include Art, Research International: A Transdisciplinary Journal, 
https://journals.library.ualberta.ca/ari/index.php/ari [30 June 2021]; Ellipses: Journal of Creative 
Research. Arts Research Africa https://www.ellipses.org.za; The Journal for Artistic Research (JAR), https://
www.jar-online.net/journal-artistic-research [30 June 2021]; Nordic Journal for Artistic Research (VIS), 
https://www.en.visjournal.nu [30 June 2021]; MaHKUscript: Journal of Fine Art Research, https://
www.mahkuscript.com [30 June 2021]; PARSE, https://parsejournal.com [30 June 2021]. 
88 Artistic research, practice-based research, practice as research. 
89 On the different usages of the terms “practice-based” and “practice-led” in Finland, UK, and Australia, 
see Mäkelä et al. (2011). 

https://journals.library.ualberta.ca/ari/index.php/ari
https://www.jar-online.net/journal-artistic-research
https://www.en.visjournal.nu/
https://www.mahkuscript.com/
https://parsejournal.com/
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(…) mean research programmes for artists hosted by institutes of higher arts education.”90 This 

resembles defining global studies as a research programme for students at HEIs, yet without 

providing any further specifics.  

 The Conceptual and Methodological Glitches of AR 

What might be seen as conceptual glitches actually play a crucial part in AR formation. By now, 

AR has become an established umbrella term for research in, for, and through the arts (see 

Table 14, p. 136). It stands for the “emergence” of a “new discipline” (Almeida, 2015, p. 157) 

that has been established worldwide (Almeida, 2015; Borgdorff, 2020). Students can enrol in 

PhD programmes in the arts in Australia, Austria, China, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, 

Mexico, South Africa, and elsewhere. While some countries have been providing AR PhD 

programmes for decades, others are still in their initial stages.91 Artists’ interest in pursuing 

their creative work in academic environments is rapidly accelerating, and the academic 

context is seen “as a territory of potential creativity or, at least, as a place where certain 

endeavours can be ambitioned in contrast with the current state of the art world” (Almeida, 

2015, pp. 139–40). In this respect, AR in the academic context is also a strategy for resisting 

“the power structures of the art world” (p. 140). On the other hand, a large number of art 

historians, philosophers, and sociologists, among others, who lack substantial practical 

experience of art, are shaping Anglophone and European understandings of AR. A clear and 

strong positioning of practitioner-driven debates is therefore necessary. 

90 http://www.sharenetwork.eu/artistic-research-overview [30 June 2021]. 
91 In Switzerland, for example, different types of universities have different degree-awarding rights. Art 
departments are integrated into universities of applied sciences, which are not entitled to award doctoral 
degrees without entering into a formal arrangement with a “traditional” university. 

http://www.sharenetwork.eu/artistic-research-overview
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 AR Specificities 

AR refers to artists working within academic settings, to artists using scientific methods, or to 

artists working “in close collaboration with academics” (Vaage, 2020, 61) AR aims to establish 

concrete creative and artistic practices, agencies, and performativities. AR values knowledge 

production through the “vehicle” of creating performances or artefacts (Borgdorff et al., 2020, 

p. 1; also Borgdorff, 2006, 2009, 2010, 2012, 2017, 2018). And it demands that these objectives 

be approached from two different perspectives: artistic action and reflection. 

This twofold research approach is one of AR’s specificities and a fundamental element of its 

methodology. It implies and requires: (1) Doing research (research with an artistic outcome, 

e.g. an artwork, performance, composition, event, framework for a curatorial practice); and (2) 

theoretically grounded articulation, presentation, and reflection aimed at demonstrating and 

discussing the production of knowledge embedded in the processes and outcomes of “doing 

research” (Borgdorff et al., 2020, p. 2).  

Thus, AR understands “doing research” as a means of generating artworks, performances, 

compositions, and other artistic expressions. The process of “doing research” is thus 

articulated and anchored theoretically through additional work. Nevertheless, some voices 

have claimed that additional theoretical work is not needed as the reflection part is embedded 

in the artwork itself; others, however, view the additional theoretical work as a necessity 

(Fisher & Mottram, 2006; Busch, 2009; Almeida, 2015; Corby, 2020). The written part of an 

artistic research is required “to articulate and communicate the research, to show that it 

involves “a process of investigation leading to new insights, effectively shared” (REF, 2011, p. 

48, as cited in Borgdorff et al., 2020, p. 4). Written reflections account for the new knowledge 

embedded in this work. Art researchers are also advised to “reflect in novel ways on their own 
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practices,” among others, by incorporating rich-media articulations, “in which artistic material 

and its documentation is interwoven with text-based material” (Borgdorff et al., 2020, p. 5). 

Thus, Kathrin Busch (2009), citing Simon Sheikh,92 has argued that art and artistic research 

become spaces where “modes of perception and thinking” are investigated (p. 2). Opinion 

makers within the AR peer group mostly agree on this dual approach as a requirement of AR 

research projects (Borgdorff et al., 2020). The creative processes that lead to artworks are 

understood to be knowledge generators, while the resulting artworks, performances, or 

compositions are considered knowledge bearers. However, the weight assigned to the written 

part of the artistic research—the theoretically anchored description of the artistic process—is 

debated and discussed in relation to experimentation, testing, production, and performance, 

among others. Some claim that doing research and reflection could be fused into a single 

outcome. Arguing that the specific nature of AR lies in intertwining practical and theoretical 

activities, they question the need to divide practical artistic and theoretical reflection into two 

different outcomes. Others, meanwhile, explicitly demand two separate outcomes. To 

members of this camp, the knowledge embedded in AR results is not immediately evident and 

must therefore be elaborated through reflecting (via additional textual work) on doing 

research, that is, analysing the research process and its outcomes. Reflections should thereby 

build on theoretical discourse and demonstrate the value of the knowledge produced for AR 

and for the project-related spheres of application (Fisher & Mottram, 2006; Busch, 2009; 

Almeida, 2015; Borgdorff et al., 2020; Corby, 2020).93  

92 Sheikh, S. (2006). Spaces for Thinking. Perspectives on the Art Academy. Texte zur Kunst 62, pp. 191–
196, p. 192. 
93 Fisher & Mottram (2006, p. 19): It is “not clear whether the contribution to knowledge exists in the art
works or in the written thesis.” Almeida 2015, pp. 150–151: “A report of the Academy of Finland (the 
most important funding institution for research in the arts in the country) on research in art and design 
in their universities, dating from March 2009, stressed that ‘the doctoral degree at the Finnish Academy 
of Fine Arts differs from most other postgraduate degrees in art and artistic research in that the main 
element of the prepared demonstration of knowledge and skill is the production part, with 60–80 per  
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In short: AR scholars are expected to reflect on their artistic processes, activities, and products 

and focus “on the knowledge, understanding, and experiences enacted in creative processes 

and embodied in artistic products such as artworks, compositions, and performances” 

(Borgdorff et al., 2020, p. 1). 

AR, as doing research, involves the production of art—however conceptual, ephemeral or 

time-based it might be—as well as applying methods from other disciplines. Thus, AR involves 

methodological pluralism, that is, selecting from a diverse range of methods and tools those 

suited to one’s topic and purpose (Borgdorff et al., 2020; see also SymbioticA, 2011; Borgdorff, 

2012; Hannula et al., 2014; Caduff, 2017; Vaage, 2020). Standard AR research methodologies 

include experimentation, participatory research, analytical and interpretative approaches 

(Borgdorff et al., 2020; Schwab & Borgdorff, 2014), arts-based methods and additional 

methods from other research fields. AR relates to various spheres (research, social, academic, 

cultural, or political) and “draws on methods of the sciences in order to work across domains, 

involving both intuitive and rational processes, often embracing messiness, and challenging 

the established norms and institutional forms of knowledge” (Vaage, 2020, p. 72). The 

contextualising and written part of AR addresses and demonstrates the knowledge generation 

embedded in these creative and artistic processes and outcomes (Borgdorff et al., 2020). 

AR literature distinguishes several types, or categories, of AR, and thereby mostly refers to 

Christopher Frayling’s Research in Art and Design (1993). Frayling views art, as well as craft and 

design, as “approaching the future” and “concerned with the new” (Frayling, 1993, p. 1). 

Following Herbert Read’s model of art education (1943), he groups AR into three categories. 

cent of the demonstration’s credits yielded by creative work.’” 
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These categories, which he considers “widely shared assumptions,” are research for, into, and 

through art and design (Frayling 1993, p. 2; see Tabel 14).94 

Table 14  

Modes of Artistic Research 

Mode Specifics 

Research for art The artist collects source material and knowledge for 
accomplishing the artwork. 

Research into art Observations of practising artists at work. 

Research through art 

Sub-Mode Specifics 

• Materials research Researching material, for example
titanium sputtering or the 
colorisation of metals. 

• Development work Customising a piece of technology to
do something not considered before. 

• Action research Practical experiments in the studio 
that are recorded in a step-by-step 
research diary and a contextualising 
report. 

Note: According to Frayling, 1993, based on Herbert Read, 1943. 

Frayling distinguishes research for, into, and through art by providing examples of each 

category: he connects research for art to an interview with Picasso (1923)95 in which Picasso 

discussed the reference material that he used to paint Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Picasso 

clearly stated that the research was not the objective but served “to produce a finished 

painting” (Frayling, 1993, p. 2). In this sense, Frayling delineates research for art as “an artist or 

94 Among others, see Fisher & Mottram (2006); Corby (2020); Vage (2020); and on Herbert Read’s 
model, see Fisher & Mottram (2006). 
95 Pablo Picasso: An Interview (1985, reprinted from The Arts, May 1923). Artists on Art. Edited by 
Robert Goldwater & Marco Treves. John Murray, pp. 416–7. 
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designer collecting source material or knowledge” for their art practice (Fisher & Mottram, 

2006, p. 7).  

