
Methodological and 
Theoretical 
challenges in 
unexpected times

2nd December 2021

Associate Professor Rossana Perez del Aguila

Faculty of Social Sciences and Professions

London Metropolitan University



Content of the session

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO 
DISCUSS THE 

METHODOLOGICAL AND 
THEORETICAL CHALLENGES 

IN UNEXPECTED TIMES?

PARTICIPANTS' IDEAS  
ABOUT THEORY AND 

LITERATURE IN 
UNEXPECTED TIMES

THEORETICAL CHALLENGES PARTICIPANTS’ 
REFLECTIONS ON 

METHODOLOGICAL 
DILEMMAS

METHODOLOGICAL 
CHALLENGES

CONCLUSION 



Methodological 
and theoretical 
challenges in 
unexpected 
times

• People respond to contemporary events

• Thinking  and writing your thesis in unexpected 
times can take different forms. 

• The world’s major crises: Covid 19, climate change, 
migration/refugee crisis

• There  is a great deal of theory and research 
around COVID-19 and the impact on the society, 
healthcare, education, on family life, on the 
individual. 

• The changes implied are immediate and short-
term, but there will also be long term implications 
(for example, online teaching, the role of the state, 
levels of unemployment, return to deepened 
austerity; mental health issues) (Denis and 
Waterhouse, 2020).



Thinking about 
COVID-19 and 
the 
Introduction 
and Literature 
Review 
chapters



Theoretical challenges in 

unexpected times

Use theory and concepts to understand what is happening with the 
phenomena that you are studying.



The broader 
context

• Paying attention to the context is a 
classic concept in social science 
research.

• It is important that context is 
theorised rather than simply 
described. 

• The pandemic is currently the broader 
context for your research. Consider 
the effects of the pandemic on social 
inequality, urban life, citizenship, 
migration, relationships, social 
practices  (Vieten et al , 2020)



RISK SOCIETY – ULRICH BECK (1986, 1999)

‘Becks argues that our political and social 
systems are reconfigured  by risks resulting from 
human activity and technology. These risks will 
exist on an unprecented scale and generate 
reflexivity  at societal and individual level’ 
(Vieten et al, 2020). 



Dealing with insecurity

“How can we cope with the fear, if we 
cannot overcome the causes of the fear? 
How can we live on the volcano of 
civilization without deliberately forgetting 
about it, but also without suffocating on 
the fears—and not just on the vapors that 
the volcano exudes?”

(Beck, 1986, p. 76)



‘The metamorphosis of the world’
Metamorphosis ‘is not is not affected by power, coercion, 
agency, ideology, or democracy. It is about people and 
institutions that get involved in the change of certainties and 
how they get through it. Everyone is exposed, so nobody is 
exposed. Metamorphosis is happening – to everyone and 
therefore not recognized as important or not recognized at 
all.’

Metamorphosis ‘signifies the age of side effects. It challenges 
the way of being in the world, thinking about the world and 
imagining and doing politics’ . From ‘methodological 
nationalism’ to ‘methodological cosmopolitanism’  
(Becks, 2015, p.75)

(Beck, 2016)



Methodological 
cosmopolitanism, 
the cosmopolitan 
turn

Becks (2015, p.76)  encourages to discuss 
global risks with a ‘cosmopolitan 
perspective’, where the unit of research is a 
community of risk which includes  ‘the 
decision-makers and the consequences of 
their decisions for others across space and 
time’ . 

Beck not only researched the cosmopolitan 
turn, he also practised its core values of 
solidarity, co-operation and trust. 



The Human condition –Hannah Arendt (1960)

The world is not something 
outside of us, we are not simply 
‘in it’ but the rather the world 
‘lies between us’ and we carry 
the world in this in-between 
space (Arendt cited in Ule, 
2020). 

This in betweenness is the 
foundation of humanity: co-
actions, co-feelings, solidarity. 

Was this interface in danger of 
breaking down with Covid 19?



Be safe, take care: Feminist pandemic?

If we can recognise the value in 
affirmations of love and support 
and nurture in the context of the 
pandemic (as Black, brown, 
queer, poor and disabled 
women have been doing for 
generations ), then there is hope 
that our framings of care may be 
rethought , queered in entirely  

(Walton 2020) “The most anti-capitalist protest is to care for another and to care for 
yourself.

‘A radical kinship, an independent sociality, a politics of care.”  
(Johanna Hedva , 2016).



