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Session Summary (500 words)
Objectives
In this demonstration, we hope to explore novel ways of representing the complexity of literary data and the multiple contributions of participants, including their own theoretical work. We have developed a more inclusive genre that shows the relationships among ideas and individuals as it acknowledges the recursive process of deeper knowing in a public forum.  
Data 
Data are the literary texts themselves, the writing produced in response to these texts and to life experiences, and the transcripts of discussions. 

Overview

Working with Lodge, Zunshine, Rosenblatt and others, the three presenters have engaged  various groups in close reading and what they have termed ‘close writing’ of literary texts. Through these practices, both participants and researchers have subjected what they think they know to those interpretive and fictive examinations that Hall (Hall & Du Gay, 1996, p. 4) calls “the narrativization of the self” and unpicked the ways in which normative structures organize experiences. Today’s presentation highlights the work of two groups, one a group of old, heterosexual women from rural Alberta , and one a group of old lesbian women from the city of Vancouver – all women who tend to be both over- and under-determined by the normative narratives that surround their experiences. The presentation weaves together literary texts, theoretical writing, writing by participants and data from interviews and transcripts to show how literary texts and memoir can be mined, in order to reveal, undermine, and explode these constrictive narratives.  

Scholarly significance

“From a pedagogical side, what is it to report, to one’s colleagues and students, the experience of one’s work and remark upon how ideas made and sometimes discarded there resist and instruct the narrative?” (Britzman, 2006, p. vii).

As pedagogies find new sites and situations in a changing world, it is important that our research methodologies and our ways of presenting conclusions and findings reflect these innovations. This demonstration offers a contribution to the new genre of academic presentation, based on research conducted in non-pedagogical spaces, and heralded by Lather and Smithies landmark text, Troubling the Angels. By framing this research as a “thought experiment” (Britzman, 2006, p. ix) and by using “accidental pedagogies” the researchers have begun to blur some traditional distinctions: between researchers and research participants, data and its interpretation, high theory and personal reflection, the academy and the community, what is being learned and the communication of what has been learned. Our mutual learning as both those researching and those researched are offered in this new form of presentation that we have termed theoretical theater.

Structure
The demonstration combines published memoir and literary texts, digital imagery (including video and visual ‘wordplay’), theatrical reconstructions of interview transcripts, theoretical texts, literary writing by the women, and their own theorizing of the research data.  The presentation has six sections followed by 10 minutes for questions. An introduction by the Chair ?? (10 minutes), a digital presentation by Dennis Sumara (20 minutes), a paper and video presentation by Claire Robson 20 minutes) , a theoretical theatre presentation by Rebecca Luce-Kapler (20 minutes), and a discussant (10 minutes).  

Introduction: Chair? Who and what?

Performance 1: Paradoxes of Determination:  Nomads in Literary Terrains. 
Digital presentation by Dennis Sumara (University of Calgary)

Objectives and Purposes

 Stuart Hall, among others, points out that many ideas and theories, including notions of identity, are underdetermined, and thus no longer ‘good to think with’. However, since they have not yet been replaced and they are inescapable discourses, we must “operate ‘under erasure’ in the interval between reversal and emergence” around them. int p2. Louis Althusser (1962) argues that other notions or concepts (the example he uses is ‘dialectic’) are overdetermined by the  “conditions of existence” of social phenomena. Because they are “inseparable from the total structure of the social body” in which they are embedded, it is necessary to unpick the layers of meaning they have accreted through processes of sedimentation. 

Theoretical framework

 Underdetermination is a term used in the discussion of theories and their relationship with the evidence used to support them. Essentially, a theory can be said to be underdetermined if there is a rival theory that is at least consistent with the available evidence. The theory in question may (or may not) be true, but the existence of another viable theory means that it is not incontrovertible. An often quoted example is provided by Descartes’s suggestion (in Meditation 1) that since we cannot always distinguish sleep from reality, any event we experience might conceivably be a dream. This example is particularly useful in that it demonstrates the way in which the concept of undertermination counters modernism and positivism and supports poststructuralism and relativism, in the sense that there are few, if any, theories that can be conclusively proven.


‘Overdetermination’ is more difficult to define. We do not use the term here to mean ‘excessively determined’ because though this is an acceptable usage, it borders upon tautology. If something is determined, it is difficult to see how it could be even more determined. When the term is used in this sense, it operates purely as a pejorative, to indicate that a particular determination is to be deplored. Rather, we consider the original use of the word by Freud and Breuer in Studies in Hysteria, where they employ it to describe a situation in which a convergence of several factors produces a single outcome. The example they offer is hysteria, which they suggest to be the consequence of more than one cause (and hence overdetermined). We note at the outset that though the two words appear at first glance to be antonyms, they are not. Overdetermination speaks to causation, and underdetermination speaks to proof. 