Research into art produces “observations of practicing artists at work” (Fisher & Mottram, 

2006, p.7). Such research might be “social, political, ethical, cultural, iconographic, technical, 

material, structural … whatever” in scope (Frayling, 1993, p. 5). Frayling divides research 

through art into three types: 1) materials research, 2) development work, and 3) action 

research. As for the first type, materials research, Frayling points out a “titanium sputtering or 

colorization of metals projects successfully completed in the metalwork and jewellery 

departments at the College and Camberwell, in association with Imperial College of Science & 

Technology” (p. 5). An example of the second type, development work, might be a project 

“customizing a piece of technology to do something no-one had considered before, and 

communicating the results” (p.5). The third type, action research, might comprise practical 

experiments in the studio that are recorded in a step-by-step research diary, along with a 

contextualised report (p. 5). Research through art, therefore, needs to be understood as “the 

iterative process of making, testing and amending a form” (Fisher & Mottram, 2006, p. 7). 

Nora S. Vaage’s “Wisdom in Artistic Research: An Alternative to the Discourse of Art as 

Knowledge Production” (2020) introduces wisdom as a new orientation point for AR. By the 

time Vaage’s article appeared, the present study had already formulated an ideal-type model 

of canonisation. In the context of that model, my conceptualisation of wisdom differs from 

Vaage’s: in the former, wisdom is the grand narrative, whereas Vaage uses wisdom to refer to 

the artist’s attitude and tacit knowledge, which is informed by the grand narrative.  
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Discussing these different concepts in further detail would involve digressing from the 

objectives of this study. As stated in the methodology section, while I offer no secondary 

discussion, a brief note on how Vaage positions wisdom within AR is warranted. Vaage’s 

concern is the scientific quality of AR if measured with academic research standards. She 

suggests that AR is not a strong competitor to academic research as we know it, due to its 

inarticulable properties. Vaage suggests calling these inarticulable properties “wisdom” 

(Vaage, 2020), which she understands as “inspiration, experience, the prominence of 

multisensory and emotional forms of expression” (p. 65). This wisdom, the art-and-wisdom 

conglomerate, cannot “necessarily be conveyed directly” (p. 72). Rather, it “depends upon 

inherent qualities of the artist and the receptive horizon of the exhibition visitor” (p. 72). 

Wisdom thus includes knowing how to do something. Often, propositional research—

according to Vaage who appears to reduce academic research to propositional research—does 

often not fit the purposes of AR. Vaage thus introduces wisdom into the AR discussion, and 

suggests that the importance of tacit knowledge (i.e., knowing how to do something) could 

thus be a better mechanism for understanding, contextualising, and articulating AR.  
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6 Practitioner Research 

PR Across Disciplines 

Practitioner research (PR) is conducted by professionals on issues emerging from their work 

environment (Drake & Heath, 2011; Fichtman Dana, 2016; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2021).96 

Thus, PR is based on real-world observations and aimed at gaining practice-led findings. Its 

objectives are directly relevant to the researcher’s professional interests and benefit 

institutional or communal environments (Drake & Heath, 2011). PR thus constructs practice-

relevant evidence bases and contributes to furthering knowledge of practice (Drake & Heath, 

2011; Fichtman Dana, 2016). PR courses and doctoral programmes are offered at HEIs in 

various disciplines, among others, education, social work and social care, health and youth 

service, police and probation, community development, voluntary organisations, and business 

studies (Drake & Heath, 2011). The objectives of academic PR training include demonstrating 

experiential learning, developing transferable skills, gaining higher education qualifications and 

professional capacity building (Drake & Heath, 2011). 

PR applies systematic research (Fichtman Dana, 2016). It contributes to gaining knowledge by 

doing research in the real world, and thus helps people to better “understand, predict and 

control” their internal and external work environments (Sekaran & Bougie, 2013, p. 8). Its 

outcomes and findings are setting-specific, and hence particular and non-generalisable. In 

96 The work environment in PR papers is often referred to as a “natural practice setting.” See, for 
example, Trent Codd, III, R., ed. (2018). Practice-Based Research. A Guide for Clinicians. Routledge, p. 4. 
Accordingly, practice-based research is also called “naturalistic research”; see, for example Scott H. 
Waltman (2018). Research Methods in Practice Settings. Chapter 3. Practice-Based Research. A Guide for 
Clinicians, ed. by R. Trent Codd, III. Routledge. 
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contrast to full-time academic researchers, practitioner researchers often complement their 

professional work with research and are thus embedded in both communities of practice 

(Drake & Heath, 2011). Accordingly, PR has been discussed as a means of addressing the 

theory-research divide (R. Smith, 2021; also Bammé, 2004).  

In PR, the professional “community” is understood as a wider context and does not imply that 

the researcher has to be employed by the particular organisation being researched. Although, 

practitioner research is often done within the researcher’s work organisation, this is not a 

requirement (Drake & Heath, 2011). Because practitioner researchers investigate 

environments they know from within, PR is also called insider research (Drake & Heath, 2011). 

Literature on PR 

The introduction of PR into HEIs is well-documented in Anglophone literature on PR (e.g., 

Mitchell et al., 2008; Wen & Zammit, 2020). Comparing the literature on AR and PR reveals 

similar concerns and topics. As in AR, the integration of further education into academic 

settings, as well as the growing number of PR programmes at HEIs, have been critically 

discussed. The creation of these new programmes has been viewed as a means of generating 

new market opportunities and of increasing the customer bases of HEIs. Other common issues 

include modes of knowledge, knowledge formation and shifting research standards. As in AR, 

the discussions on different modes of knowledge by Gibbons et al. (1994) and Scott et al. 

(2004) are widely cited (Drake & Heath, 2011; Fichtman Dana, 2016; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

2021). 

Gibbons et al. (1994) distinguished two modes of knowledge: disciplinary knowledge (Mode 

One) and transdisciplinary knowledge (Mode Two). Mode One is knowledge that is produced 

in the university through disciplinary lenses. It follows “the codes of practice relevant to a 
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particular discipline” (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 3). Mode Two, transdisciplinary knowledge, is 

either generated through or includes experience and practice. It is “organised around a 

particular application” (p. 3). Scott et al. (2004) criticised that the two-mode model 

marginalises local and non-generalisable practitioner knowledge.  

Practitioner knowledge is (…) considered to be inferior and incomplete because it is 

context-dependent, problem-solving, contingent, non-generalizable and is judged not 

by objective criteria but by whether it contributes to the achievement of short-term 

goals and problems encountered in situ. (Scott et al., 2004, p. 45)  

They therefore suggest two additional modes of knowledge. Mode Three, dispositional and 

transdisciplinary knowledge, is professional, practice-based knowledge that is directed 

towards solving “practical problems [the professionals] encounter in their everyday working 

lives” (Scott et al., 2004, p. 48). The “practice setting is understood as both the source of and 

the arena for theoretical development” (p. 48). Mode Four is critical knowledge. This 

knowledge is “implicitly political and change-oriented” (p. 51) and directed towards 

“identifying power structures in societies” (p. 52). In practice, these four knowledge modes 

may take various hybrid forms. Moreover, depending on the research stage, one or the other 

knowledge may take precedence. Scott et al. (2004) also called the four knowledge modes 

“disciplinarity, technical rationality, dispositionality and criticality” (p. 55). After defining these 

modes, they discuss reflection and reflective practice, which are central to “professional 

development courses” (p. 56). In doing so, they draw on Schön’s (1983) distinction of 

reflection-in-action and reflection on reflection-in-action, which is discussed further below 

(pp. 150ff.). 
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Like AR, the literature on PR also considers the quality of PR compared to academic research. 

Drake and Heath (2011, p. 8) address the criticism that PR is “amateurish” research and 

strongly refute that claim. They emphasise, to the contrary, that PR involves a remarkably 

complex and highly reflective research approach. Discussing different modes of knowledge 

production and conducting a SWOT97 analysis of practitioner research, Drake and Heath rebuff 

the notion of practitioner research being inferior to other research modes. Rather, PR works 

within complex dispositions and combines professional and technical knowledge with 

academic and analytical knowledge. However, Drake and Heath call on HEIs to critically 

examine practitioner doctorates and to accommodate new forms of knowledge formation. 

Their Practitioner Research at Doctoral Level: Developing Coherent Research Methodologies 

(2011) aims to contribute to this development. Drake and Heath draw on their research on PR 

doctoral programmes and feedback from doctoral students. They discuss measures for 

guaranteeing concise research standards. In their view, the most needed measure is increasing 

self-reflectivity on the various relationships and power constellations in the work environment 

and along the professional-academic axis. Drake and Heath discuss the opportunities and 

challenges of PR from both their respective disciplinary perspectives: Drake is an education 

scholar, Heath a business studies scholar. The next sections summarise Drake and Heath’s key 

points and discuss the opportunities and challenges of PR. 

 PR Challenges and Opportunities 

The advantages and opportunities of PR include awareness of the dynamics of situated-

learning, knowing the community of practice, as well as its procedures, assumptions, and 

values. Communities of practice develop internal coherence, which is known to professionals 

but less evident to outsiders. Thus, practitioner researchers are familiar with the 

97 Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats/challenges. 
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communication styles “within a shared way” of looking at the particular “world of practice” 

(Drake & Heath, 2011, p. 20). As such, they have access to privileged, swift information and 

knowledge exchange, which in turn supports eliciting what people know. This is an advantage 

of PR compared to full-time academic research, which is less acquainted with professional 

knowledge. 

Critical, however, and this is the other side of the coin, is PR’s lack of distance to the 

researched work environment. Careful consideration is needed to meet this challenge (Drake 

& Heath, 2011). Consequently, a concise PR research design must include critical, self-reflexive 

deliberation on the researcher’s relations to the object of study and the researched settings. In 

this respect, the PR walks a fine line between academic values and requirements, defined by 

universities, and the values and requirements relevant to the professional workplace (Drake & 

Heath, 2011). Hence, PR must consider relationships and constellations within two workplaces, 

one professional, the other academic. 

However, as discussed in Chapter 2 (pp. 49–76), non-grounded research approaches have 

become questionable, making increased self-reflectivity, for example, key to global studies, to 

the kaleidoscopic dialectic, and to practitioner research. Research on real-world phenomena 

needs to be aware of the increasingly complex and interconnected aspects of its subject 

matters and thought contexts. Research is advised to consistently configure project-relevant 

particulars, which should be taken into consideration—ideally from pluriperspective 

standpoints and in relation to other particularities. While these research requirements should 

apply to all research on real-world phenomena, they are especially relevant to PR. The dual 

role of the practitioner researcher, as a researcher and as a professional, demands particular 
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attention in order for such researchers to benefit from the opportunities and to rise to the 

challenges. 