New forms of solidarity- Responding to emotions

• Affective publics  (Papacharissi, 2015 );
• On  sympathy in sociology: (re)reading through the 

classics (Borja, 2014); 
• Towards a Sociology of resentment (2008); 
• The Monarchy of fear: a politics look at our 

political crisis (Nussbaum, 2018)

Pay attention to concepts such as : 
Sympathy, compassion , empathy
Capacity to care, ethics of care



Crisis of Daily Practices 

(ideas from Heidegger, Bourdieu, Merleau-Ponty, etc)

‘Covid 19 crisis is not just a health crisis, 
but also a crisis of daily practices’.

‘Human practicing is a condition of 
‘flowing habitual, skillful, or 
unreflective practical action’. It is only 
when individuals encounter crisis, that 
such virtuous coping with the world is 
interrupted’ (Giustini, 2020)



The loss of Ontological security –Giddens (1991)

The pandemic has a large impact on 
our daily lives. The whole way we 
experience our existence starts to 
disintegrate. There is an increasing 
feeling of insecurity at the bottom of 
the world experience. Giddens call this 
the loss of ontological security 

‘The simple and naïve way of being in 
the world- as Ulrich Beck said- is lost. 
Maybe this is the most depressing 
consequence of the pandemic’.

(Repohl, 2020).



The self becomes the reflexive project– Giddens (1991, p. 32)

Self- identity is not a set of traits or 
observable characteristics. It is a person’s own 
reflexive understanding of their biography. 
Self- identity has continuity –that is, it cannot 
easily be completely changed at will- but that 
continuity is only a product of the person’s 
reflexive beliefs about their own biography 
(Giddens, 1991).

In times of Covid-19, reflexivity has been 
commonly described as experienced by 
individuals , with an undermining of 
ontological security and identity, amid forms 
of isolation, work-life, the disruption of 
everyday routines, and new forms of virtual 
gathering (Brown and Galantino ,2020).

https://medium.com/@kendicrush/the-multiple-identities-that-we-have-1f243e935004



Covid-19 and the end of Neoliberalism?

‘Coronavirus has brought the future of 
neoliberalism into question, and not for the 
first time’

‘The current emergence of state capitalism 
raises the possibility that solidarity initiatives 
and forms of resistance will be largely carried 
out from within reinforced national 
territories , rather than adopt a transnational 
character’ (Bonfert, 2020). https://www.spearswms.com/covid-leader/



The pandemic is a change 
of epoch (Mignolo, 2020) 

‘…the present cannot be understood in the old 
frame of an ‘epoch of change’. We on the planet 
are experiencing the “change of epoch” no 
longer reducible to the hegemony of one 
universal and one unipolar world.

The change of epoch is a change grounded in 
bringing gnoseological pluriversality and 
multipolar world order to the surface in the 
present, and it is in this present that the future is 
unfolding. The change of epoch can no longer be 
the  outcome of global designs (2020, p. 2016)



Importance of Theory 

Stephen Ball on the role of theory :

‘Theory is a vehicle for thinking’

‘Theory is destructive, disruptive and 
violent ‘

(Ball, 2007, p.116)

Ball, S (2007) ‘Intellectuals or technicians? The urgent role of theory in education studies’. In Hammersley, M (ed) Educational Research and Evidence-based Practice. London: Sage



Theory : a language of imagination

The point of theory and of intellectual endeavour in 
the social sciences should be , in Foucault’s words, ‘to 
sap power’, to engage in struggle, to reveal and 
undermine what is most invisible and insidious in 
prevailing practices. Theories offer another language, a 
language of distance, of irony, of imagination.

(Ball, 2007, p.117) 



Theory 
the 

Necessary 
Evil
Becker (1993)



METHODOLOGICAL 
CHALLENGES during a crisis,

in a time of global health crisis, 

while experiencing a pandemic,

at a time of rapid and 
unexpected change



Methodological challenges (during the pandemic)
• Have you had to revise your methods and data collection in the light of the pandemic and social distancing 

requirements?

• How your methods have changed to accommodate circumstances (yours and those of your research 
participants)?

• What are the implications for the nature of the data you will be able to generate?

• Do research questions  have to adapt slightly to accommodate changed circumstances.

• How the new context influence you and research participants? Had Covid-19 impacted on the way your 
participants experience the phenomena studied?

• Ethics considerations: safety and well being at a time of crisis 

• Your research participants (and/or the institutions within which they are embedded) sense of priority and 
focus may have changed. What was of great importance before the pandemic may seem less important 
during or after it. 

