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Abstract

This paper considers the value of clarity - of theory, method and purposes - in educational research.  It draws upon the work of early critical theorist, Theodor Adorno, and particularly his notion of negative dialectics and his challenge to the traditional dichotomy of theory and practice.  Using the notions of virtuous mess and wicked clarity, I argue that once we accept the messy, contingent nature of the social world we research it then follows that such research can and should influence and change that world. The researcher is part of the world she researchers, and once one accepts that, it is hard to sustain ethical or political isolation from that world.  It is hard to ignore the struggle.
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Introduction

More than other scholars, educational researchers feel the need to justify what they are doing. And what counts as justification is a matter for intense debate (Smeyers & Verhesschen, 2001, p. 71).
This paper considers the value of clarity - of theory, method and purposes - in educational research.  Using Adorno’s 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(eg. 1973, 2005a, 2006, 2008)
 notion of negative dialectics I propose that we question or “trouble” the virtue of clarity, without altogether rejecting it.  To the extent that clarity is important it is in more complex and messy - even more wicked - ways than often portrayed in conventional social and educational research literature.  On this basis I challenge the possibility and desirability of educational research that is not informed by explicit political and social goals.  Applying Adorno’s (2008) challenge to the traditional dichotomy between theory and practice, I argue that research is always more than simply the production of knowledge.  Educational research is itself a site of struggle and one that should contribute to the critical goals of furthering social justice within and through education 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(eg. Giroux & Searls Giroux, 2004; McLean, 2006; Shor, 1996; Walker, 2006)
. 

For so apparently simple a term, the idea of clarity raises quite a bit of passion among some social and educational researchers. Lather (1996) and Giroux (1992) highlight the darker side of clarity, the potential for it to act as a form of oppression towards complex ideas and diverse perspectives. In his think piece Hammersley (2010) recognises the limitations of clarity, while also stating clearly that it is a virtue in educational research:

[Clarity] is a virtue. Indeed, it is a necessity. To employ terms whose meaning is seriously indeterminate or ambiguous is to make the tasks of productive thinking, and of communicating research findings to others, even more difficult than they already are; and they are much harder than we often tend to assume (Hammersley, 2010).

Hammersley’s defence of clarity forms part of his argument that researchers should be more thoughtful about the methodological concepts they employ and the final goals of their enquiry.  This reminder is both timely and appropriately challenging.  However I also want to suggest that clarity’s virtues are not quite so clear-cut.  Some, possibly many, of the terms and concepts used or explored in educational research are ‘indeterminate or ambiguous’.  Thus what we need to do as educational researchers is to find ways to work with that.

Inspired by Trowler’s (2010) discussion of wickedity and wickedness in his think piece, I suggest that clarity itself might be something of a wicked concept.  I use the term in a way that resonates with Trowler’s discussion but is not identical.  Thus the qualities that I hope to convey by advocating that clarity should be wicked include:  expansiveness, rather than restrictiveness; vibrancy, rather than stasis; and uncertainty, rather than certainty.

In addition I want to consider the common seventeenth century usage of ‘clarity’, which was far more interesting than its current association with simple clearness, including as it did ‘brightness, lustre, brilliancy, splendour’ (Oxford English Dictionary).  Thus in this paper I suggest that for clarity to be useful in educational research, it needs a slightly wicked – complicated – side.  Concomitantly, we also need to acknowledge the virtue of clarity’s murkier sibling – mess (eg. Law, 2004).
I further suggest that there is an intimate connection between one’s view of the epistemological and methodological clarity possible in educational research, and one’s view of the normative purposes of that research, and specifically whether or not it is valid to approach such research as a site of struggle.  Injustice in society and education tend to be revealed by the messy and the wicked:  the experiences of those who are left out, left behind or denied a voice.  Thus a link exists between accepting, or not, the messy, contingent nature of the social world we research and a belief that such research can and should influence and change that world.  The researcher is part of the world she researchers, and once one accepts that, it is hard to sustain ethical or political isolation from that world.  It is hard to ignore the struggle.  Or as Griffiths (1998) observes, it becomes time to get off the fence.
Further, Adorno’s challenge to traditional dichotomies of theory and practice suggest the potential for enquiry to make a difference in its own right.  Adorno was a harsh critic of pseudo-activity dressed up as practice.  I suggest we use this to reconsider how educational research can contribute to the struggle for social justice, mindful always too that Adorno’s thinking offers no sure, neat or easy answers; no guaranteed happy endings.

