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1
Editors’ Introduction: The Power 
of ‘Showing How It Happened’

Ninna Meier, Charlotte Wegener, and Elina Maslo

Creativity in research is much in demand and always lauded. Every year, 
the top creative universities are ranked, and at all career stages, from stu-
dent to experienced professor, academics want to—and are expected 
to—be creative. Most researchers have more or less explicit creative prac-
tices, but many do not know exactly how to cultivate creativity, let alone 
how to teach it. Based on a view of creativity as a socio-cultural act 
(Glăveanu 2014, 2015), with this book we wish to give space to fresh 
voices in the discussion of researcher creativity. The book introduces the 
idea that creativity in research is not a method or a set of techniques we  

N. Meier (*) 
Department of Sociology and Social Work, Aalborg University,  
Aalborg, Denmark 

C. Wegener 
Department of Communication and Psychology, Aalborg University,  
Aalborg, Denmark 

E. Maslo 
Danish School of Education, Aarhus University, Copenhagen, Denmark



2 

apply to our work. Manuals on creativity and innovation often report the 
creative processes in terms of stages (Wegener 2016) or as the ability to 
perform divergent thinking (Glăveanu et al. 2016). A creative research 
practice springs from a curious, sensitive and playful life as a human 
being. Plans are fine. However, if we are preoccupied with how things 
were supposed to play out, we may not see and take in the inspirational 
sources right in front of us (Meier and Wegener 2017). We may think 
that we need to clean up the mess, get a grip and get back on track before 
we can proceed with the (tidy) research. We may even think that other 
researchers are much more successful in this respect. They are not.

Recipes for creativity rarely take into account the learning potential in 
other people’s actual practices, messy and unfinished as they may be 
(Tanggaard and Wegener 2016). Accordingly, this is not a recipe book but 
a book of stories. The book offers a collection of personal, theorised essays 
about the unplanned, accidental and even obstructive events that are 
often erased from traditional representations of research methods. Reading 
over “Method” sections, it seems that epistemological struggle is some-
thing to be solved, with only the outcome worth reporting. To follow the 
traditional format for presenting method and analysis, scholars may feel 
they have to create a certain type of narrative about the research process in 
which some things are included and others left out. A tidy, edited account 
feels safer because the story of what ‘really’ happened may seem too intui-
tive, messy or serendipitous and thus at risk of being discarded as unsci-
entific or irrelevant, or too personal. However, as Weick (1995) famously 
suggests, sense-making occurs retrospectively and is tied to action:

How can I know what I think until I see what I say?

This often-cited quote is fascinating because it reverses some taken-
for-granted premises for scientific work. If we need to see what we say in 
order to know what we think, then we must act first and then under-
stand. We must do things and then find out what we have been doing—
because the sense we make of what we did (or of what happened) depends 
on how we word it. Yet, these utterances will rarely be final, conclusive 
and exhaustive. As researchers (and as human beings), we are in a con-
tinual process of voicing in order to see our thoughts and find out  

  N. Meier et al.
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more about our research topic (and about life). When we tell this kind 
of story, we slightly alter our understanding of what scholarly work may 
look like, how this work may be practised and to what end. Therefore, 
we need stories of the routes we did not plan, the messy things we did 
and the results of it all—which we may not fully understand.

Paraphrasing Weick, this book poses the rhetorical question:

How can I know what I did until I see where I am?

The ‘detour’ metaphor is a spatial expression referring to the iterations 
of thinking–acting–wording in academic work. We go somewhere, and 
we think of this path as the straight road towards a goal or as a not-so-
straight road—a detour. We think of ourselves as focused or distracted. 
We think of our research as progressing or digressing, or even regressing. 
Yet, how can we know, unless we say or write what we did …? If we judge 
too soon, we risk missing important information or inspiration from 
unanticipated sources. The book zooms in on the creative potential of 
detours in academic work and in life: on the potential of not always fol-
lowing a recipe, of giving up what we think we should be doing or of 
realising retrospectively that what looked like a detour or even procrasti-
nation might be just the path we came to value.