Outsider and Insider Perspectives 

Practitioner researchers carry intimate and tacit knowledge. They have integrated how things 

are like and done in practice and are (un)consciously aware of the basic and tacit assumptions 

underlying the work environment. They know how things work and at the same time must 

maintain distance to their subject matter to gain an objective research perspective. This 

requires constant negotiation and triangulation throughout the research process. The tension 

between belonging to a professional workplace while illuminating it through academic practice 

is thus a critical factor in PR (Drake & Heath, 2011). Special attention must be given to intimate 

and tacit knowledge, power constellations and relationships, as well as their relational 

dynamics. This applies to both communities of practice, the professional as well as the 

academic workplace. In order to configure and analyse these dynamics, Drake and Heath 

(2011) suggest distinguishing macro- and microclimates in the workplace. Conceptually, they 

build on Bernstein’s (1996, 1999) delineation of the vertical and horizontal flows of knowledge 

discourses. Further, according to Drake and Heath, particular attention must be paid to one’s 

colleagues’ attitude towards the research.  

Constant quality assurance and evaluation cycles have become common in HEIs and 

professional workplaces. These measures serve to support the growth of the knowledge 

economy (see Chapter 5, pp. 116ff.). These quality assurance and evaluation cycles are often 

orchestrated by a top-down approach, and are sometimes accompanied by pseudo-

participatory cycles of involvement. Depending on communal, institutional or organisational 

cultures, such measures can provoke increased distrust towards research within the work 

environment. Professional experts might assume that PR is informed by hidden agendas. 
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Colleagues may view such research as a form of surveillance, designed to elicit confessions, 

and that the research documentation might be misused for hidden managerial agendas (Drake 

& Heath, 2011). This challenge must be met with continued negotiation, preserving 

confidentiality, and surfing the politics of the workplace. Careful ethical considerations are 

thus essential to PR.  

Fluid Positionings 

Careful attention to the various positionings of practitioner researcher and of those involved is 

thus critical to doing PR. Accordingly, Drake and Heath (2011) criticise the binary opposition 

of insider versus outsider research as too limited. This, they maintain, does not correspond 

well to the complex dynamics of PR, nor to the fluid and constant positionings that are needed 

throughout the research process. Drake and Heath thus emphasise the increased need for 

self-reflectivity and ongoing critical reflection. This, they imply, applies not only to the subject 

matter being examined but also to the constellations of the project-relevant particulars, as 

well as to the perspectives taken to construct and investigate those configurations.  

Ongoing critical reflection must be applied throughout the research process and be “inherent 

in every aspect of the research and writing process” (Drake and Heath, 2011, p. 8). 

Researchers’ ongoing critical self-reflection on their positionings include critically assessing of 

one’s role in the vertical and horizontal axes of relationship dynamics (see section “Outsider 

and Insider Perspectives,” pp. 144ff.). They also need to consider the relevance and effects of 

how they position themselves vis-à-vis processes and outcomes. This involves negotiating 

different value systems, expectations, and modes of practice (Drake & Heath, 2011). 

Drake and Heath refer to a colleague (whom they do not name) who likens PR to living in 

hyphenation: insider-outsider, professional-academic, practitioner-researcher.  
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The various positionings mentioned above cannot be predefined at the start of a research 

process. Positionings remain fluid within a relational, “tangled web” (Schön, 1983, p. 14). The 

research design must account for these fluid positionings, which in turn relate to what 

happens throughout the project. Further, the research design must allow project-relevant 

pluriperspectivity (Drake & Heath, 2011).  

Strategies for enhancing self-criticality and self-reflectivity often used in PR include 

triangulating “their [the PR researchers] interpretation of their data,” making the familiar 

strange, and placing the self within the research frame (Drake & Heath, 2011, p. 20). Critical 

self-reflectivity thus includes locating oneself as a researcher and professional in the research 

project, contextualising the ideas and concepts applied in and derived from the project, “and 

exploring what that means for the project” (p. 20). Common methods in PR include grounded 

theory, action research, thick descriptions, and case studies. These methods enable “deep and 

detailed consideration” (p. 37). 

Small-Scale Projects and Grounded Methodology 

Practitioner research projects are mostly small-scale. They involve few people and focus on a 

single organisation or a particular setting (Drake & Heath 2011). The research results are thus, 

as mentioned, relative to a given setting, that is, particular and non-generalisable. Hence, 

Drake and Heath call for grounded methodologies. They draw on the concept of “living 

theories” (p. 36) formulated by Whitehead and McNiff (2006).98 According to Whitehead 

(2008), a living theory methodology, or what Drake and Heath call grounded methodology, 

requires explicitly formulating the assumptions and principles informing the method selection 

of setting-specific research.  

98 Whitehead, J. & J. McNiff (2006). Action Research Living Theory. Sage. 
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Again, this corresponds to global studies and the kaleidoscopic dialectic approaches (sections 

2.3, pp. 51–53, and 2.5.2, pp. 55–57). Both approaches add an important postulate to living 

theory: to relate the particular setting to other particularities that have been and are critical to 

the researched setting. Therefore, self-reflectivity is needed both on the level of the research 

paradigm and on the level of the research design.  

Constructing Project-Relevant Validation Criteria 

Grounded research understands the validity of research relative to (1) the research question 

(Whitehead, 2008), (2) the project-related configurations of particularities (Rehbein, 2013), 

and (3) the methods and procedures chosen to investigate a subject matter. Validation is thus 

included in the research process. Drake & Heath (2011) emphasise the groundedness of 

validation by referring to Lather’s (1993) research theory, which positions validity as “a space 

of constructed visibility” (Lather, 1993, p. 674). In that sense, grounded research includes 

“uncovering what the research does and does not privilege” (Drake & Heath, 2011, p. 38). 

Hence, the criterion for trustworthy research is, and here Drake and Heath draw on Lincoln 

and Guba (1985), that it is a construct that relates to issue-driven and case-study oriented 

research (Drake & Heath, 2011). 

Thus, the research paradigm, research design, selection of methods, and cycles of critical 

reflectivity must be formulated explicitly. They also need to be related to the particular 

research project rather than build on procedures defined a priori (Drake & Heath, 2011). This 

includes constructing the validity and relevance of a research project pragmatically and case-

oriented. 
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Drake and Heath (2011) observe that audience responses are also critical in this regard. 

Members of the community of practice may expect or demand additional validation criteria: 

“The work may be judged on its accessibility and appropriateness for the community of 

practice to which the knowledge is related” (Drake & Heath, 2011, p. 103, based on Taylor, 

2003).99 In the context of practitioner research on Art in Action (see Chapter 7, pp. 161–185), 

the role of community members in terms of validation criteria, that is bringing to the research 

project their expectations and demands, is essential to AiAR. Once again, these stances must 

also be continuously negotiated throughout the project.  

Neither self-criticality nor self-reflectivity, that is, acknowledging the limited reach and validity 

of research findings, is unique to, yet nevertheless essential for PR. The reasons being that 

research findings have emerged from specific research constellations. The applicability of 

these findings to another setting must thus always be levelled with the setting-specificities and 

objectives of new implementation sites. 

The Creative Reflective Practitioner 

In 2020, when this study entered its final research phase, Linda Candy published The Creative 

Reflective Practitioner. Candy also (1) explores the specificities and methodologies of art 

research, as well as (2) discusses these through the lenses of practitioner research. She does 

not, however, discuss the problematised notions of art and their role in AR, nor the other 

issues addressed in this study. Rather, she examines the reflective aspects of art practices in 

terms of an artwork-centred approach. Her discussion of PR is thus limited to artists producing 

artwork. In contrast, the present study focuses on working with art in socio-cultural settings, 

and thereby suggests that artwork-centred approaches prove ineffective for AiAR.  

99 Taylor, J. (2003). Institutional Diversity in UK Higher Education: Policy and Qutcomes Since the End of 
the Binary Divide. Higher Education Quaterly, 57(3), pp. 266-293. 
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Artwork-centred approaches to communal issues tend to remain interventionistic: Although 

such approaches address a particular issue that emerges from a specific communal setting, the 

artwork itself is often the ultimate goal. This has to do with the professional requirements of 

art: Works are validated mainly through the art world (to which the artist belongs) assigning 

value. This implies that the work becomes visible in exhibition circles and art discourses, is 

acclaimed by buyers, critics, and art peers, or is subsidised by art agencies. Validation focuses 

exclusively on the artwork—however ephemeral that work might be—and refers to the 

pyramid scheme established by art history as described in Chapters 1 (p. 32) and 3 (Table 10, 

p. 84, also p. 89). This study questions this validation approach. It instead suggests relating 

validation to the project-relevant features and particularities that emerge from working with 

art in socio-cultural settings and thus refrains from an artwork-centred approach. 

Real-Life Changes 

Artists and art collectives worldwide who are working with art in their living environments 

often aspire to bring about real-life changes. Their artistic methods, strategies, and attitudes 

assume multiple roles in close relationship with non-art strategies. Working within holistic 

settings, and motivated to change life conditions for the better, they seek to validate their 

activities (and to have these validated) in direct relation to real-world application and 

problem-solving. This, however, does not exclude artworks originating in such activities from 

becoming visible, nor from being acclaimed in exhibition and market settings. This, however, is 

not the (only) primary goal. Therefore, limiting AiAR to artwork-centred approaches hinders 

focusing not only on issues relevant to a project and the real-world, but also on problem-

solving strategies and validation mechanisms. 
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One could argue that—over time—the problem disposition of narrow notions of art will 

change anyway as AR deliberately or ignorantly neglects the problematised notions of art 

(Chapters 3, pp. 77–99, and 5, pp. 133–138). AR might therefore, through practice, establish 

notions of art that broaden the art spectrum. This study, however, does not share this view. 

