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INTRODUCTION

Research, we dl know, is a motor for making a difference. Given that understanding, it is no
surprise that much of the strategic thinking about educationd research has been prompted by the
idea of the capacity of research to pose questions about, and to cultivate the means by which,
students might be empowered to make the world a better place. We know, too, that the relation
between research and progressve socid change has a complex history, and the science on
which research is based, has played an important role in transforming classroom practice. But so
too has politics: politics cannot be left out of the definition of and criteria necessary for vdid
educational research. Cautionary words, like these have sparked debates on how to
accommodate politica actuaity within the meaning of research. These debates have, however,
been conducted largely in negative terms. They tend to ignore the politica potential, and bring
to the fore a whole set of issues about the activity of research as a governed Site, constrained
more than enabled by various forms of politicad power. This response opens up for the
researcher a contradictory stance, precisaly because the researcher attends to both the inwardly
directed world of teaching and learning and to that which is outwardly directed and which
belongs to a culture of profit and competitive edge.

These debates are important because they signd an ill-defined reliance of research upon other

domains of knowledge, and the uncertainty, the precariousness, and the compromised practice
which this dependency incites. One result of this compromised practice is that ‘research’ as a
category of shared experience has become a vigoroudy reconceptudised term, inflected by the
differences within, as well as between, the specific contexts which organise the relations of
power between competing domains of knowledge. ‘ Quditative' is aword with which we are dl

familiar and it would appear to be the best word to designate not a consensus, but a multiplicity
of gpproaches which nevertheless do possess a least a common commitment to modernist
principles and values.

My curiogity in this paper is directed towards poalitics, but not so much as to how research might
operate in a context in which the principle of economic utility is firmly upheld, but more towards
how we structure our conceptual categories and what political effects they engender. | want to
join in anew debate which asks critical questions about truth, representation and interpretation,
around two interrdlated themes. Firgtly, how can conventional forms of qualitative inquiry, in
which orthodox notions of truth, representation and interpretation inhere, be reconciled in a
postmodern age of rgpid communication and uncertainty, and to what extent can these traditions



of critical analyss and inquiry contribute to progressve educationd change in the twenty-first
century? Secondly, if these traditiona forms are taken to be sngularly inappropriate, whet are
the implications of an dternative theoretical framework for the doing of research, and what might
an dternative form look like? The fundamenta problem is the extent to which a philosophica
form of critique which regjects any type of certainty or vaue judgment conflicts with, or even
undermines, education whose ultimate ams of persond autonomy and progressve change
necessarily rest of certain basic vaue judgments and truth claims.

It is againgt the generd background of these debates that | explore exactly what these
destabilizing effects might mean for the doing of research in mathematics education. My focus is
on the specific chdlenge to the notion of representation which derives from the generd crigsin
cultura authority, and the implications of that particular tensgon for the gathering and analyss of
qualitative data. The investigation leads me to consider the potentia of this chalenge as a source
of more sophisticated andytica tools in formulating a research practice. That interest gestures
toward a different practice, one which is organised to accommodate doubt and difference - a
practice which demands attention to how research stories are told, and the inadequecy, yet
necessity, of voice and interpretation. What this suggests for the researcher is a different identity
from that which is currently defined - one which sgnds the difficulties of gructuring
representation and hence of categorical systems which conceptudize mathematical knowledge,

lived experience, classroom structure, and subjectivities. The good news is that thisis not a
discussion about whether a particular piece of research can claim to be objective or not: book-

length answers to that question have dready been attempted by others. The bad news gestures
towards the extraordinary difficulty of telling other people’s mathematical stories.

The discussion is in two parts. Firg, | revist and reorder some recent research stories in the
fied within which | have recently been working. | look a some authoritative accounts of girlsin
mathematics, bringing to these stories my own interests and hence my own interpretations. |
look at the kinds of conceptud categories and research identities upon which the recent body of
research in this field has seen appropriate to utilise and ask what is it that structures these
designations and what their politica effects might be. This is a different problematic to those
routindy investigated in discussons of research mathematics education. Confronting this
problem head-on in the second part alows me to explore the ways in which our research stories
structure how we see ourselves and how we see others, and how we have constructed the
notion of researcher, in the present and in the past. | do this by taking an unusua step by
elaborating how representation is understood and the effectively of its discursive congtitution.
But | want to be clear here that thisis not a rdativig issue of recognising different versons of
redity, but rather of acknowledging that ‘representation’ itsdlf is more complex than we have
previoudy understood. It is discursively congtructed within power/knowledge rdations. In light
of this, the question of knowing others becomes much more difficult to answer. My suggestion is
that we must read and write research differently, questioning the conceptud categories
employed and ask what the political effects of these structuring practices might be.