The kinds of creative detour in academic work that take place in data 
analysis are already subject to much attention (Agee 2009). We carry out 
our academic work with a ‘guiding research question’, hoping to be sur-
prised, to wonder and to find something we did not even know we were 
looking for, as we struggle to make sense of our data. Likewise, within 
anthropology, amazement is saluted (Hastrup 1992). This book adds to 
this attentiveness to the unanticipated, the detours in academic work that 
may originate from or spill over into our lives outside academia.

In times where we are not able to ‘see what we say’ or ‘see where we 
are’, a new or expanded notion of mastery may be needed. Barnacle and 
Dall’Alba (2014) suggest that mastery is often understood as achieving 
command or grasping something so there is no longer uncertainty about 
how it is done or what it involves. In times of uncertainty and confusion, 
it may seem reasonable to struggle even harder to analyse, categorise and 
plan. Speaking about writing, Becker (2007, p.  134) puts it this way: 

1  Editors’ Introduction: The Power of ‘Showing How It Happened’ 
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‘What if we cannot, just cannot, make order out of that chaos? I don’t 
know about other people, but beginning a new paper gives me anxiety’s 
classical physical symptoms’. One supposedly anxiety-reducing strategy is 
to try to tidy up (one’s data, one’s knowledge, one’s research plan or even 
one’s life) with the goal of being able to do tidy research and write tidy 
texts! This strategy can, however, turn out to be unproductive, demotivat-
ing and even restrictive of creativity.

It is often said that we acquire knowledge, gain insight and make new 
discoveries (Wegener and Aakjær 2016). Rarely do we hear of scientific 
work being discussed in terms of dropping something, letting go or getting 
lost, although the creative potential in obstructions of different kinds is 
well known across genres. Lather (2007, p. 136) argues that we should 
cultivate the ability to engage with ‘not knowing’ and to move towards a 
‘vacillation of knowing and not knowing’. Based on Pitt and Britzman 
(2003), Lather calls it ‘lovely knowledge’ and ‘difficult knowledge’ (Lather 
2007, p. 13). Lovely knowledge reinforces what we think we want, while 
difficult knowledge includes breakdowns and not knowing, which 
becomes the very force of creative research. Wandering and getting lost 
thus become creative methodological practices, although, in an increas-
ingly individualistic and competitive academia, such practices are also 
potentially risky strategies if only recognised by individual scholars. 
Sharing is crucial if we want to expand the playground of research.

The stories in this book include reflections on the role of space, place, 
materiality and the body, and support the idea that where we are physi-
cally in time and space, and mentally in our research process, as well as in 
life, matters for the work we do and how we come to make sense of it. 
The stories are personal narratives on incidents and processes that inspired 
or forced the contributors to act or think differently in research, or 
detours that they have taken or are still on, presented with reflections on 
what these detours might mean or entail for the author. They are stories 
of taking detours and the creative potential therein, but they are also 
untidy texts inasmuch as they do not all have ‘happy endings’ where the 
researcher, through serendipity, found a new and better method, solved 
the problem or ended his or her struggle.

Happy endings or not, it is our hope that these personal records will 
provide for resonance (Wikan, 2012) “not by telling how to do it, but by 
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showing how it happened” (Cerwonka and Malkki 2008, p.  186). 
Resonance, as we see it, is an experience that provides the power of cre-
ative production in its light (Meier and Wegener 2016). We hope one or 
more of these stories will make you feel like writing. By writing–sharing–
reading–writing, we can inspire a research culture in which ‘accountable’ 
research methodologies involve adventurousness and not-being-so-sure.

The contributors are a mix of early-career and experienced researchers 
in the fields of education, healthcare, business, creativity and social work, 
among others. Some are part-time and others full-time researchers; some 
have engaged in research late in life and others have embarked on doc-
toral studies right after their master’s degrees. They are all genuinely curi-
ous researchers who interact creatively with life circumstances, obstacles 
and opportunities and are bold enough to share. We are grateful to you 
all for detouring with us. Thank you for showing how it happened! Last 
but not least, special thanks to Vlad Glăveanu and Brady Wagoner, the 
series editors, for setting off with us, and to Vlad for rounding off the trip 
with some final reflections on detours in methodology and research.
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2
The Wonder of Things as They Are: 
Theorizing Obesity and Family Life 

with Art

Lone Grøn

My impression is that philosophers nowadays tend to associate the experi-
ence of wonder with the explanation of science rather than, as in 
Wittgenstein and Austin, with our relationship to things as they are, the 
perception of the extraordinariness of what we find ordinary (for example, 
beauty) and the ordinariness of what we find extraordinary (for example, 
violence). (Cavell 2005, 34)