This paper is in two parts.  Firstly, I extend this discussion of virtuous mess and wicked clarity in educational research, arguing that the way in which we research the social world must reflect the true nature of that world.  However, grasping that true nature is inordinately difficult and to this end I draw upon the work of Adorno and his notions of negative dialectics and non-identity to help make sense of this complexity.  Secondly, I consider the purposes of educational research within this messy and wicked social world and argue that it cannot be isolated from struggles about social justice.  Complexities in the notion of struggle are also discussed.
Virtuous Mess and Wicked Clarity

There are subtle differences in what I mean by virtuous mess and wicked clarity.  However, on the whole I find it useful to regard them as symbiotic terms. The closeness of the link between the two becomes more evident if we consider what might be the opposite of each.  Law (2004) asks:

What happens when social science tries to describe things that are complex, diffuse and messy.   The answer, I will argue, is that it tends to make a mess of it (p. 2).

Thus I argue that virtuous mess is mess that reflects or illuminates aspects of the social world as we really experience it; and this may include the ‘indeterminate’ and ‘ambiguous’ that Hammersley warns against.  While “bad” mess is quite simply the pickle we get into when we try to tidy up the former.  Seeking to force the inherently messy into a respectable tidy form can result in something that distorts, hides or falsifies the actual social world.  This is the irony:  that sometimes those who seek clarity, regarding it as a reasonably uncontested virtue, end up creating bad mess.  It might fit into neat results columns or statistics or tidy theories, but beneath the “proper” exterior it is a deceit – a false clarity.  Concomitantly, those who appreciate and do not try to distort mess as it actually exists are more likely to achieve actual, albeit wicked, clarity:  to reveal the world in its lustrous, indeterminate and ambiguous splendour.

This is what, I believe, Bourdieu meant when he advised: ‘Do not be more clear than reality’ (from an account of a lecture at the University of Wisconsin, 1989 in Ladwig, 1996).   In his think piece Trowler discusses the ‘serious deleterious consequences’ of ‘applying tame solutions to wicked issues’.  I would extend this right back through the research process to include the dangers of applying tame descriptions to wicked concepts and adopting tame methods to explore wicked things.
I suggest that far more rigorous, and far more insightful, research is made possible by grounding it in the realities of our social world, including the power relationships, the distortions and the pathologies that affect how we live – how we study and research – because this brings us so much closer to representing the social world as it really is. To explore this more I want to draw particularly on Adorno’s ideas of negative dialectics and non-identity.  
Adorno:  negative dialectics and non-identity

The theoretical underpinnings of this paper lie within the critical theory of the Frankfurt School and particularly the work of Theodor Adorno.  For me, Adorno’s work is itself an embodiment of how complex and nuanced the social world can be.  Sometimes regarded as rather a stern figure and writer of impenetrable texts, an alternative understanding of his work can reveal a symphony of passion, pain and even play (eg. Adorno, 2005b).
Non-identity is ‘the pivot’ on which Adorno’s work is based (Cook, 2008, p. 23).  At the heart of non-identity is the ‘ultimately imperfect match between thought and thing’ (Wilson, 2007, p. 71).  Adorno argues that attempts to tie objects into tidy definitions and identities reflects our impulse to dominate nature, one of the most problematic legacies of the Enlightenment (see Horkheimer & Adorno, 1997).  We need to take care when we seek out neat categories or attempt to apply universal identities to particular objects, for there will always be a unique aspect of the particular that is lost in the universal.  Thus a true understanding of an object comes only through the mutual dialectic between universal and particular.  Furthermore, there are multiple aspects to who we are, and any understanding that seeks to simplify that reality loses, even obliterates, something of who we are.  This analysis is resonant of an observation in Morley’s (2010) think piece where she warns that ignoring the ‘intersectionality’ between different forms of oppression can lead to gains made in one social category masking the losses in another – for example between gender and social class. Further, I suggest that Adorno’s work could help to make sense of the very ‘absences and silences’ that Morley discusses.
In the preface to Negative Dialectics, Adorno states:  Negative Dialectics  is a phrase that flouts tradition (Adorno, 1973, p. xix). By this he means to shatter the illusion that dialectics necessarily leads to a positive outcome.  Instead, dialectics can only be conceived of negatively, ‘as a movement of negation rather than of synthesis’ (Holloway, Matamoros, & Tischler, 2009, p. 8).  Thus it is not possible to have a system, of research or knowledge, in which everything becomes resolved.  Such attempts rigidify or trap understanding rather than enhancing it.
Adorno’s work is a warning against theories and methods that seek, even unwittingly, to dominate and distort what is.  Thus he states:

