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Abstract

Scholars such as Professor Nigel Krauth (2011, 2018) argue that there is an inherent tension between
the ‘radical experimentation’ required to innovate in the discipline of creative writing, and the
standard exegetical models, orthodoxies and conventional positions of the PhD thesis. In response,
this essay looks to the role of structure in the creative writing PhD thesis, asking how experimenting
with standard exegetical models can be generative for practice and research. Using my own
creative/critical hybrid thesis as a paradigm, this essay suggests working within that tension by
playing with and subverting conventional organising elements of form and structure — literature
review, chapters, linear progression, so on. Here, I utilise Deleuze and Guattari’s minor literature and
Genette’s concept of paratextuality as methods that are inherently in relation to (and so in dialogue
with) their disciplinary or cultural contexts, enabling a deterritorialisation of the site of the creative
writing PhD towards new ways of thinking about (and moving through) the body of the thesis and its
attendant modes of knowledge production. In this way, the paper proposes a roadmap for what Krauth
and Nash call the blended ‘creative-exegetical genre’ (2019), one that is agile and relational rather
than fixed in taxonomies or disciplines. In keeping with the contention that structure constitutes its
own mode of knowing, this paper enacts its own experiments, fragmenting and devolving in its

conclusion, just like the project it reflects on.

Keywords
Doctoral writing, experimental exegetical models, deterritorialising creative writing, creative practice

research



[I]t cannot be denied that the university is a place of refuge, and it cannot be accepted that the
university is a place of enlightenment.

— Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons (2013, p. 6)

For creative practitioners, the institution of higher learning — with its expectations of innovation and
its lineages of standardisation and conventional research practices — can inherently be a site of tension.
As belonging to (or at least being enacted within) an institution, that tension was central to my
recently submitted creative writing PhD, an experimental text that doesn’t distinguish between the

body of research and the body of work (or creative artefact).

From the outset, I was interested in troubling epistemologies, in gesturing less towards the vaunted
display of ‘new knowledge’ and instead towards Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s question: ‘What does
knowledge do?’ (2002, p. 124). In doing so, I looked towards the role of form and structure in
knowledge production and reception. Accordingly, my final thesis refuses the ‘conventional position’
(Krauth 2018, p. 2) of the creative writing PhD, wherein the creative and critical components are kept

separate, eliding standard models all the while playing with and subverting them.

Here, I explore how the tension of conducting creative research within the institution was generative
for my practice. By trying to write within and through this tension, rather than attempting to reconcile
it, the final text embraces what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘lines of flight’ — those dynamic connective
threads that are simultaneously oriented both to and away from the normative structure, or territory. I
trace those lines of flight in two directions — the minor gesture-as-form and the paratext-as-structure —

which, together, work to ‘deterritorialise’ the creative writing PhD.

Sites of Tension

Professor Nigel Krauth’s research (2011, 2018) into the evolution of the creative writing PhD thesis in
Australia observes an increase over the past twenty years in blended, plaited and formally
experimental structures — acknowledging, however, that they are still a small minority of the total
number of creative writing PhDs awarded annually in Australia (Thin et al. 2020, p. 4)." Krauth argues
in favour of this trend, writing that ‘for the sake of progressing the literature and knowledge’ the
creative writing PhD must become a site of ‘radical experimentation’ and that ‘breaking out beyond

formal structures will keep creative writing research vibrant and valid’ (Krauth 2011, p. 11). Looking

' Nicola Boyd’s survey of 199 creative writing PhDs submitted between 1993 and 2008 found that almost all
submissions consisted of a creative work presented alongside a critical one with only 13 deemed ‘blended’
(cited in Thin et al. 2020, p. 4).



forward, he contends that creative writing students ‘will be more likely to want to write in woven

forms’ (Krauth 2018, p. 9).