To me, the attraction of the line has to do with its kinship with pointing. 
There is no pretense in the line that it will render anything with optical 
correctness. Rather a line allows me to closely examine something, I tend 
to use the line almost like a sculptural modeling tool, and when I draw, I 
feel like I am running my fingers across the landscape of figures and faces. 
(Speyer 2011, 11)
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For a long time I did not have a theoretical framework with which to 
make sense of my ethnographic fieldwork on the obesity epidemic, kinship, 
and relatedness. I did have a point of departure, a phenomenological orien-
tation, which guided how I went about the doing of the fieldwork. I also had 
a hope that taking an experience-near approach to a large-scale phenome-
non like epidemics would yield something interesting. Yet, for a long time, 
I did not know how to put what I found into words or how to find concepts 
that could help me single out that which was most important in my data. 
But I did have something. I had a novel, The Virgin Suicides, by Jeffrey 
Eugenides. I had drawings by a Sydney-based Danish artist, Maria Speyer.

Both captured, pointed to, and showed, what was the most compelling—
and yet to my academic understanding and language somehow elusive—
aspects of exploring obesity experientially in the context of family life. Since 
then I have found my analytical toolkit, but what remains intriguing is the 
way the initial story and images—which, for a long time, remained my sole 
analytical guiding stars—portray the main insights more directly. One feels 
the experiential truth of the image or the story right there and then, at the 
very moment the lines or words touch one’s eyes, ears, and heart. The theo-
retical framework that I have since then come to rely on, the German phi-
losopher Bernhard Waldenfels’ Phenomenology of the Alien (Waldenfels 
2007, 2011), also captures the aspects that were highlighted in the pictures 
and the novel, but it remains abstract and difficult to understand. I have 
devoted considerable time and energy to bringing Waldenfels’ concepts like 
the alien, responsivity, affect, and time-lag into conversation with the con-
crete everyday settings and events of family homes, kitchen, and relations 
(see Grøn 2017a, b, c); yet, I am often met with questions and demands for 
clarification by readers, colleagues, and reviewers. Many years ago the 
anthropologist Paul Stoller remarked, that “recent writing on the body tends 
to be articulated in a curiously disembodied language.” (Stoller 1997, xiv) In 
a similar vein, one could say that phenomenological theory tends to be artic-
ulated in a curiously dis-experienced language, while the story and the draw-
ings are not. They speak directly to and from experience. With force. As 
Speyer writes there is no pretense that her line will render anything with 
optical correctness, yet, when she draws, she feels like she is running her 
fingers “across the landscape of figures and faces” (Speyer 2011, 11).

  L. Grøn
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I praise, thus, the opportunity given to me in this chapter of taking a 
detour back to the detour: to explore what it is that the drawings and the 
novel made possible. Before embarking on this journey back, I want to 
clarify that the fact that what we as anthropologists want to express is 
often elusive, that the arguments are complicated, is not what I am after 
here. Furthermore, I am not reflecting here on art as a way to represent 
research findings that might be more evocative or engaging than tradi-
tional academic writings—or on art as empirical examples in the style of 
many of my favorite philosophers. Rather, I want to reflect on art, often 
perceived as imprecise and elusive when compared to science, as a theo-
retical framework in its own right, as a way of thinking and philosophiz-
ing, which, to paraphrase Cavell, stays close to our “relationship to things 
as they are.” I will do this in three steps. First, I will present data from the 
ethnographic fieldwork; then I will introduce my use of the novel and the 
drawings; finally, I end with some reflections on art as a mode of thinking 
about data, that is, as theory.