whoever tries to reduce the world to either the factual or the essence comes in some way or other into the position of Münchhausen, who tried to drag himself out of the swamp by his own pigtails (quoted in Jay, 1996, p. 69).

Adorno (2006) argues that we are often pressured to try to define or explain concepts in clear and simple ways, as if that is proof of their legitimacy or truth.  Such pressures he argues, represent nothing but ‘a farrago of pseudo-epistemological reflections’ (p. 140).  In his lectures Adorno urges ‘his students not to capitulate to skeptics who argue that concepts that are not easily defined are meaningless’ (Tettlebaum, 2008, p. 131).  He further argues that ‘no matter how difficult or vague concepts such as progress or freedom might be, one must attempt to understand rather than dismiss them’ (p. 131). ).   In his own work Adorno conveyed his ideas in different ways, including aphorisms (2005b), discussions (Adorno & Becker, 1999), lectures 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(2000, 2002, 2006, 2008)
 and books (1973, 1983, 2005a) – each exploring and conveying meaning in deliberately different ways. 

Using the example of freedom, Adorno (2006) explains that we can share an understanding of what something means, but not have a clear definition of it.  Thus he writes:

being free means that, if someone rings the bell at 6.30am, I have no reason to think that the Gestapo or the GPU or the agents of comparable institutions are at the door and can take me off without my being able to invoke the right of habeas corpus (p. 140).

Educational research should always be about moments in an ongoing reality that is in flux and changing.  We need to reflect that in what we do.  Such open-endedness was fundamental to Adorno’s work, and that of his close friend and colleague Horkheimer.  Jay (1996) describes their thought as ‘always rooted in a kind of cosmic irony, a refusal to rest somewhere and say finally, Here is where truth lies’ (p.67).  Instead for Adorno, using a term borrowed from Benjamin, truth is a constellation of subject and object as each penetrates and reacts with the other (Cook, 2008).  Thus while we cannot say we have arrived at truth forever after, there can be provisional resting places.  Thus Adorno did believe that ‘things can be brought under concepts’, however, ‘falling under concepts is not all there is to things’ (Stone, 2008, p. 54, emphasis original).

By rejecting the neat idea of a dialectic of thesis, antithesis and synthesis, Adorno’s negative dialectics is “a restless movement of negation that does not lead necessarily to a happy ending” (Holloway et al., 2009, p. 7).  This is why Adorno is often regarded as a rather pessimistic thinker, as highlighted by his famous quote that:  ‘To write poetry after Aushwitz is barbaric’ (1983, p. 34).  As Brookfield (2005) observes, ‘An initial reading of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Althusser can induce a pessimistic fit of the vapors.  The situation they describe seems one of unrelieved hopelessness’ (p. 75).  I suggest that what Adorno offers is not so much hopelessness as a rejection of false hope, just as he rejects false clarity.  He rejects firmly ‘any concept of dialectics that promises victory, emancipation, or peace’ (Gur-Ze'ev, 2005, p. 353, emphasis added).
Implications for theory and method

Wicked clarity does not abandon clarity as a virtue, but it does problematise it.  Similarly, it does not involve the abandonment of method, but in Law’s (2004) terms, the broadening, subversion and ultimately the remaking of it.  In particular Law argues that method needs to be divested of ‘its inheritance of hygiene’, of its ‘singularity’ and ‘its commitment to a particular version of politics’ (p. 9).  The purposes of method cease to become ones of guarantee and certainty, thus method loses it association with neatness.