There are at least three reasons for taking a different stance. First, unreflected and 

problematised notions of art informing art practices and AR should not be underestimated. If 

HEIs actively—through their assessments—direct AR activities towards the completion of 

artworks, they serve art institutions and markets. As such, however, they neglect the global 

phenomenon of artists working with a broader understanding of art to change their living 

environments. Second, it is not plausible why inquiring and pursuing arts-based change 

strategies should be left to other disciplines (e.g., the arts health or development studies), thus 

impeding artist-driven research and application. Third, attempts to uphold the old master 

discourse or to establish a new one clearly neglect the glocal rootedness of art (Chapter 3, pp. 

77–99). 

Reflective Practitioner and PR 

Candy (2020) focuses on the interwovenness of research and creative practice. She conducted 

several interviews with creatives (as documented in her study). The interviews are 

complemented by theoretical considerations of juxtaposing practitioner research and the 

creative reflective practitioner. Candy’s reflections reveal professional circumstances and 

production realities. Literature on AR has so far discussed such activities as being located at 

HEIs. Candy broadens this perspective by showing how AR is integrated into private sectors, 

that is, conducted by private and by community actors. Further, she provides a detailed 

account of different modes of reflection-in-action by examining how continuous reflection 

takes shape in diverse practice situations. Here, she draws on existing theories, her extensive 

research into creative and digital art, and interviews with art researchers from various 
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disciplinary backgrounds. Her goal is to make “practitioner voices the primary sources of 

inspiration and guidance” (2020, p. 266).  

By listening to the voices of the practitioners as they reflect on their work and 

observing how they expand their expertise through experience in practice, we can 

begin to ask the right questions about the nature of this “knowing-in-action.” (p. 39) 

Candy limits her discussion of art in socio-cultural settings to interventionist activities. In doing 

so, she highlights a critical point, namely, the pressure “to deliver services” within social work 

assignments (p. 32). This contrasts with artists working with art in their own living 

environments, energised by their personal motivation to change these environments—in 

collaboration with others. 

Candy discusses the features of PR in relation to creative practice and concludes with three 

observations (each mirroring the above remarks on these features): First, individual reflective 

practice takes place within particular contexts, “often in relation to group action,” and 

therefore does not provide generalisations. Candy observes that “encountering unexpected 

events and problems is a normal part of practice and dealing with it effectively means 

embedding reflection in every thought and action” (2020, p. 39). Second, reflective practice is 

“a continuous and dynamic process” (p. 39). Third, Candy emphasises the capacity-building 

aspect of reflective practitioner research, which fosters “the many ways we can learn through 

experience” (p. 251). In accordance with AR, Candy emphasises that creative practitioner 

research includes “thinking about what you are doing” (p. 251) and involves documenting self-

reflection. 
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Reassessment of Professional Knowledge  

Addressing “the role of reflection in professional practice” (2020, p. 13), Candy builds on 

Donald Schön’s The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (first published 

in 1983 and cited widely in papers on PR and AR). Schön addresses the interdependencies 

of reflection and action. His study is motivated by the increased “complexity, uncertainty, 

instability, uniqueness, and value conflicts” that emerged from professional work 

environments in the second half of the 20th century (Schön, 1983, p. 14). This view 

corresponds to Chapter 5 (pp. 116ff.), which has addressed the supra-national activities 

designed to support changes in professional and research environments.   

The pressure on professional knowledge to adapt to rapidely changing work demands 

motivated Schön to reflect on and reassess professional work. At the time, professionals were 

increasingly facing a “’tangled web’ that traditional […] knowledge and skill cannot untangle,” 

and had “to perform tasks for which they have not been educated” (Schön, 1983, p. 14). Schön 

draws on Harvey Brooks (1967)100 in arguing that “professions are now confronted with an 

‘unprecedent requirement for adaptability’” (p. 15). Schön aimed to reassess “the professions’ 

actual contribution to society’s well-being through the competent services based on special 

knowledge” (p. 13). The need to bridge the research-practitioner divide to meet the complex 

challenges facing societies is a critical point across disciplines—and more pressing than ever.101 

100 H. Brooks (1967). Dilemmas of Engineering Education. IEEE Spectrum, February. 
101 See, for example the Trent Codd’s introduction to Practice-Based Research. A Guide for Clinicians, 
edited by R. Trent Codd, III (2018): “A major sea change is underway in the mental health field generally, 
and clinical psychology in particular. We are entering the ‘era of dissemination and implementation’, 
which will compel us to reverse the traditional relationship that has existed between academically based 
treatment development/testing and practice based implementation. Previously, field based clinicians 
received their marching orders from the academic scientists who developed and tested new treatment 
approaches. Although this approach to treatment development and testing has resulted in significantly 
stronger psychotherapeutic approaches across the diagnostic spectrum, the science to practice pipeline 
is notoriously slow. It takes on average 15 years for a new treatment idea to make it from academia into 
the real world practice setting. For example, the cognitive model of depression was first described in 
1962, but the first published efficacy study of cognitive therapy did not appear in print until 1989. In a 
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Specifics of Reflection-in-Action 

Schön (1983) developed an epistemology of practice through examining knowing-in-practice 

and reflection-in-action. These modes especially take place when professionals encounter 

unforeseen problems and need new solutions (Candy, 2020). This led Schön to conceptualise 

reflection-in-action, which is now a key reference point in PR and AR debates across the 

disciplines. In substance, the discussion on the reflective practitioner addresses the features of 

creative professional thinking, so-called modes of reflection-in-action. Professional creative 

thinking takes place while working. Thus, different modes of knowledge are used and gained: 

tacit, skills-oriented, technical, and rational knowledge. Schön understands reflection-in-action 

as follows: 

When someone reflects-in-action, he becomes a researcher in the practice context. He 

is not dependent on the categories of established theory and technique, but 

constructs a new theory of the unique case. His inquiry is not limited to a deliberation 

about means which depends on a prior agreement about ends. He does not keep 

means and ends separate, but defines them interactively as he frames a problematic 

situation. He does not separate thinking from doing, ratiocinating his way to a decision 

which he must later convert to action. Because his experimenting is a kind of action, 

implementation is built into his inquiry. Thus reflection-in-action can proceed, even in 

situations of uncertainty or uniqueness, because it is not bound by the dichotomies of 

Technical Rationality. (Schön, 1983, pp. 68–69)102 

rapidly changing healthcare environment, this type of slow, laborious approach to treatment 
development will simply not give practicing clinicians the leverage needed to flexibly adapt their 
psychotherapeutic practices to changing system- and client-level realities” (p. xiiv). Further: “The ‘new 
normal’ in the era of dissemination and implementation will be to place the onus of responsibility for 
treatment development and testing on the clinical practice sector, what is termed ‘community based 
treatment development’ and ‘practice based research’” (p. xiv). 
102 Also cited in Candy (2020, pp. 17–18). 
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Schön distinguishes reflection-in-action from the technical rationality model. The latter refers 

to the institutional separation of professional practice and research. Schön criticises the 

technical rationality model in that it positions professional work as an “instrumental problem 

solving” activity (1983, p. 21). The knowledge and know-how required to solve a problem are 

provided by researchers, which amounts to viewing professional work as a “learned 

profession.” The profession’s systematic knowledge base is “specialized, firmly bounded, 

scientific, and standardized” (p. 23). Technical rationality thus supports a hierarchical structure 

of professional knowledge, where “’general principles’ occupy the highest level and ‘concrete 

problem solving’ the lowest” (p. 24). Schön regards the technical rationality model as 

incomplete, as it “fails to account for practical competence in ‘divergent’ situations” (p. 49), 

and thus must be complemented by an “epistemology of practice implicit in the artistic, 

intuitive processes” (p. 49). 

Candy (2020) further differentiates Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action based on her own 

research and other literature. She defines four types of reflection that are observable in 

creative practice: Reflection-for-Action [sic], reflection in the making moment, reflection at a 

distance, reflection on surprise (Candy, 2020, pp. 255–256).103 Reflection-for-Action104 means 

the systematic practice that “involves contemplating previous actions, thoughts and 

achievements and reassessing existing works and outcomes” (p. 255). Reflection in the making 

moment refers to responsive working practices, which demand taking “action in the 

immediate situation,”105 and in turn necessitate conscious awareness beyond intuitive actions 

(p. 256). Reflection at a distance means stepping back from one’s activity, “detaching from the 

103 In addition to these four types of reflection, Candy also discusses non-reflective actions. 
104 Here Candy refers to Killion & Todnem (1991), who differentiated reflection-on-action, reflection-in-
action, and reflection-for-action. See Killion, J. P. & G. R. Todnem (1991). A Process of Personal Theory 
Building. Educational Leadership, 48(7), pp. 14–16.  
105 This corresponds to “thinking on one’s feet” and “thinking with one’s hand.” 
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process in hand in order to disrupt overfamiliarity with work in progress” (p. 256). This can be 

achieved by moving locations, materials, tools or by making other changes. Reflection on 

surprise requires a flexible attitude to the unexpected. Sometimes surprise is deliberately 

provoked, for instance, by disrupting tacit assumptions or by adopting a lateral view on 

familiar perspectives.  

Candy emphasises the necessity to “broaden view of professional practice” and to “embrace 

skills beyond domain specific knowledge” (Candy, 2020, p. 254). She strongly supports the idea 

that creative work necessarily leads to “more reflection—precisely because it continuously and 

reciprocally includes both making and evaluating processes” (p. 255). Although, as discussed 

throughout this study, creativity as well as self-reflectivity are increasingly understood as 

essential to any research and practice activity. In conclusion, Candy briefly refers to “four 

styles of learning—activist, reflector, theorist and pragmatist—that can influence reflecting in 

practice,” yet without further specifying these styles of learning (p. 262). Concerning concise 

methodology, she recommends consulting domain-specific guidance.106  

Arts-Based Methods 

Arts-based methods are applied across disciplines, including health, sociological, 

anthropological, and educational research. Whereas method descriptions in the visual arts are 

rare, where philosophical and theoretical discussions prevail, numerous publications have 

appeared in other disciplinary fields in recent decades. Arts-based methods are understood, 

among others, as a means of addressing, evoking and engaging empathy; of providing relief; of 

106 For instance, the Solicitors Regulatory Guidance (SRA) provides practitioners with a tailored toolkit to 
enable them to reflect on the quality of their practice; see also Casey’s model, which offers guidance on 
the stages of reflective practice; another case in point is the UK’s General Medical Council, which 
provides ethical duty guidance and suggests ten key points for reflective practitioners. 
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provoking responses; of accesssing complex dispositions and multiple meanings; of fostering 

dialogue across various media; of providing soft communication entry points; of raising 

awareness; of challenging dominant beliefs, habit, ideologies, and theories; of seeing things 

differently; of creating learning-by-doing environments, which are said to provide best learning 

results; and of communicating research findings (Leavy, 2015). Although the effects of arts-

based methods have been widely acknowledged, these claims have been criticised for rarely 

being scientifically substantiated. Moreover, even though methods are extensively discussed, a 

lack of concise methodology has been noted (Fraser & al Sayah, 2011; Crossick & Kaszynska, 

2016; Koski & Holst, 2017). 