�The Fieldwork

The fieldwork on obesity, kinship, and relatedness was carried out with 
four families in 2014–2015, whom I had met initially during my Ph.D. 
fieldwork in 2001–2003. I know these families very well, and they appear 
in this fieldwork not solely as informants or interlocutors, but as frontline 
researchers, helping me reflect on the obesity epidemic from within their 
own lived experience. The following conversation is taken from a family 
interview. We are sitting around Susanne’s kitchen table: Susanne, her 
sister Bente, and Bente’s children Bo, a young man aged 25, and Marie, 
his half-sister, aged 15. I ask Bo and Marie what they think caused their 
obesity. After a short pause, Bente responds:

Bente:	 Well, she’s sitting right here (pointing to herself 
and following up in an insistent voice): None of 
them can be blamed for becoming obese! It can 
only be traced back to me!

2  The Wonder of Things as They Are: Theorizing Obesity and... 
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Susanne:	 No, there was a father too.
Bente:	 Yes. Yes. But clearly ... the food that was served and 

… what was available in the home. I am saying 
that none or my children are culpable of their 
overweight

Marie:	 I don’t think so, because it happened when I was 
being bullied and I myself went to …

Bente (interrupts):	 Marie, if the things hadn’t been there, if you didn’t 
serve the brown gravy

Marie (interrupts):	 But it was my own money!
Bente (in an 
insisting voice):	 But Marie … if you didn’t serve the gravy, if you 

didn’t buy the pizza, the coke … it’s not the chil-
dren, you cannot be held responsible for your own 
obesity. It lies right here! In the same way, I do not 
blame my parents for the obesity, but that is where 
I can trace it to. (…) You can say, yes, Bo is grown 
up today, he makes his own choices. But the foun-
dation (in Danish “grund stenen,” the foundation 
stone) of Bo’s obesity – it’s in the genes, that’s for 
sure, I am certain that something comes from your 
genes, but it is also the food one has served them!

Bo:	 Yes. But well my father, he is thin and also my elder 
brothers. And well, I feel they have just taken in 
whatever (…) I mean, my impression is that we actu-
ally eat the same, or in fact they might eat a bit more.

Bente:	 You have double genes! Both from your mother 
and from your father’s side. Genes from your 
paternal grandmother.

Susanne:	 And your elder brother was big …
Bente:	 Yes. He also was overweight as …
Susanne:	 … as a child. But then he got away from home, 

you can say. Already after the confirmation at a 
boarding school or something.

Lone:	 Did he lose weight there?
Susanne:	 Yes.
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Bo (interrupts):	 Well the thinking goes that because it is my mother, 
I got it from there. But if I had been the son of one 
of the other sisters, then I think that is kind of the 
same, and I would have been big there too.

I pause shortly to give you a bit more of the family history. Over the 
course of one year, Susanne and her two sisters all had gastric bypass sur-
geries; while all the sisters have lost a lot of weight, between 130 and 160 
pounds, Bente has changed the most: she wears tighter clothes, has divorced 
Marie’s father and found a new boyfriend. Furthermore—and to me the 
most remarkable in the course of events—the sisters’ cutting of their intes-
tines affects Bente’s daughter Marie, who, after a long, painful process of 
feeling excluded, having to carry all the too many kilos by herself, starts 
losing weight. This is where we re-enter the family conversation.

Marie:	 It is up to 40 pounds now. It was … the start of the sum-
mer vacation. I don’t know what happened, but I just know 
that that was when apparently I got the motivation (…) I 
don’t understand it myself. (…) I have tried so many times 
saying: “On Monday. I will start on Monday” and then … 
Monday night: “Oops” then something happened.

I ask what has brought about the weight loss. After rejecting several 
possible causes, Marie replies: Well this sounds crazy, but I use Christoffer. 
Everybody laugh. Christoffer is a blond curly hair and blue-eyed pop star 
who has teenage girls screaming at his arrival. Wondering about the scope 
of her transformation, I ask about cravings, if she sometimes feels like 
eating an entire bag of candy.

She replies:	 No. Not at all. Not at all like before.

Her family chips in:

Bo:	 There was a time when we locked the cupboards.
Bente:	 Marie constantly had a hole in her stomach. You had to be 

filled up with food.
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