What we need is carefully considered mess; that’s why it is virtuous.  Encompassing aspects of uncertainty enhances, rather than diminishes rigour in research. Negative dialectics enables a nuanced approach to complexities rather than the either/or options of objective truths or utter relativism.  Indeed, negative dialectics rejects ‘all dogmas and other forms of closure and sameness, [and] it also refuses all versions of nihilism and relativism (Gur-Ze'ev, 2005, p. 343).  Adorno (2008) makes clear that negative dialectics is ‘no arbitrary construct, nor is it a so-called world-view’ (p. 10).  He describes ‘a sterile polarity’ between ‘the method of logical deduction in which nothing more comes out than was put in to begin’ and ‘a certain cult of intuition for its own sake’ (p 93).  From a critical perspective both value-free and relativist conceptions of knowledge sidestep moral and ethical issues.

Like Law, Hughes (2002) rejects the notion that we need to tidy things up to make sense of them.  Instead, she encourages us to embrace ‘fuzzy, blurred and multiple meanings’ rather than regard them as ‘signs of personal failure’, inexperience or naiveté.  However, this does not mean that any meaning makes as much sense as another:
Meaning may be multiple, varied and diverse.  It may carry on beyond our intentions and it may be taken up in a host of ways.  However, meaning is not idiosyncratic in the sense that any meaning goes at any time (p. 13).

Thus knowledge is always tentative, contested and subject to change; but we can know something, albeit imperfectly.  Barber (1992) provides a useful challenge when he warns against ‘all questions and no answers’ and instead advocates the importance of some ‘ provisional resting places’ (p. 110).  He further argues that, ‘unless questioning stops and is at some point provisionally satisfied, there is no knowledge worth the name – neither subjective beliefs, intersubjective values, nor objective truths (however small the t in truth)’ (p. 113).  To this end it might be useful to draw upon Durkheim’s idea of provisional stabilities, that is the allowance of just enough stability to be able to cope with prevailing normlessness, and thus be able to move on (eg. Saunders, Charlier, & Bonamy, 2005).  One needs to apply this with care, and not force stability, however provisional, where none can exist.  However it could fit in with Adorno’s (2008) argument that:

the issue is not to deny the existence of a certain fixed point, it is not even to deny the existence of some fixed element in thoughts….But the fixed, positive point, just like negation, is an aspect – and not something that can be anticipated, placed at the beginning of everything (p. 26-27, emphasis original). 
To embrace virtuous mess and wicked clarity is to approach research differently.  Neither fit within the logic of what Law (2004) describes as imperialistic research methods.  Indeed one could write a history of educational research in terms of territorial tussles between methods, attempts to colonise the turf and undermine or quell dissenters.  Grounded theory appeared to occupy large swathes of educational research territory for some time.  Phenomenography began as the radical outsider, or challenger, but then went on to be something of a minor colonial power.

Virtuous mess and wicked clarity challenge this.  They suggest the ‘quiet methods, slow methods, or modest methods’ (Law, 2004, p. 15).  I suggest they also make space for the unexpected, unusual and hitherto unexplored methods.  Consider Winter’s (1991) account of using a ‘fictional-critical’ method to explore the exercise of power and authority within application interviews for educational courses.  He argues that using fictional forms is appropriate because ‘they can easily convey ambiguity, complexity, and ironic relationships between multiple viewpoints’ (p. 252).  These are not things that can be measured, or at least not without the risk of distortion.  Winter’s unusual approach demonstrates a way of dealing with large amounts of data without denying or camouflaging the individual complexities.

Too often conventional approaches to research, seeking a simple clarity, regard the unexpected or unplanned as problems or evidence of something having gone wrong in the research process.  Consider the doctoral student returning from fieldwork who bemoaned:  ‘It’s a disaster.  Nothing went as I’d planned’ (Straker & Hall, 1999, p. 419).  However, as these two authors (and former doctoral students) go on to explore, this sort of research experience may be unsettling but it can also be fascinating.  In another extract one describes her sense of ‘loss and discomfort’ and ‘apparent disaster’ when her research didn’t go as imagined.  Suddenly, her supervisor smiles at her and says:  ‘But isn’t it interesting?’  The author/student goes on:

I was finding out things I didn’t really want to know, but they were fascinating and challenging….I had begun what seemed to be an essentially practical project that involved very little engagement with concepts or sociological models, and now I was forced to read bafflingly abstruse articles and interrogate my ideas.  I was deprived of my original outcome of a series of practical recommendations ... [and instead had] a much more nebulous, though far more engaging result (p. 429).