RECYLCING REVISIONISTS RESEARCH

In the 1990s, partly in response to what had aready taken place in other avenues of socid
andydis and criticism, revisonig work in the field began vying for attention over the sory of girls
in mathemdtics, daming that the girl is not a passive consumer of mathematics, and that her
experiences within everyday school life mugt be given some recognition. In the quditative
approaches which developed, a distinct interdisciplinary line of inquiry was able to pose
questions previoudy unarticulated by empiricd mathematics educationd research. However
feminist revisonist work deviates from traditionad quditative work: the method of resstance
derives from an argument that research should be guided by the experiences of others beyond
the interests and concerns of a patriarcha society. They question those interests and concerns
by endeavouring to give voice and Stuatedness priority to learners who are disempowered by
their gender. They do this by working within established frames to reinscribe that which they are
ressing.

Commonly held views on qualitative research tend to polarize quditative approaches from
quantitative methods into the dudist worlds of hard/soft, and of objective/subjective. However,
there are more smilarities than differences between the conceptual categories of both
approaches and the kinds of researched/researcher identifications these categories make
possble, and it is not entirely useful to make binary diginctions here. Polarizing overlooks a
fundamenta problem in both approaches: the problem of the humanistic subject, dways dready
rationa, coherent and unitary and hence, andyticdly generdizable.

The revisonist’s principad concern is with human experiences and understanding. Like other
researchers, both qualitative and quantitative, they seek out an interpretation of amassed data
which will enable truth in human termsto be discovered. Characterised by a belief in an essentia
human nature and in the power of reason to bring about human progress, their research derives
its understandings and vaues from what we know as Enlightenment thought, and which
encapsulates much of what we understand as modernity. It isthis particularly powerful discourse
which determines what counts as va uable knowledge and who has access to the production, the
distribution and the legitimation of knowledge.

But what are these modern understandings? In terms of the ‘research participant’, revisonist
inquiry presupposes an essence a the heart of the autonomous individua which is unique,
coherent, and fixed and which determines what she islike. For these researchers, that essenceis
girl/iwomanhood. The redity for the girl in the dassroom, it is dlaimed, is essentidly different
from those of boys. It arises from her essential femaleness, and does not stem from her
conditution in the socid redm as different from boys, nor from the way she is subjected to
culturd and classroom relations and processes in different ways from boys. Moreover, whereas
the existence of two different redlities for girls and for boys are taken to be equdly vdid, it isthe
experience of girls which is deemed to be the source of true knowledge and the basis for
interventionist work. Granted that the revisonist discourse reorders the humanist discourse for
girls advantage, nevertheless there are important convergences between the two gpproaches:



both rest on the view that subjectivity is the coherent, authentic source of the interpretation of
the meaning of ‘redity’. And if redlity as authentic red knowledge and experience is sourced
and located by the subject, the subject is the source rather than the effect of language.

To undergand this, it is helpful to consder thet for the revisonig, the girl’s experience in the
classroom is what she thinks and fedsin any particular Situation. She expresses this in language.
Her experience is prior to language but requires language in order to be communicated to other
people. Since her experience is rationd and coherent, any contradictory knowing is considered
flawed knowing, irrationd and lacking in direction. The methodologica procedures used to
access this experience are mulltiple in design, and usudly utilize a process of triangulation to
secure an in-depth understanding. In turn, this experience is authenticated and validated through
careful cross-checking of the researcher’s and the researched’ s accounts and evaluated against
an episemological standard of whether the work communicates or provides us with some new
knowledge.