Whereas arts-based methods are common within various research paradigms, for example, in 

qualitative research,107 the term arts-based research (ABR) is used for both, applying arts-

based methods within other approaches and a research paradigm in its own right. Across the 

disciplines, ABR is applied in all research phases, “including data generation, analysis, 

interpretation, and representation” (Leavy, 2015, p. 21). Leavy, for example, applies creative 

arts tools in order to address “social research questions in holistic and engaged ways in which 

theory and practice are intertwined” (p. 21). She uses, among others, narrative inquiry, fiction-

based research, and poetic, music, theatre, performative, visual inquiries. Leavy provides a rich 

overview of arts-based methods. For example, discussing the application of fiction-based 

research, she critically examines the fact-fiction binary, points out similarities between 

research and novel writing, and provides an overview of fictional components, such as 

structural and interior design elements (pp. 53—54).108  

107 Leavy (2015, p. 23): “ABR practices as an emergent methodological genre within the qualitative 
paradigm.” 
108 Along with further information, suggested readings, websites, and journals. 
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Even though ABR is often understood as a “set of methodological tools,” Leavy explicitly views 

ABR as a paradigm in its own right (Leavy, 2015, p. 23). However, she fails to define the 

attitudes and assumptions underpinning ABR, nor does she discuss the notions of art informing 

ABR practices. She instead points out the effectiveness of ABR in challenging “assumptions 

about what constitutes research and knowledge,” as well as the beliefs and assumptions held 

by the researched (p. 24).109 Therefore, Leavy positions arts-based methods as tools for 

assessing and eliciting views, opinions and behaviour. Leavy does not specify either ABR’s 

methodological principles or its underlying assumptions. Nor does she consider glocal art 

rootings or particular understandings of art. Equally, she does not explain how these glocal art 

rootings might affect the applications, evaluation and readings of the activities.  

More recently, Leavy (2017) has compared qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods, ABR, and 

community-based participatory research (CBPR) approaches.110 The different research designs 

are organised as a handbook. Providing step-by-step guidance, the handbook is an excellent 

source for points to be considered during a research design phase, from developing a question 

through ontological, epistemological, paradigm questions to modes of coding, various types of 

validity and reliability, and much more helpful guidance. One limitation is that Leavy delineates 

the methods and research designs from an interventionist perspective. She also grounds the 

arts-based approach in “artistic practice itself,” and describes ABR as “often ought to be a 

messy process” (Leavy, 2015, p. 191). ABR includes “personal interests,” involves “special 

skills,” (Leavy, 2017, p. 191) and is underpinned by “aesthetic understanding” (p.9). As for the 

ABR paradigm, she suggests grounding it in the capacity of the arts “to access that which is 

otherwise out of reach,” through “preverbal ways of knowing” and “aesthetic 

109 Leavy, 2017, pp. 94ff., 114, 120. 
110 (2017) titled Research Design. Qualitative, Mixed Methods, Arts-Based, and Community-based, 
Participatory Research Approaches. 
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intersubjectivity” (p. 14). However, Leavy does not specify any further what aesthetic 

understanding entails, nor does she account for the glocal rooting of art. Rather, she seems to 

understand arts-based methods as tools that can be applied to various goals. As such, these 

tools are detached not only from particular art traditions and understandings but also from 

professional art spheres. 
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Discussion and Principles of AiAR 

 

7 Art in Action Research 
 

This chapter delineates the principles of Art in Action Research (AiAR). The principles 

are derived from the previous chapters and are further substantiated and supplemented here 

as needed. In a final step, they are allocated to the different parts of the AiAR research design. 

 

 

7.1  A Brief Recapitulation 

This study has taken a transformative stance in order to delineate and substantiate the 

AiAR principles. Art in Action is oriented towards changing living environments and the AiAR 

contributes to making such change happen. This study began by postulating that art research 

needs to change its mindset, so as to study and further develop socially engaged art (i.e., Art in 

Action) from an art practitioner perspective. 

 

This study started with three empirical observations: (1) Working with art in socio-cultural 

settings is rapidly increasing worldwide. Accordingly, (2) practical knowledge and know-how in 

the field are immense. What is lacking, however, (3) are research methodologies that enable 

art practitioners to explore the issues emerging from their working environment. Therefore, 

research methodologies for art practitioners working with art in socio-cultural settings are 

needed to advance these activities, to foster the interregional exchange of knowledge and 

know-how, and to complement the research on arts-based methods across disciplines.  
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This study has applied the global studies paradigm and a fourfold conceptual apparatus: the 

kaleidoscopic dialectic, as well as theories and concept of transdisciplinarity, glocalisation, and 

meta-narrrative synthesis (Chapter 2, pp. 49–76). These theories and concept guided the 

formulation of the hypothesis, aim, objectives, research layers, and configuration process. 

Attention was paid to ensure that the findings can be adapted to art research, which in turn 

influenced the selection of the subject matters. 

The global studies perspective, which brings into view the local-global continuum, has enabled 

addressing the challenges, limits, assumptions, and opportunities of existing art (research) and 

practitioner frameworks (Chapters 3 to 6). The conceptual apparatus has supported (self-) 

reflection not only on the research standpoint but also on the dispositions of the subject of 

investigation and the corresponding thought contexts and histories. This framework has 

guided the explorations presented here, as well as established the basis for formulating AiAR 

(see also Chapter 6, pp. 146ff.). 

The transdisciplinarity of this study is constituted through the selected literature selected from 

the fields relevant to this study: (art) history, anthropology, art research, sociology, health and 

business studies (see also section 2.6, pp. 72ff.). The literature was selected to attain the 

objectives of each sub-hypothesis while chapters were configured following the to do’s for 

meta-narrative synthesis (Table 9, p. 72).  

The study first examined the challenges and obstacles in art history and art studies (Chapter 3, 

pp. 77–99). Next, it formulated the key features of art canonisation, so as to guide the site-

specific elicitation of art notions (Chapter 4, pp. 101–113). This was followed by investigating 

the historical, local-global conditions of art research and by discussing the specificities of such 

research and its relation to AiA (Chapter 5, pp. 115–138). The key features of practitioner 
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research were delineated by discussing the literature on practitioner research across 

disciplines, on the reflective practitioner, and on arts-based methods (Chapter 6, pp. 139–158). 

7.2 Paradigm Shift in Art Research 

It is not unproblematic to postulate a paradigm shift regarding the basic assumptions 

of a discipline, while building on modes of investigations of another disciplinary approach. The 

global studies paradigm, however, explicitly aims to rethink and “reexamine our taken-for-

granted assumptions” and serves the “need to rethink mainstream scholarship” (Darian-Smith 

& McCarty, 2017, p. vi). Its paradigm guides the “collective turn of the disciplines to engage 

with contemporary and historical processes of globalisation” (p. 2). Global studies, thus, calls 

for developing “new global theories and perspectives on issues that were previously 

understood as either universal, national, or local” (p. 2).  

In sum, global studies and corresponding theories support adjusting disciplinary lenses, taking 

into account pluralistic perspectives and traditions, glocal dispositions, and the local-global 

continuum. 

The AiAR principles introduced here constitute a paradigm shift in the arts. The AiAR principles 

delineate the art practitioner paradigm (AiAR). This paradigm includes placing centre stage an 

issue that has emerged from the practitioner’s working environment. It grounds the 

methodology in the research process, which configures a relational web of the particularities 

and positionalities relevant to a project. This AiAR paradigm accepts the glocal roots of notions 

of art, as well as enables integrating diverse notions of art. The paradigm clearly distinguishes 

the art practitioner stance and arts-based methods. Moreover, it aims to achieve practice-
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relevant research results. As such, the AiAR principles stand in contrast to art research 

approaches informed by Euro-American art-historical understandings of art, which adhere to 

and apply universal, non-grounded assumptions about art. 

The AiAR principles, however, might in part not be new to other disciplinary approaches. This 

point needs to be highlighted. I was made aware of this when presenting these principles at 

the Global University for Sustainability in summer 2019 (at Lingnan University in Hong 

Kong).111 I had the opportunity to present the key points and arguments of this study to 

cultural theorists, artists, and (emerging) artistic researchers. Whereas the artists and artistic 

researchers welcomed the principles of AiAR as contributing to closing the current gap in 

practitioner-driven methodologies for examining socially engaged art, the cultural theorists 

understood AiAR as corresponding to their research approach. The fundamental difference, 

however, is the different research standpoint and thus research perspective. Although 

theories, methods, and procedures might be shared across disciplines, the crucial difference is 

the different research standpoint and perspective. The AiAR paradigm, which is substantialised 

by the AiAR principles, addresses issues that emerge from the art practitioner’s working 

environment. It also configures the research process entirely towards practice-relevant 

research findings, thus serving the interests of both the practitioner researcher and the 

investigated working environments. 

The many artists (from different regions) I have engaged with in collaborative work and 

lengthy discussions while researching socially engaged art during the past years have all 

pointed out that the approach and goals of artists differ substantially from those of cultural 

111 The Global University for Sustainability has been organised by Lau Kin Chi and team; see Global 
University for Sustainability Book Series, series editors are Lau Kin Chi and Sit Tsui, published by Springer. 
First book in the series published in 2021. The former webpage our-global-u.org is currently not 
accessible.  
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scholars or sociologists, social or health workers applying arts-based methods. Due to the lack 

of practitioner-driven research, these differences are rarely documented and accessible for 

comparative consideration. AiAR will enable and make accessible such comparison.  

