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Abstract 
As our identity both enables and constrains our 
relations with others it is a central feature in any kind 
of participatory research. Therefore the researchers’ 
identities can be seen as participatory methods that 
enable certain types of data gathering.  

To support a research that contains a plurality of 
perspectives and methods a diversity of identity 
positions are needed. In this position paper I therefore 
sketch a map for researchers’ and participants’ 
positions in relation to different ontologies and 
epistemologies. This map can be a useful tool for 
navigating identities, understanding uncomfortable 
differences and developing strong research 
collaborations. 

The various positions on the map illustrate the diversity 
of perspectives that are required to describe a complex 
and flexible social reality. To move across the entire 
surface of overlapping research paradigms can be a 
way to formulate conflictual, uncomfortable, dynamic 
and creative research collaborations.  
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Introduction 
Agre (1997) suggests that a critical technical practice 
requires a split identity – between the craft work of the 
designer and the critical praxis of the social scientist, to 
produce a hermeneutic ‘strangeness’. His starting point 
is his experience of different types of researcher 
identities. Similar to Agree I have been changing my 
professional identity several times, thus been travelling 
between different ontological and epistemological 
positions, from art to web design to social science. This 
experience of going from one culture to another has 
sometimes been painful but also useful in the 
interdisciplinary situations I have conducted research.  
As our identity constrains our relations with others it is 
a central feature in any kind of participatory research. I 
think a plurality of “researcher identities” therefore 
might enhance our ability to engage more perspectives 
in the research, why awareness about different 
researcher identities can be useful when planning our 
research. 

In the following I will sketch a model that clarify 
researchers’ identity positions in relation to different 
ontologies and epistemologies. I use my own identities 
as artist and researcher as opposing ideal types to 
illustrate my point.  

 

From art to science 
During 2009-2014 after been working as an artist and 
web designer since 1995 I earned a Ph.D at Stockholm 
University with computer and systems sciences as my 
main subject in collaboration with the Royal Institute of 
Art in Stockholm. As an artist working with 
participatory design methods in this scientific space I 
am often defined as unscientific – someone who, 
through her very identity, defines what science is not. 
This is particularly evident when meeting younger 
researchers and students who are still shaping their 
scientific identity. This attitude may seem outdated 
following decades of criticism of an objectivistic 
understanding of knowledge, not least in feminist 

thinking as exemplified by the likes of Sandra 
Harding(1995) and Donna Haraway (1988). But the 
dichotomy between art and science is a readily acquired 
point of view that continues to dominate.  

According to philosopher of science Sandra 
Harding(1995) historically, discussions of science have 
not just been concerned with how science is to be 
defined but also with which groups of people can be 
scientific and which people are not capable of being 
objective, but who are too emotional: for example 
women, black people or artists. Science historian 
Lorraine Daston (2012), in an article about the concept 
of objectivity, points to how the ethos of science has 
not just been a matter of remaining objective as 
distinct from the artist’s subjective perspective, but has 
also been a matter of being an anonymous person in a 
research collective in which the individual’s peculiarities 
are peeled off and are disciplined in a praxis that 
creates an objectivity that is free of any specific 
perspective. A quotation from physiologist Claude 
Bernard gives a good summary of this position as 
opposed to art:  

“Art is I; science is we” [L'art, c'est moi; la 
science, c'est nous] (Bernard, n.d.) 

Although these notions about science are not 
representative of how researchers actually act today, 
Daston (2012) still claims that they continue to be 
important elements in the researcher’s creation of an 
identity and, not least, in how science is legitimized in 
society at large. It can be regarded as a sort of belief 
system in which the notion of the scientist’s objectivity 
and exchangeability is an important article of faith. 

Art on the other hand is legitimized by the artist that is 
a particular singular being that talks only for her or him 
self. This role is a manifestation of the human, for the 
right to think for your self and be different from other 
people. An artist is someone that cannot be replaced. 

 



 

 

Power relations in research 
Research always involves unequal power relationships 
with regard to the researcher and what is being 
researched. The artistic researcher is no exception but 
here a different power relationship is involved which 
makes a different type of discussion possible. The 
artist’s work is more open to the public viewing the 
work and reacting to it, with the possibility of opposing 
its conclusions. Art is also, in a sense, anti-
authoritarian in that it never claims to offer the truth 
about a phenomenon, but is merely an expression of 
one or of a number of individual experiences. At the 
same time, the arts and the artist are to a great degree 
authoritarian. One of art’s most significant 
characteristics is that it is different and singular. 
Something unusual that demands extra concentration 
and an ability to be present. The artist is the co-creator 
of this aura and is expected to have special qualities, a 
particular sensitivity and an ability to express herself.  

Different research paradigms produce different 
researcher identities. The researcher as an investigator 
and the researcher as an artist are extreme positions. 
Most of us probably are somewhere in between. 

Two common references for articulating the role of the 
researcher/designer is Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of 
participation in urban planning and Wulz’s (1986) 
stages of participation in design.  Wulz describes seven 
stages of relation between the designer and the 
participant, from an abstract representation of a user in 
the designer’s imagination, to a collaborative design, to 
the user as the designer (Ibid). Arnstein’s ladder of 
participation partly overlaps Wulz, but is wider in range 
and focus more on the aspect of power and domination. 
This dichotomy between participants and 
designer/researcher is of course a simplification and 
should rather be seen as a scale of dynamic positions. 
As illustrated in figure 1 the researcher’s role can vary; 
from being the one who investigates the world from 

 

 

Figure 1 Positions for the researcher in relation to participants, data, and to a micro or micro perspective. 



 

outside; to the person who enables communication; or 
acts as moderator for a discussion between 
participants; to the researcher as the designer or 
director of an event; or as someone who expresses her 
or his own personal experience of something, an artist. 
If one places this in relation to the power that the 
participant has to define themselves, from a passive 
object of investigation to an actor and then to an 
expressive artist, a map is created that can be used to 
describe different ontological and epistemological 
positions in the social-science field (figure 1). 

On the edge of the map there is a more positivist 
paradigm in which the researcher, together with 
numerous other people, compiles and analyses large 
amounts of data in order to locate general structures. 
At the center of the field there is a more interpretative 
paradigm in which the researcher is more of an artist 
who enters into a dialogue with other subjects in a 
discussion of the world we create together with the aim 
of finding the individual motif and the particular in the 
situation.  

The various possible positions illustrate the diversity of 
perspectives that is required in order to describe a 
complex and flexible social reality. Ensuring that one 
moves across the entire surface of the ‘paradigm map’ 
when guarantees a conflictual, dynamic and creative 
research context. 

Strangeness is something that needs to be maintained, 
something we have to remind our self about. This map 
can be used to discuss where we are to comfortable 
and where we need to go to create a moments of 
strangeness.   

By means of this image I also want to emphasize the 
fact that the artist/researcher’s role is not fixed but is a 
matter of positions on a sliding scale. The role is 
performative and negotiable and it can be used as a 
tool, providing methods for creating different situations 
and expectations.  
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