• How have your participants been emotionally impacted by the experience? This need not be entirely 
speculative. It may influence the questions you ask of your research and research participants 



• Covid-19 has posed significant challenges for 
conducting research. 

• Social researchers have had to adapt their 
research methodologies to collect data from 
participants 

• The current pandemic has not only disrupted 
the research design but has also impacted on 
the way research students are writing the 
thesis. 

Doing research in Covid-19 times



Methodology 
and the 
importance 
of changing 
context-

It appears that there is  a gap in 
the literature about changes of 
context for data collection, study 
design, quality of data collected, 
generalizability/credibility of the 
findings.

Data collected during times of 
contextual change could be 
severely contaminated by external 
environment influences (it’s not 
only the pandemic but also 
economic consequences, mental 
health, etc) (Prommegger et al , 
2020)



Starting a 
study 
affected by 
contextual 
change

Ground your study in theory, 
because theory still matters.

Design the data collection to take 
the context into account.

Document the data collection 
process to consider contextual 
changes.



Working 
with data 
that might 
be subject 
to 
contextual 
change

Report contextual change

Your data is time sensitive. Talk about the time when you 
conducted the research. Be transparent

Discuss the findings with regard to context and contextual 
change.

Relate the results found to the current situation of the 
pandemic, and explain how the current crisis have affected 
the results.

Consider the generalizability, validity, credibility, 
transferability of the research



How the pandemic has transformed research methods and ethics

• Lesson 1: Digital methods 
have yielded flexibility and 
creativity in research

• Lesson 2: The digital divide 
has become more complex

• Lesson 3: The pandemic 
has transformed the ethics 
of research

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2020/10/26/how-the-pandemic-has-transformed-research-methods-
and-ethics-3-lessons-from-33-rapid-responses/



Research during a pandemic-Resources

There have been detailed online discussions around the 
practicalities of conducting fieldwork during a pandemic and these 
may help you revise your methodology. 

Lupton, D. (editor) (2021) Doing fieldwork in a pandemic (crowd-sourced 
document), revised version. Available at: DOING FIELDWORK IN A PANDEMIC

Click on the link or copy and paste it into your browser
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1clGjGABB2h2qbduTgfqrib
Hmog9B6P0NvMgVuiHZCl8/mobilebasic

NCRM videos:
https://www.ncrm.ac.uk/resources/video/

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1clGjGABB2h2qbduTgfqribHmog9B6P0NvMgVuiHZCl8/mobilebasic
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.google.com/url?q%3Dhttps://docs.google.com/document/d/1clGjGABB2h2qbduTgfqribHmog9B6P0NvMgVuiHZCl8/edit?usp%253Dsharing%26amp;sa%3DD%26amp;source%3Deditors%26amp;ust%3D1637607741195000%26amp;usg%3DAOvVaw0t7gduLGpSXRvsyx1kNzKj&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1637607741522000&usg=AOvVaw26rtH3M2VffMFP1UCLEyVo
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1clGjGABB2h2qbduTgfqribHmog9B6P0NvMgVuiHZCl8/mobilebasic


Creative research 
methods: helps to 
answer complex 
contemporary questions

• arts-based research

• embodied research

• research using technology

• multi-modal research

• transformative research 
frameworks.



Ethnography on the move

‘A multisited imaginary of 
fieldwork’

‘we develop knowledge of 
the ‘relationships and 

connections’ that extend 
beyond the frames of 
traditional fieldwork’  
(Marcus, 1998, p.21)



Learning 
from 
decolonial 
research 
methods

“All of the things I’ve learned about in academia 
don’t come from an Indigenous paradigm. Even the 
idea of interviews, I was writing about that and 
thought, ‘Well, we don’t do interviews in Aboriginal 
culture. We have discussions and talks’’ (Kovach, 
2010)



Rethinking and developing culturally 
appropriate methodologies

‘most of the ‘traditional’ disciplines are grounded 
in cultural world-views which are either 
antagonistic to other belief systems or have no 
methodology for dealing with other knowledge 
systems.’ (Smith, 2012, p.65).



Final points

• Use ‘your sociological imagination’  (Mills, 1959) to 
understand and analyse the social world . An awareness 
of the relationship between personal experience and the 
wider society is important in this endeavour.

• We must avoid feeling in the trap of ‘dead zones of the  
imagination’ (Graeber, 2012) 
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