AiAR provides a framework for artists working in socio-cultural settings to research issues 

emerging from their work environment from their particular standpoints. To implement this 

research approach, a paradigm shift in the arts is needed—and undertaken in this study. 

This study has also shown that changing a research mindset is not unique to the arts. Rather, 

artistic research itself results from shifting research landscapes (Chapter 5, pp. 115–138). 

These changes correspond to reconsidering and establishing new modes of knowledge 

production and research directions (Chapters 5, pp. 115–138, and 6, pp. 139–158). The gap 

between universalised and standardised knowledge, and applying such knowledge 

professionally to solve concrete problems, has become untenable. Complexities, ever faster 

development cycles, as well as ecological and socio-cultural challenges demand solution-

oriented approaches that connect research and application (Chapter 6, pp. 139–158). 

The proposed paradigm shift in art research—that is, Art in Action Research (AiAR)—takes into 

account professional perspectives and needs, as well as the glocal specificities of the 

researched settings. It thus supports the interglocal exchange of the immense knowledge 

existing in practice.  

Further, this paradigm shift addresses the basic, non-grounded assumptions about art history, 

and thus art studies and art research. It replaces the prevailing artwork-centred orientation 

with an approach that places an issue emerging from the professional work environment 
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centre stage. This art practitioner paradigm values the glocal rootedness of art. It embraces 

plurisperspective worldview. It comprises research and development. It chooses and applies 

theories, methods, and know-how from across various disciplines and depending on the 

subject of investigation and the research goal. 

This paradigm shift corresponds to the reflection-in-action approaches adopted by artists 

working with art in socio-cultural settings (see Chapter 6, pp. 150ff.). Focusing on real-life 

changes, such artists design and validate their activities in relation to setting-specific 

objectives. Producing or conceiving an artwork is mostly neither the primary nor the only goal. 

This, instead, is to validate AiA achievements through real-life changes and issues, and through 

goal-oriented considerations. Therefore, the proposed AiAR paradigm does not mean that 

artists do things completely differently. It does, however, provide them with the methodology 

needed to document their reflection-in-action, as well as support and further develop their 

activity through a research mindset. 

7.3 AiAR Principles 

7.3.1 No Paradigmatic Assumptions About Art 

Art in Action mostly works towards changing living environments. These changes are 

often brought about by artists collaborating with community members. As mentioned 

(Chapter 4, pp. 101ff.), co-working often includes people from all walks of life, moreover with 

diverse opinions, attitudes, prejudices, and beliefs. Various notions of art are thus at play, just 

as varying expectations and demands co-exist and overlap. In order to work with an art 

practitioner perspective and arts-based methods in a particular setting to bring about real-life 
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changes, artists thus need to take into account that all constellations involve manifold 

perspectives (principle of pluriperspectivity), as anticipated by reflection-in-action (Chapter 6, 

pp. 153ff.).  

AiAR complements reflection-in-action with research and therefore also needs to be able to 

integrate diverse notions of art. Chapter 4 (pp. 101–113) has shown that this integration is 

supported neither by the current understanding of art in Euro-American art history, nor by art 

studies and art research. Their narrow understanding of art is often applied as a universal 

conception, thus disguising their groundedness in a particular thought tradition. This 

conception excludes most of the worldwide art production, and prevents integrating multiple 

understandings of art into research perspectives or procedures.  

In her analyses of the four key assumptions informing art history, Brzyski (2007) rightly 

highlights that art history needs to critically reflect on its frameworks, which have so far 

remained unquestioned (this study, Table 10, p. 84). Static art historical lenses, which neither 

self-reflectively question and adapt their frameworks to realities nor enable eliciting site-

specific art notions, are not capable of serving art practitioner perspectives. In contrast, such 

lenses impose notions of art on their research basis without considering whether these are of 

any use in the researched setting. Additionally, the narrow notions of art promoted by art 

history and art studies, and thus by art research, have been shown to lack concise criteria 

(Chapter 3, pp. 80ff.). Furthermore, such approaches exclude most art and primarily serve as a 

pyramid scheme that supports market and institutional needs. What, however, is not 

supported—and even made invisible—are art activities seeking to initiate change in socio-

cultural settings. 
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While the debates on the limits and challenges of the art historical paradigm, which is rooted 

in a particular art tradition, have been ongoing for decades, they only began gathering 

momentum around 2010 (Chapter 3, pp. 87ff.). As long as these four assumptions delineated 

by Brzyski inform research, integrating pluriperspective dispositions will remain hampered. The 

challenge, then, is to remove the prevailing assumptions about art from the research basis. 

The local-global and pluriperspective conditions of our world thus pressurise art history and art 

studies to change their frameworks and basic assumptions, and instead to ground notions of 

art explicitly in particular thought contexts. As a result of this pressure to change, art historical 

approaches have come to understand their subject matter (i.e. artworks and art activities) as 

inherently hybrid and complex. Although their reach has become global, the paradigms of art 

history, art studies, and art research mostly fail to reflect on their historical positionality, and 

hence remain incapable of integrating various art notions (Chapter 3, pp. 92). 

Even though AiA is ever increasing worldwide, it cannot be researched in a manner 

appropriate to the subject of investigation from art historical perspectives. Moreover, art 

history provides no methodologies that could be used to do art practitioner research and that 

could help artists to pursue their work in combination with research, and thereby combine 

research and development (Chapter 5, pp. 116ff.). While practitioner-oriented research 

designs might exist in art research, methodological discussions on researching on and through 

socially engaged art are still missing.  

AiAR accepts the diversity, pluralism, and glocal rootedness of art. Thus, AiAR needs to ensure 

that no assumptions about art inform its research bases. The AiAR paradigm postulates the art 

practitioner standpoint, yet without pre-defining any assumptions about art. These must be 

elicited, discussed, configured, and reassessed explicitly throughout the research process. 
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Art is always glocally rooted. Either a master discourse orchestrates a pyramid scheme and 

thereby imposes its values on others. If, however, we value diversity and embrace pluralism, 

research methodologies should not allow assumptions about art to enter their research bases. 

The unreflected, inappropriate—in view of the global turn—narrowing of notions of art does 

not serve research on and through socially engaged art. 

The problematic assumptions of art history are not only obstacles and challenges that hinder 

the introduction of art practitioner research. In general, these assumptions are under pressure 

to change. Like all concepts, understandings of art are rooted in particular thought traditions. 

Importantly, the relation of concepts to particular thought traditions must be taken into 

consideration, made explicit and their limits have to be acknowledged. This means that such 

research approaches have to validate their usefulness and appropriateness in relation to 

subject matters, research procedures, and research goals (Chapter 6, pp. 146ff.). 

Therefore, it is an AiAR principle to refrain from paradigmatic assumptions about art. The 

various notions of artwork both in the research perspective and the researched setting must 

be brought about through the research procedure and in relation to the corresponding 

particularities. Thus, AiAR takes into account the manifold notions of art that inform everyday 

practice and particular socio-cultural settings. The research design thus needs to provide the 

necessary framework for doing so, for excluding paradigmatic assumptions about art from its 

research bases and elicit the notions of art through its research. 
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7.3.2  Eliciting Notions of Art is Part of the Research Process 

As discussed, the research perspective as well as the researched settings and relational 

particularities are informed by diverse notions of art. That one needs to know the key features 

of one’s working environment is a truism. Reflection-in-action thus considers all project-

relevant particularities. In terms of project development, this evaluation generates the so-

called critical success factors. Concerning the elicitation of those notions of art that inform a 

particular setting (and its glocal disposition and relational particularities), as well as those 

informing the research perspective, AiAR does not aim to comprehensively account for all 

observable notions of art. Rather, it seeks to elicit not only notions of art, but also habits, 

beliefs, and general value systems, in an issue- and goal-oriented manner. Thus, as mentioned 

in Chapter 4 (pp. 101ff.), diverse notions of art will likely inform AiA activities, just as varying 

expectations and demands will co-exist and overlap.  

AiAR explicitly discusses the understandings of art that are relevant to the research process 

and its outcomes. Thus, asking “who, why, where, for whom, and how” serves to elicit notions 

of art in a specific setting. In Artists Working Reality: Connecting People (2016), I proposed 

dividing the AiA (research) projects into four phases: respect, connect, exchange, and value. 

 RESPECT stands for the initiation phase, where building trust and bonding are essential 

for any collaborative production of content. CONNECT stands for the negotiation 

period, where interests are negotiated and their intersection outlined to provide 

enough space for these interests. EXCHANGE describes actual collaborative production 

and exchange. Most importantly, collaborative practice should remain visible during 

the final phase, VALUE, when the project is communicated. (Lämmli, 2016, p. 16) 

I then listed keywords that help to move between macro- and micro-level perspectives, to 

describe contextual aspects and how people interact (p. 16), and to elicit key project features 
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(p. 17), as well as viewpoints, roles, motivations, and aims (pp. 15–27; also Bucher & Lämmli, 

2016). These keywords and questions are useful to raise awareness and to elicit the setting 

specificities. 

However, artists often take transformative and experimental stances. They target and want 

to change living conditions. Thus, knowing which notions of art inform a research setting does 

not imply any intention to comply with these understandings (see, e.g., The Rock, 2015). 

Changing living environments is often also about changing habits, behaviour, prejudices, and 

beliefs. It is, however, essential to know the different understandings of art, as well as the 

expectations and demands existing in a particular setting, in order to delineate the methods 

and activities believed to bring about change. Thus, eliciting notions of art must account for 

the pluralism of art canons within a community. AiAR must know the corresponding narratives, 

but also be aware of the fluid dynamics of canon changes in order to see opportunities for 

hacking a particular constellation, so as to reposition it. 