The use of the term deprived appears striking.  As if as researchers we have an entitlement to the research turning out not just in a particular way, but turning out as we want it to.  Hodkinson (2004) describes the ‘new orthodoxy’ in educational research which assumes ‘the need to pre-specify what the research is designed to discover, so that reliable indicators can be developed to verify its presence or otherwise’ (p. 10).   Here again, assumptions of the possibility of unambiguous clarity lead to a compulsion to try to measure or verify.  However that whole edifice is shattered if research is not only deemed to sometimes be unpredictable, but if such unpredictability actually becomes a virtue:  we are then led to applaud ‘the tentative, experimental and inconclusive’ (Adorno, 2008, p. 5).  As Edwards (2002) describes, this educational research is:

not an activity in which one grows old gracefully, gathering respect.  Instead, as educational researchers, we continue to struggle disgracefully to understand our uncertain world in new ways and persistently demand to be heard when we share our, often disruptive, insights (p. 158).

Critical educational research needs to acknowledge, as Adorno did, the importance of speculative thinking.  Writing nearly 60 years ago Adorno’s (2005b) words now seem prescient of the current obsession with knowledge transfer and other forms of commodification within the academy:

One of the disastrous transferences from the field of economic planning to that of theory…is the belief that intellectual work can be administered according to the criterion whether an occupation is necessary and reasonable.  Priorities of urgency are established.  But to deprive thought of the moment of spontaneity is to annul precisely its necessity.  It is reduced to replaceable, exchangeable dispositions (p. 124). 

This also reflects Adorno’s interest in individual moments rather than general trends.  Indeed, in a final challenge to much conventional educational research, Adorno’s work suggests that things that happen only once may tell us more than things that happen many times over; and the everyday, the low profile, the marginal may tell us far more about the social world than the big, bold and obvious.  He argues that knowledge needs to consider the things that ‘fell by the wayside – what might be called the waste products and blind spots that have escaped the dialectic’ (Adorno, 2005b, p. 151).
In this section I have used Adorno’s notion of negative dialectics to explain the importance of virtuous mess and wicked clarity in educational research.  In particular, I have considered the implications for theory and method in educational research once we consider these concepts in this way.  Dialectics is so important in critical enquiry because it helps thought to become aware of ‘its own inadequacy’ (Holloway, 2009, p. 13).  It is an ‘escape plan, the thinking-against-the-prison, thinking-against-the-wrong-world” (Holloway et al., 2009, p. 6).  In the next section I move on to consider this ‘wrong-world’ and its links to virtuous mess and wicked clarity and the goals and purposes of educational research; in particular the role that it should play in challenging the wrongness, the injustice and the struggles.

Struggle in Higher Education Research

There are a myriad of ways in which we can understand higher education research as a site of struggle.  Reflecting on the previous section, once we acknowledge that we cannot easily ‘capture’ meaning then the process of research seems well described as one of struggle.