The revisonigt text promises much. Wrapped up in the language and rhetoric of postpostivist
discourse it promises a more descriptive story - one in which grester rigour, more breadth,
deeper complexity, and more richness is brought to the inquiry. What is important here is that
the redlization of the promise is dependent upon an unarticulated agreement between the various
parties in the research - the participants, the researcher and the reader of the report. The
effectivity of that exercise revolves around certain shared understandings, namely, thet the girls
experiences are true, that the researcher’s observations are to be trusted, and that the research
report is transparent. Y et thisis an agreement that can never be redized. In saying this| am not
arguing that recent andyses of the schoolgirl in mathematics are in some way flawed, have not
met the expected standards of objective scholarship, and are consequently in need of
transcendence. My point ingtead is to argue that meanings about the girl which are made to
sgnify in research practice are but one way of telling educationd stories. They are premised on
certain understandings which, closeted under a veneer of more sophisticated theory, are bound
to a form of postivism which stacks the standards. It is those very standards and the
assumptions upon which they are founded, which are problematic. In the next section | want to
investigate those very standards and examine how they might be challenged.

THE PRODUCTION OF STANDARDS AND MEANINGS

Revisonist work in gender research offers certainty and apparent access to truth. This access,
however, glosses a double issue: the issue that arises from the categories we congtruct and their
derivative conceptual order necessary to access this truth. The question at stake is not the
exisence of such categorical impulses, but whether our conceptua categories can have any
legitimacy when representationa certainty is in crigs. In the firgt place there is the problem of
how we as researchers have been traditionally constructed. What modes of thinking are made
possble by this structuring and what kinds of identities are summoned and what kinds are
dismissed? What strategy of image and narrative representation is called upon and what are the



political effects of this drategic enactment? The second concern deds with issues of
interpretation in the reading of the research text. How can we guarantee insght for others from
our own studies? Is it possible to stabilize the meanings of the text, without mediation, to ensure
knowledge, understanding and truth?

In gender inquiry the researcher is the sole arbiter of knowledge - a disembodied researcher
who can bestow authority and credibility onto the experiences of girls in the classsoom. The
garting point is a unitary, noncontradictory researcher, a subject split from what it is he or she
knows. In an atempt to isolate their science from non-science, those who carry out
investigations of the ‘redity’ of the girl in mathematics are drawn to the notion of *objectivity’,
believing thet it is both possible and desirable to maximize obsarvationd efficacy, to minimize
researcher bias, and to permit replication and/or verification, precisaly because the researcher is
aways dready rationa and stable, bound to salf-presence, saying what he/she means and
meaning what he/she says.

Lessons learned from Foucault suggest that there are, however, more valid subject positions
than the objective and disinterested observer and narrator, an observer and a narrator fashioned
from noncontradictory experiences, from the innocence of observable data, and from the
trangparency of language. To question the satus of the objective and disnterested
observer/narrator isto eevate traditional concerns over researcher bias and the objectivity a an
entirely new level. Over and above this devation stands a proposition which takes issue with the
modernist separation between the knowing subject and an objective world. Donna Haraway
(1988) captures this point when she says there is no ‘view from nowhere’ Objective redlity can
never be captured; it can only ever be agpproximated. There is no stable unchanging world, no
realm of objective truths, to which anyone has access. There is no conceptual space not aready
implicated in that which it seeks to interpret. To undersand what this might mean for the
ressarcher we need to think of he researcher’s knowledge of classsoom life as dways
preinterpreted, clouding his’her perception of redity. It isnot to be trusted. It is not to be trusted
precisely because when the researcher fixes meaning, he/she does so with regard to the
discipline, and with regard to his or her own history and socid markers. In negotiating the
contingencies of language, rhetoric, power and higtory, the researcher is dways privileging
particular socid interests since it is amply not possble to ‘se€ without a commitment to
examine one' s own pogtion.

If there is no naked and manifest real, we can know a thing, or an action, or an event, only
through its representation. Lather (2000) takes up the point to suggest that truth cannot be
established and validated and clam exclusve privilege in its representation. This idea unsettles
the very foundations of what we know as conventiona research practice, undermining orthodox
notions of observation and its representation. Redlity, it seems, is in a congtant process of
congtruction and that which is warranted at one time, may be unwarranted at another time. What
this means for the researcher is that his or her authority comes under assault. When the
relationship between the red and its representation is in doubt, theorizing becomes more
tentative, and the best we can do is gesture toward truth by looking through the “detour of



performance’ (Lather, 2000, p 155), and give up the impossble struggle of establishing
magtery.