The ideal-type model of canonisation defined in Chapter 4, (pp. 101–113) provides the 

orientation points for eliciting the essential information about the varieties of art notions. Its 

six orientation points—wisdom, authority, narratives, corpus, fluid dynamics, and 

pluriperspectivity—address different formation levels of the canonisation process. This 

differentiation is essential for AiAR to self-reflectively position itself in relation to the 

researched setting and to become aware of the existing or potentially attainable 

opportunities, possibilities, and capabilities. 

The ideal-type model of canon formation with its six orientation points helps researchers to 

reflect on their notions of art as well as on the research setting and relational particularities. 
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What is selected for discussion relates to the issue at the centre of the research, to the 

project’s intentions and goals, and to what emerges eliciting and describing the notions of art. 

The orientation points of the ideal-type model thus guide eliciting and describing those notions 

of art that are relevant to both the researched environment and the research perspective. 

These points support eliciting the underlying belief systems of the involved communities, 

identifying the key agents guiding the valorisation processes, as well as specifying these 

dynamics in terms of revaluing tendencies and multiple, sometimes contradicting, value 

judgements of works, habits, and strategies. 

7.3.3  Placing the Issue Centre Stage 

Contrary to the paradigm prevailing in art research, the AiAR paradigm places centre 

stage the issue emerging from the working environment. AiAR thus configures an issue-related 

web of particulars, their positionalities and histories, and thereby self-reflectively considers its 

research standpoint and thought tradition(s). AiAR methodology supports project 

development and implementation, and grounds the research design in the issue, setting 

specificities, and research goal (see Chapter 6, pp. 139–158). 

AiAR thus also contributes to correct and complement the asymmetric research findings on 

arts-based methods, which are currently discussed foremost not so much in art studies and art 

research, but from other disciplinary perspectives (Chapter 6, pp. 139ff.). Importantly, AiAR 

clearly distinguishes the art practitioner stance and the arts-based methods (as well as other 

methods applied). 
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AiAR is characterised by the features of practitioner research (see Chapter 6, pp. 139–158). 

That is, it is based on real-world observations and aims to produce practice-led findings. Its 

objectives are directly relevant to the interests of both the researcher(s) and the communal 

environment (p. 139). As in practitioner research, AiAR understands community more broadly, 

that is, the researcher need not be employed or have to work in the particular setting (p. 140). 

AiAR consistently configures the particulars and positionalities of the issue-relevant sites of 

research (pp. 146ff.). Consistent with PR, AiAR carefully considers the various positionings of 

the researcher in relation to the project and those involved (p. 144). The cycles of enhanced 

self-criticality and self-reflectivity must be formulated explicitly (p. 143). AiAR research findings 

are particular and non-generalisable. Their applicability to another setting must thus always 

be levelled with the setting-specificities and objectives of the new site of implementation 

(p. 139). In order to configure its grounded methodology, AiAR applies the theories of the 

kaleidoscopic dialectic, transdisciplinarity and glocalisation—or other theories with the same 

reach and capabilities. 

The main goal of Art in Action is to bring about real change. (Art) activities are validated in 

relation to whether and how they contribute to change and awareness (or other objectives 

relevant to the project). Thus, project-relevant validation criteria are continuously constructed 

in terms of the activity, conditions, dispositions, and goals. This principle corresponds to the 

points made in Chapter 6 (p. 147) about grounded research and its validation cycles.  

In contrast to practitioner research in other disciplinary settings, the characteristics of the 

working environment differ profoundly. Whereas professionals in other fields undergo training 

that more rigorously determines their work, artist practitioners are less directed by explicitly 
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formulated professional guidelines. In 1980, Annex 1 of the Records of the General Conference 

of the 21st Session by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

defined the word “artist” as follows: 

‘Artist’ is taken to mean any person who creates or gives creative expression to, or 

recreates works of art, who considers his artistic creation to be an essential part of his 

life, who contributes in this way to the development of art and culture and who is or 

asks to be recognized as an artist, whether or not he is bound by any relations of 

employment or association. (Annex 1, p. 149)112 

AiAR is structured and carried out according to what art practitioner researchers delineate as 

fitness-for-purpose. It involves a wide range of methods, materials, and tactics, and reflects 

the art researcher’s stance.  

The working environment of art professionals have been described as precarious (Bain & 

McLean, 2013). Artist mostly are not employed and conduct self-initiated, self-funded projects 

or rely on project funding. Their working environment is thus less structured and defined by 

organisational or institutional requirements compared to the working environments of other 

practitioner researchers (see also Candy 2020). Currently, given the COVID challenges, the 

expected vast changes in job opportunities in many areas due to technological and digital 

developments, the idea of a universal basic income has become prominent (UN News, 2020). 

Various initiatives have tested and are testing the effects of an unconditional basic income 

with artist groups (Small, 2021). Thus the artist’s working disposition has once again become a 

site for testing the effects of larger societal tendencies on professional situations. 

112 Records of the General Conference. 21st Session, Belgrade, 23 September – 28th October 1980. Annex 
I: Recommendations to Member States. 
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Furthermore, Art in Action undermines the pyramid scheme of existing art evaluation and is 

instead oriented towards a participation spiral. The latter contrasts with an understanding of 

art that is directed towards highlighting the excellence of a particular work, which is produced 

and kept alive mainly by opinion makers close to markets and institutions. Thus, these two 

stances, the grading of artworks and the purpose-fitting application of art stances and arts-

based methods so as to change living environments, are diametrically opposed. One strives to 

produce work that is relevant to or rather complies with disciplinary requirements, that seeks 

to climb institutional (museums, biennales, etc.) and market rankings. The other is oriented 

towards bringing about real-life change and to disseminating AiA strategies. This stance, rather 

than foregrounding the creation of unprecedented interventions, as promoted by the art 

pyramid, values purpose-fitting application, which brings about real change. 

These two stances differ radically in terms of what is relevant for validating artworks and 

activities. However, the same work or activities may achieve high rankings in both validation 

perspectives. A good example is the work of the artist (curatorial) team responsible for 

documenta fifteen in Kassel.113 Ruangrupa is a Jakarta-based artist collective whose art has 

long been seeking to achieve holistic real-life changes (see section 1.1, pp. 34ff.). Their vision 

for the documenta is to build a globally sensitive, cooperative, and interdisciplinary art and 

culture platform.114 The art world is thus open to embracing the worldwide tendency of AiA. 

But understanding the dynamics underlying such initiatives requires a paradigm shift along the 

lines of the one proposed here. Key to any AiAR is placing the issue emerging from the working 

environment at the centre of the research. 

113 https://documenta-fifteen.de/ [15 June 2021]; 
https://www.kassel.de/buerger/kunst_und_kultur/documenta15/ruangrupa.php [15 June 2021]. 
114 https://universes.art/de/documenta/2022/short-concept [15 June 2021]. 
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7.3.4 The Principles of AiAR 

The principles of AiAR specify the features necessary for doing research on and 

through working with art in socio-cultural settings from an art practitioner perspective. What 

follows summarises and reiterates the key points of the proposed AiAR paradigm.  

The AiAR paradigm comprises and applies 16 principles: 

(1) Approach the research from an art practitioner perspective

The AiAR paradigm calls for approaching its research through the lens of the art practitioner 

researcher, as discussed in Chapter 6 (pp. 139–158) and in the previous sections of this 

chapter. Taken together, the 16 principles constitute the art practitioner research paradigm 

(AiAR). They draw attention to particular features of the paradigm. Like the global studies 

paradigm, the AiAR paradigm integrates interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary knowledge 

bases and methods. It acknowledges glocal dispositions, addresses complexity, and configures 

the research procedure as a grounded methodology (as proposed, for example, by the 

kaleidoscopic dialectic (section 2.5.2, pp. 55–57).  

A distinctive feature of AiAR is that it corresponds to how practitioner approach their 

work in practice. Practitioners, too, place centre stage issues that emerge from their work 

environment. As such, objectives of AiAR are practice-led: it aims to generate findings that are 

directly relevant to the interests of both the researcher(s) and the community. Its main goal is 

to bring about real change.  

As in practitioner research, AiAR understands “community” in broad terms, in that the 

researcher need neither be employed nor be required to work in the particular setting. 
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(2) Focus on issues that emerge from the work environment

The subject matters of practitioner research could be any issue that emerges from the work 

environment. AiAR research, then, is based on real-world observations. These might concern 

arts-based methods or other art-related issues. This, however, is not a requirement. Instead, 

the potential subject matters cover a wide field, ranging from questions and problem 

dispositions involving participatory, technical, socio-political, hands-on, tactical, and strategic 

considerations and investigations. For example, if the research issue concerns the 

implementing of hydrophonic gardens with a particular group of people in a particular living 

environment (e.g., JaF experiments in the Wates Village), the research might focus on aspects 

directly relevant to the particular setting, for example, locally available know-how and material 

resources. It might also contribute to innovating hydrophonic systems, even if this is not a 

requirement.  

The subject matter of AiAR is specified and delineated in relation to the particularities 

and positionalities relevant to a specific project (see principle 9, p. 180). 

Many artists and art collectives working with art in socio-cultural settings pursue 

holistic approaches, and the research issue in such cases will most likely include several 

aspects to be considered (see Chapter 6, pp. 149ff.). If so, these aspects are best formulated as 

sub-hypotheses in the hypotheses, while the research is correspondingly organised into 

several research layers.  

(3) Place the issue centre stage

AiAR places the research issue centre stage and organises the research accordingly. The 

research does thus not follow pre-established protocols, but configures the research in 

relation to the issue, corresponding objectives, and related particularities and positionalities. 

In this regard, the “local-global continuum” is considered in the configuration process and 
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related to both the practitioner perspective and the issue at the centre of the research 

(Chapter 6, pp. 139ff.).  

Accordingly, placing the research issue emerging from socially engaged art activities 

at the centre of research implies that AiAR does not adopt artwork-centred approaches. Even 

if AiAR focuses on communal art production, this is not a requirement. Not the artwork is 

central to AiAR, but the research issue that has emerged from the work environment.  

(4) Do not include any notions of art in the research bases

The problems arising from limited notions of art have been discussed in Chapter 3 (pp. 78ff.). 