In this section I want to outline four aspects of higher education research as a site of struggle that are particularly apposite to issues of clarity.  Firstly, higher education research needs to be about struggle, at least it does for those of us from a critical theory/critical pedagogy perspective who have ‘a deep conviction that society is organized unfairly” (Brookfield, 2003, p. 141) and that the ultimate purpose of higher education is to change society in the direction of greater social justice for all (McLean, 2006).  Secondly, we should undertake the research actively as a struggle; that is for explicit political and social roles.  I particularly want to explore this in the context of Adorno’s approach to theory and practice.  Thirdly, we need to struggle constantly with our own values if we are to approach the research with these goals, and yet retain rigour and perspective.  Finally, we need to struggle to find some understanding between our own values and those of others:  social justice without tolerance is illusionary
Invocations of social justice in higher education now go way beyond traditional associations with access (Reay, 1998).  It can also be something of a ‘buzzword’ (Jones, 2006) and like other terms such as empowerment, diversity and transformation be used rather too loosely and casually and thus risk losing meaning. I use it in its imperfect sense, as outlined by Sen (2010) whereby the aim is struggling to enhance justice and minimize injustice, rather than some idea of pure or perfect justice.  There are, of course, many different perspectives on social justice/injustice but for me a guiding principle (which I’ll pick up again with point four) is Freire’s (1996) notion that we cannot meet intolerance with intolerance.  Thus social justice will always be a very wicked, complicated and multi-faceted term.  Thus where Hammersley (1995) states: ‘Of course, fighting oppression is a good thing:  that is almost a logical truth’ (p. 44), I suggest there is neither anything very logical nor ‘simply’ truthful about it at all.
According to Adorno:  there is no simple dichotomy between theory and practice (Adorno, 2008, p. 47).  This is because ‘thinking itself is always a form of behaviour’ (Adorno, 2008, p. 53) and to think about reality is itself a practical act.  In terms of contributing to the struggle for social justice, Adorno was a firm believer that thinking can be a more effective form of resistance than simply action (Tettlebaum, 2008).  He rejected crude attempts to link theory and practice.  For example, he told his students that they could not attend lectures on moral philosophy in the belief they would enable them to then lead “good” lives (Adorno, 2000):  ‘theory and practice do not slot into each other neatly’ (p. 6).  Nor are they the same thing, but exist in a kind of tension between the two.  Thus theory about society cannot be reduced to an axiom:  ‘You can only find out what such a theory is or should be by ‘doing’ it’ (Adorno, 2002, p. 15).  Further, ‘thinking is a doing, theory a form of praxis’ (Adorno, 2005a, p. 261).
I suggest that Adorno’s position has interesting implications for debates about whether or not educational (or other social) research should have explicit political aims.  On the one hand, a researcher such as Griffiths (1998) is clear that when she writes about education her aim is not simply to enter an academic debate but to ‘act politically:  to influence the parameters of the debate in order to effect changes in educational practices’ (p. 7).  In contrast, Hammersley (1995) is equally clear that the ‘proposal that research should serve political goals directly represents an abandonment of the obligations of the researcher (p. x).  However what happens if we approach theory and practice as Adorno does?  If thinking is a form of doing, and knowledge is a form of action, then how to we disarticulate it from its political and social consequences?

To an extent, Hammersley acknowledges this by proposing a distinction between direct and indirect goals.  He concedes that:

there are various ways in which social research involves values; and, in these terms, it may be regarded as political.  But there is also one crucial respect, I believe, in which research should not be value-committed or political:  it should be directed to no other immediate goal than the production of knowledge (p. 118).

However to sustain this distinction between explicit and implicit goals appears to rest on a rather detached sense of knowledge; to suggest that it can be “produced” as some separate entity.  In contrast, I suggest that knowledge is “sticky” in that it cannot be disembodied from the knower (Brown & Duguid, 2000).  Thus nor can it be disconnected from values and the choices we make between values; and political acts are essentially about such choices.
Adorno’s position on theory and practice was not only formed out of a response to fascism and years in exile, but also finding himself on the ‘wrong’ or ‘other’ side of student protests in the 1960s.  At one point he even called the Police to evict students from a university building and a series of lectures had to be abandoned.  Adorno’s response to the student protesters haunts our reading of his later work, and he himself alludes to it in some of his final lectures (Adorno, 2002).  Adorno felt that the students’ calls to action were dismissive of the need for careful thought about what was being sought, and thus – and here is the dialectic – denied their actions the potency of theory.  Adorno believed that calls to action for the sake of it - to do something, anything - were blind to the radical possibilities of thought.  At the same time, and this is typical of Adorno’s work, he gave intense consideration to the practical details of life.  Wilson (2007) argues that Adorno is so important because he has a ‘striking commitment to the philosophical significance of those experiences usually dismissed as least worthy of critical thought’, along with his insistence on tracing ‘even the most apparently abstract ideas back to actual experience’  (p. 3).  
One of the reasons why some researchers argue that education research should not directly pursue political goals appears to be the belief this could harm the core purpose of producing knowledge (eg. Hammersley, 1995, 2000).  However as argued above, this seems to accord with a fairly disembodied sense of knowledge.  In contrast, I suggest it is far better for educational researchers to struggle with their values than to attempt to bracket them off, hide them, deny them or put them away somewhere for the duration of a research exercise.

In the first of his series of lectures on Negative Dialectics, Adorno states: 

I want to try and put my cards on the table – in so far as I know what my own cards are, and in so far as any thinker knows what cards he holds.  Such things are not as obvious as you might imagine (Adorno, 2008, p. 5).