The research text spawned by observation is dways only a limited writing strategy, written to,
for and from others. Who those others are is aready predetermined to some extent by the
academy. This is the Nietzschean redization tha reading and writing are both inadequate yet
necessary, caught up in the contingencies of representation and its interpretation. It follows thet if
the trangparency of language is a myth then writing has no essentia meaning. The words thet the
reader sees cannot serve as markers that convey notions of a world; they cannot be read as
isomorphic to ther referents. The words in the text must be seen as an endless permutation
through which a multiplicity of meanings or discursve events interweave in power-laden
contexts, clamoring for expresson. As Berman (1988) argues. “Language wherever used is
composed of gructured sgnifiers, systematized among themselves by differences or oppositions
and linked to sgnifieds in away more tenuous than even Saussure redized” (pl136).

There is much in the research text that dudes the logic of ‘absolute and tru€ interpretation.
Although the researcher writes as an apparent salf-present subject, of something unified and
whole, something in the writing will aways have been suppressed in order to sustain the
gppearance of unity. When digtinctions are made among events and when networks and levels
to which these events belong are differentiated between and connected in some way, some sort
of ordering and unifying has dready taken place.

The problem for the writer is that words are congrained by the instrumentalisng parameters of
representation. Meaning will always be palitical, contextudized within systems and relations of
domination and subordination which give society its current form. These forces work through the
text in ways that neither the writer nor the reader can fully anticipate or control, so that the text
becomes inherently ungable, in flux, condituted by traces of other sgns and symbolic
Satements. Britzman (1997) cdlls this “the exigtentia limit of representation: both presentation
and absence” (p35). There are many dippages between language and the knowing subject, both
the researcher and the audience: every act of writing and reading becomes a new production of
meaning. Since there can never be a clear unambiguous statement of anything, including an
intention or a meaning, the writer can never be sure how, a any given moment, the text will be
interpreted. This suggests that both the researcher/writer and the reader re-inscribe the inclusion
and excluson of both the knower and the known from the production of knowledge. It isin this
way that knowledge is paliticaly and higoricaly condituted, ‘made by human communicative
action.

When we approach the issue of research in this way it is possble to clam that, in the act of
writing, the writer isintimately tied to an indtitutionaized academic endeavour. The writer of the
research text, cannot claim to be the source of authority and guarantor of meaning since he/she
is, with regard to the question of my research propostion, peragtently responsible, in the
Derridean sense to the trace of the ‘other’ the academic reader. Hence we have to shift from an



understanding of a seamless report free of the contamination of language to a concept that oneis
aways writing and reading onesdlf into areport.

My discursive strategy cannot be dissociated from the place of enunciation and the
enunciative, textual game in which | am involved. The thinking/speaking "1" which signs
this paper is neither the owner nor the king of the complex network of meanings that
congtitute the text. (Braidotti, 1989, p93)

CONLUSION

A critique of the assumptions of objectivity, authoria voice, and universa meaning unpacks a
different question from those routindy investigated in discussons of mathematics educationa
research. But unlike routine questions what it does do is confront the chalenges presented in a
world of rgpid socid change and its diverdfication of lifeworlds In this world of shifting and
uncertain meanings, science, as Hutcheon (1988) notes, becomes a much contested cultural
space, and traditiona methodologies are increasingly seen as inadequate and inappropriate.
Since Hutcheon's point is not firmly-hed in our discipling, the intent in this paper was to
contribute to the debates about research by derting those of us doing research in mathematics
educetion to this new contested cultural space.

In this new round of the research debate the crossover between mathematics educationa theory
and postmodern understandings has few common denominators. To understand this we need to
appreciate that this new philosophica critique unsettles the very foundations of what we know
as conventiond research practice which tend to vaorize distance, detachment and objectivity,
and in which methods are used in order to mirror redlity. The terms of the debate attack our
most firmly-held research assumptions, undermining orthodox notions of observation, its
representation, and the trangparency of language. In this new theorising, important questions
about the authorid voice are asked, rasng further questions concerning the fundamenta
relationship between the knower and the known. These have profound implications for the
organisation, the conduct, and the evauation of much intellectud inquiry in the fidd.

Theorising the palitics of observing and recounting is one thing, but it is a more difficult maiter to
explore how we might, in carying out research, attend to those issues surrounding the
production of redlity, when the truth which we want to grasp escapes knowledge. The hope is
that that issue will be addressed in the near future.
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