Permitting pre-established notions of art to inform the research bases would impede 

researching socially engaged art activities with the necessary close attention to the glocal 

rootedness of art. It would also hinder understanding both the relevance of the activities 

pursued and the problem dispositions addressed in AiAR (p. 169). As mentioned, AiAR does not 

allow assumptions about art to inform its research bases. Instead, it elicits these notions as 

part of the research. This approach, of not working with pre-established notions, differs 

fundamentally from established art research and enables AiAR to consider its subject matter in 

terms of specific settings.  

(5) Remain aware of the glocal rootedness and pluralism of art

For socially engaged art to be meaningful, site-relevant, and to produce sustainable results, it 

needs to be aware of and integrate the glocal rootedness of art (Chapter 4, pp. 101–113). It 

must also account for the diverse notions of art and canon formations informing particular 

settings and the art practitioner perspective. 
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(6) Elicit the notions of art through the research process

The diverse notions of art relevant to a particular AiAR need to be elicited and configured 

through the research. As mentioned (p. 170), AiAR does not aim to comprehensively account 

for all observable notions of art. Instead, it configures the notions of art in relation to its 

research issue and research goal.  

The diverse notions of art in AiAR are elicited within the framework of the ideal-type 

model of canon formation (as developed in Chapter 4, Table 12, p. 109). The corresponding 

orientation points include wisdom, authority, narratives, corpus, fluid dynamics, and 

pluriperspectivity. 

(7) Embrace pluriperspectivity in regard to how the research is conducted and

configured

The critical distance of the practitioner researcher, that is, the lack of distance to the 

researched work environment, calls for triangulating the researcher’s perspective, as well as 

heeding how the research is conducted, also within the configuration(s) performed through 

the research (see Chapter 6, pp. 142ff.).  

AiAR thus includes critical, self-reflective deliberation on the researcher’s relation to 

the object of study and the researched setting. Consistent with PR, AiAR carefully considers the 

various positionings of the researcher in relation to the project and those involved. It 

consistently configures the project-relevant particulars ideally from pluri-perspective 

standpoints and in relation to other particularities. The cycles of enhanced self-criticality and 

self-reflectivity must be formulated explicitly. 

 Moreover, the diversity of understandings, viewpoints, and expectations within the 

researched setting are not exclusive to notions of art. Art practitioners working with art in 

socio-cultural settings are part of a work environment that often brings together people from 
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all walks of lifes. Thus, pluriperspectivity most likely applies to all aspects addressed, 

configured, and elicited through the research.  

This diversity is taken into account through carefully examining the interrelational 

macro- and micro-climates relevant to the research and its practice-led goal(s) (Chapter 6, 

pp. 144–145). For instance, a politician and a local producer of goods, both being part of the 

researched setting and involved in socially engaged art activities, might have fundamentally 

different agendas. Such constellations need to be taken into account insofar as they are 

important for the research project. 

(8) Explicitly state the thought traditions informing the research

Grounding one’s approach and methodology requires careful attention to and critical self-

reflection on the thought traditions informing one’s research, both on the level of the research 

perspective and the research issue. Thus, the thought traditions informing AiAR are always 

explicitly contextualised. 

(9) Configure the particulars in relation to other particularities, positionalities, and

histories

AiAR is structured and carried out according to what art practitioner researchers delineate as 

fitness-for-purpose. Accordingly, AiAR consistently configures the particularities and 

positionalities of the issue-relevant sites of research. 

AiAR does not support non-grounded universal claims. Thus, as part of the research 

process, the particulars relevant to the research are configured in relation to other project-

relevant particularities, positionalities, and histories.  

Accordingly, AiAR research findings are thus particular and non-generalisable. Their 

applicability to another setting must always be levelled with the setting-specificities and 

objectives of the new implementation site. 



Art in Action Research Methodology 181 

(10) Ground theories, methods, and configurations in setting specificities and in the

research process

AiAR grounds theories, methods, and configurations within the setting specificities and in the 

research process. As mentioned (Chapter 6, pp. 143ff.), critical self-reflectivity includes locating 

oneself as a researcher and as a professional in the research project, so as to contextualise and 

explore the ideas and concepts applied in and derived from the project. The configurations 

create and interrelate a web of project-relevant particularities and positionalities (including 

their histories and thought traditions). Thus, profound and detailed consideration is needed 

and needs to be explicitly stated.  

In order to configure its grounded methodology, AiAR applies the kaleidoscopic 

dialectic, as well as the theory of transdisciplinarity and the concept of glocalisation—or other 

theories possessing the same reach and capabilities. Additional theories, which address other 

aspects of the research issues under investigation, as well as the research methods, are chosen 

based on their fitness-for-purpose.  

(11) Aim to achieve practice-relevant and setting-specific research results

The main goal of Art in Action is to bring about real change. The results and findings of AiAR 

contribute to socially engaged practice and are of interest for the researcher and the 

researched work environment (Chapter 6, p. 139). As mentioned (see principle 10), AiAR 

research findings are particular and non-generalisable.  

(12) Distinguish the art practitioner research stance and arts-based methods

Doing AiAR requires clearly distinguishing the art practitioner stance (i.e., the AiAR paradigm), 

and arts-based methods. The AiAR paradigm does not include any particular arts-based 

methods. These are selected based entirely on their fitness-for-purpose (see also principle 10). 
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Even though the AiAR paradigm and arts-based methods are grounded in the research, 

they should not be confused or be understood as one and the same. The art practitioner 

stance, the lens through which the research is approached, involves placing centre stage the 

research issue and applying methodology approach. However, arts-based methods are distinct 

from the AiAR paradigm. Like any other methods, arts-based methods serve a particular 

purpose and are chosen accordingly. 

(13) Choose the theories and methods from various disciplines for their fitness-for-

purpose.

Additional theories (see principle 10, p. 181) and the entire methodological set need to be 

chosen based on their fitness-for-purpose. AiAR does not predefine any arts-based or other 

methods for doing such research and achieving its goal(s). Instead, the conceptual appartus 

and issue-related theories are chosen and validated or constructed through the research 

process. 

(14) State the forms and sites of transdisciplinarity

Transdisciplinarity might take various forms. It can be established through a literature base 

including articles and books from diverse disciplines, or individual researchers or a research 

team with various disciplinary backgrounds; or a conceptual apparatus and methodology 

cluster stemming from disciplinary and thought traditions. An AiAR project might have several, 

yet distinguishable transdisciplinary forms and features. Moreover, transdisciplinarity might 

apply to one research layer, but not to another. Thus, transdisciplinary aspects need to be 

accounted for in detail and in relation to the corresponding research activity. 
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(15) Construct the validity of the outcomes in relation to the research issue, goal(s), 

and procedures 

Grounded research understands the validity of research in terms of the research question, the 

project-related configurations of particularities, and the methods and procedures chosen to 

investigate the subject matter. The stringency and validity of AiAR is thus constructed and 

continuously negotiated throughout a project.  

 

(16) Address the glocal positionality of the research perspective, setting, 

procedure, and outcomes 

AiAR addresses the relational dynamics of the local and global in terms of setting specificities, 

research outcomes, research perspective, and research procedure. 

 

 

These 16 principles constitute the AiAR paradigm. A paradigm defines the lens through which 

the research is approached. The type of research indicates what kind of overall goal the 

research wants to achieve and is chosen relative to the issue being researched and the 

targeted goal.  

 

In AiAR, research is most likely either transformative, experimental, exploratory, use-inspired, 

integrative, or application-oriented. The specific research aim, objectives, question and 

hypothesis are formulated relative to the issue being researched, which has emerged from the 

art practitioner’s work environment. The research framework, which comprises the theories 

needed to conduct the research, is selected in an issue-centred manner or established through 

the research process.  
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An AiAR approach will most likely work with several research layers. These might build on or 

complement each other. It is advisable to include a separate research layer, so as to delineate 

the various participatory involvements of the members of the working environments. Many 

AiA projects do not organise their activities in an interventionist way, but pursue deeper and 

embedded involvements. Here, Citizen Science guidelines might help to characterise, develop, 

and document the participatory modes applied (Heigl et al., 2019). Equally central to AiAR, as 

specified in the list of principles, is the need to clearly distinguish the AiAR paradigm and arts-

based methods, which are integrated into the research alongside other issue-relevant 

methods from various disciplines.  

AiAR values diversity and pluriperspectivity, glocal specificities, the glocal rootedness of art, 

anticipates the global turn. It thus adheres to grounded methodology and embraces increased 

self-reflection on the research standpoint, perspective, and procedures. 

7.4 Closing Remarks 

The main contribution of this study is that it shows in detail that a paradigm shift in art 

research is essential for practice-relevant research on socially engaged art. How regional 

thought contexts and histories will further substantiate and influence art research will depend 

on further research on such standpoints and perspectives, understandings and aims. Such 

research, for example, is planned by the Asia Art Archive, an independent non-profit 

organisation founded by Claire Hsu and Johnson Chang in 2000. AAA is consistently building up 

its “collections of material on the recent history of art from Asia” (aaa.org.hk).115 The 

115 https://aaa.org.hk/en/about/about-asia-art-archive [15 June 2021]. 
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collections include online and physical libraries, which are being established and expanded 

based on research. In autumn 2021, a seminar and conference series will begin discussing “Art 

Schools of Asia.” The programme will explore “the history of institutions of higher learning 

from the perspective of the region” (aaa.org.hk).116  

Integrating the glocal rootings of art into art research is a pressing issue. Chapter 5 (pp. 115–

138) has shown that regional developments in higher education and major investments in such 

initiatives will further shape research perspectives and understandings of modes of knowledge 

and knowledge formation.  

The contributions of art to various disciplinary fields, as well as it being a change agent in 

socio-cultural settings, have probably never been so significant, nor recognised quite so much 

as today. AiAR contributes to this development by advancing the potential and capabilities of 

art, as well as documenting its achievements by bringing about change in real-life. This study 

has sought to contribute to this development by suggesting an AiAR methodology that 

consistently applies an art practitioner paradigm. This paradigm, as this study has shown, 

places centre stage the issues emerging from working environments and enables integrating 

diverse notions of art.  

116 https://aaa.org.hk/en/programmes/programmes/open-call-art-schools-of-asia [15 June 2021]. 
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