That lack of obviousness is why this is a struggle – but a good one to take part in.  Griffiths argues that ‘the removal of bias requires researchers to address their value positions, which therefore need to be explicitly stated as far as possible’ (p. 47).  To go further, however, I suggest that to state them explicitly should not mean to tidy them up and make them too virtuous or neat.  Instead, we need to find ways to communicate, and reflect on the constellation of values that we bring to our research.  This process is not enhanced by pretending away these values or the emotions on which they are based.  As Adorno (2005b) observes:

The assumption that thought profits from the decay of the emotions, or even that it remains unaffected, is itself an expression of the process of stupefaction (p. 122). 
Another common argument against research being deliberately directed at political issues is that the people who undertake it can tend to be a little pious, self-rightous and yet blinkered.  Hammersley (1995) suggests that critical social researchers ‘often present their approach as if it were a coherent and relatively unproblematic one whose superiority is obvious’ (p. x).  Even Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000), who might otherwise be considered sympathetic to such research, mischievously characterize critical researchers as people who define themselves in terms of opposition, existing to battle against the perceived injustices of established institutions or conventions.  Combat becomes ‘a way of life’ in what they describe as a slightly ‘pubescent’ way (p. 239). Ladwig (1996) also raises the problem of approaches to educational research that are so concerned with opposing the supposed ‘mainstream’ that they become entirely self-marginalised.
There is some truth in this and critical researchers need to address it.  Certainly some debates within the critical research and critical pedagogy communities have demonstrated excessive vitriol and intolerance towards those who disagree or understand the world differently (McArthur, 2010).  There has been a demonstrable lack of “revolutionary virtue”; that is the wisdom of being able to live with what is different, so as to be able to fight the common enemy’ (Freire & Faundez, 1989, p. 18).  Moreover Adorno (2005a) suggests that no one article, book, thesis, scholar should give a complete picture:  we need the differences. Fundamental to Adorno’s thought is that there is more than one road to Rome, all are equally legitimate (except for the middle, safe road) and that all the genuinely different routes are indirect and only reveal meaning through mediation with the others (Goehr, 2005).  

Taking this further, as researchers for social justice surely we cannot justify what we do solely in terms of the ‘recognizably oppressed or marginalised as determined by the vantage point of some left-wing, Marxist or postmodern position’ (McArthur, 2010).  As critical researchers, we need to work with ideas about which we disagree. Indeed it is the risk of “committed” research that one’s passions get the better of one and we cross the line between persuasion and propoganda; between debate and simply haranguing people.  However, I don’t think we avoid this by simply not trying.  The key, as Griffiths (1998) explains, is how we approach the task.  She states:

Integral to the approach is the importance of addressing the reasons why other people hold other positions, and engaging with them, rather than dismissing them as wrong-headed or as having ethically dubious motivations (p. 7).

However, I would also argue that overly valorizing clarity can lead us to intolerance:  to a sense that we have to fit ourselves, and others, into clearly defined camps, again with echoes of Law’s (2004) imperialistic methods.
Conclusion:  why the struggle matters – and why we need to keep it messy and wicked

In her think piece Morley (2010) illuminates the very real aspects of the struggles in higher education, and why we need to harness our values to help alleviate them.  When Morley discusses her findings suggesting that there has been a ‘reproduction, rather than transformation of privilege’, this is more than simply a new piece of knowledge.  It is an account of suffering and loss, of communities still at the mercy of distortions and pathologies.
Too often in higher education research conceptual clarity has silenced, obscured or rendered invisible much of what actually happens within both the research itself and the subjects of that research.  As I argued in the first half of this paper, much of what we do as educational researchers and much of what we research is pretty messy, or at least complicated.  Thus I suggest that far too much educational research has exuded too much conceptual clarity, rather than too little:  or to be more accurate, the wrong sort of clarity.  Similarly, it is not having values that is wrong, it is just that we sometimes follow the wrong values, or fail to even consider them fully, or fail to appreciate the different values of others.

Higher education research would be dull indeed if we all spent our time grappling with Adorno’s texts and struggling with negative dialectics.  However I suggest that visiting these ideas now and again can help us to keep up the struggle that I believe higher education research should be.  A struggle in so many senses; because it is difficult, hard, splendid, challenging, messy, wicked.  And for those who worry that this is all naïve utopianism, Adorno’s work can help again:  there is no guaranteed happy ending, but we should do it anyway.
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