Research Methodology
“From the idea that the self is not given to us, I think that there is only one practical consequence: we have to create ourselves as a work of art” Foucault On the Genealogy p 262
Since identity is constructed through representation, we consider it useful to both consider these representations and to engage in them as we navigate our own identities. Working with Lodge, Zunshine, Rosenblatt and others, we have developed a research methodology that engages participants in close reading of literary texts, including memoir, and in what we have termed ‘close writing’ of memoir and poetry that explores both their identities and their identifications.  

Data

 Because our stories are overdetermined, there are always new things to be revealed. ”[T]here’s still pieces there in my history and in my past that I would like to stay in the closet about” says one participant, describing these as  being “[n]ot congruent with who I am”. Later, in the discussion, she very aptly defines the way that these hidden meanings and counter narratives lie dormant in our histories, to be uncovered through the writing process “for me it’s like the page was covering something up…it’s under the page”. 

A useful example is provided by Val’s later reference to her poem Androgyny, which she revised extensively in response to suggestions from other participant, until she felt it accurately reflected and revealed her own history of subversion and inversion of normative gender stereotypes: 

Androgyny 

I wear 

a tie

and earrings

not all your efforts

mother

to put me in a dress

made a lady of me

I am a woman

who makes her own way

strangely

you would have liked that 

Group Discussion


Using the texts and their own writings in this way, the women went on to complicate some underdetermined notions of gender and sexual orientation, and to unpick some of the complex history behind them, in order to offer more nuanced theories that better represent their own lives and experiences. Here again, is Val “I came out to my father and the first words out of my mouth were ‘I think I’m sick’ and they came out because of ‘The Well of Loneliness’”.  That homosexuality is a disease or genetic ‘condition’ is of course a well-documented (and underdetermined) theory that still holds considerable currency, and Val was quick to point out how “a happy ever after with lesbians…is rare” in popular culture. At another point in the discussion, Val challenges theories about what constitutes ‘normality’, suggesting that these theories render others invisible, or make them seem outrageously countercultural when they are noticed: “I don’t think straight people realize how… overwhelming and overt their sexuality is…they just take it for granted…if somebody like that sees two lesbians kissing well it’s whoa – it’s awful!” Others in the group took up this theme, deploring the fact that art made by or about queers, such as The ‘L’ Word, faces a difficult challenge: “We can’t hope to represent everyone in the community in one show” said one member of the group. Though we might want to read the occasional happy ending, most of our participants did not find the celebratory tone of Rubyfruit Jungle, another of our core texts, plausible or enjoyable.  


Hall defines the term identification as “recognition of some common origin or shared characteristics with another person or group” solidarity and allegiance (int p2). At the same time, words such as ‘queer’, ‘woman’, ‘old’ and ‘lesbian’  have become so stuffed with meanings and theories as to become almost meaningless. What we require to negotiate these identifications then (Foucault, 1970, p. xiv) is ‘not a theory of the knowing subject, but rather a theory of discursive practice’. 

Conclusions 

1) there is no essential truth, but rather a complex fabric woven by the complicity of circumstances.   
2) “identities are never unified” but “increasingly fragmented and fractured” never singular, but multiply constructed across different… discourses, practices and positions” p.4 As humans, we are “constantly in the process of change and transformation” Hall int p 4 
3) key concepts and identifications have been both generated by and are reflective of the operations of power  

4) knowledge and understanding results from unpicking and unpacking - what we know may conceal what we do not yet know 

5) “ Identities are … constituted within, not outside representation”
Performance 2: Writing and Reading Subjects: Fixing and Unfixing identity through close literary practices. Video presentation of writing and theory by the Vancouver women, presented by Claire Robson (University of British Columbia).
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Performance 3: Ada: A Case in Question. Theoretical Theater presented by Rebecca Luce-Kapler (Queen’s University).
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emonstration/Performance. Demonstration/Performance submissions are directed to using, showing, or illustrating a particular technique, tool, or method in order to convey the value of the approach for research or to illustrate or present understandings or findings through such a method. Participants in demonstration/performance sessions are expected to prepare a brief commentary paper addressing what the performance or demonstration is, what it is seeking to convey or illustrate, and what has been learned or could be learned through that tool or method. These papers may include information about or links to information about demonstrations or performances.
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