Gina Wisker and Gillian Robinson’s 2014 study into the experiences of creative writing doctoral
candidates supports this contention, finding that ‘expressing creative practices through the
conventional processes and forms of the PhD’ (2014, p. 51) is often a source of tension. They go on to
note that moving beyond conventional forms within the institution of higher learning is important for
emerging creative writing researchers, but not without risk: ‘In empowering students to produce
non-standard formats whatever the discipline, we have conservatism, real or imagined, to contend

with’ (Wisker & Robinson 2014, p. 53).

Krauth’s concern is that there remains a tension between the requirement for innovation embedded in
the creative writing PhD and the ‘conservatism, real or imagined’ of the institution, which, he notes, is
evident in the ongoing dominance of (and deferral to) the ‘standard exegetical model’ — defined as a

model that includes an ‘overarching research question, and a literature and contextual review’ (2018,

p.9).

In ‘Addressing the “Ancient Quarrel”’, Jen Webb and Donna Lee Brien trace this tension back to the
fact that the creative writing discipline is not housed in art schools alongside its contemporaries (fine
arts, dance, etc.) but in the humanities, despite the fact that its ‘practice, traditions, orientations and
trajectories lack a good fit with the logic of most faculties of humanities’ (2011, p. 186). Similar to
Wisker and Robinson, they also note that ‘for many within the system [...] the fit between arts
practice and research output is still uncomfortable; and, for many, a site of some anxiety’ (Webb &

Brien 2011, p. 189).

We can see this tension, and anxiety, play out in the debates around what even constitutes research in
creative practice, let alone how to present and assess it — for instance, whether the creative artefact can
speak for itself, as scholars such as Andrew Cowan and Paul Williams argue, or whether it requires
the ‘common language’ of exegetical scaffolding, as scholars including Stephen Scrivener and Linda
Candy argue (see Williams 2021, pp. 279-80; see also Nash & Krauth 2019, pp. 281-83).> We also

see this tension play out in the different approaches taken by universities regarding the submission of

2 In 2002 Stephen Scrivener published an article titled ‘The Art Object Does Not Embody a Form of
Knowledge’, and in 2011 Linda Candy wrote: ‘An artwork alone, without text, cannot be seen as a research
outcome’ (p. 34). Conversely, in 2020 Andrew Cowan published an article titled ““No Additional Information
Required”: Creative Writing as Research Writing’, and in his 2021 article “Who let the zoologists back in?’ Paul
Williams argues for ‘[p]ositioning the artefact as the primary method, process, and output’ (p. 284).



non-standard creative writing PhD structures, such as the blended thesis.* Anecdotally, I saw this play
out in the examiners’ reports on my own thesis. One examiner suggested leaning into the
non-standard, non-linear structure even more than I already had, while the other suggested more
conventional exegetical scaffolding might be needed to direct the reader through the body of the
hybrid text.

In their 2006 paper ‘Recipe or Performing Art?” — explicitly interested in ‘challenging orthodoxy; in
particular the orthodoxy of writing up research’ (2006, p. 148) — scholars Kath Fisher and Renata
Phelps ask what happens when the ‘straight-edged, linear blocks of orthodoxy [the ‘standard model’
or ‘conventional position’] restrict and impair the authenticity and integrity of a research process that
is dynamic, non-linear and emergent?’ (2006, p. 148). Though their disciplinary focus is action
research, their concerns around the tensions between standard models and non-standard research (or
practice) in the writing up of research (rather than just the conducting of it) echo those of Krauth,

Wisker and Robinson, and Webb and Brien — and is the concern I am taking up here.

With the understanding of institutions (the university, yes, but also the thesis itself) as spaces with
lineages of standardisation, conventions and orthodoxies that may not always align with creative
practice, my PhD was interested in the generative possibilities of courting that tension by
experimenting with, rather than simply refusing, said standards, conventions and orthodoxies. My
dissertation thus became an attempt at deterritorialising — in the Deleuzian sense of breaking down an

existing structure towards new lines of flight, new ways of thinking — the PhD thesis.

In ‘Creative Work as Scholarly Work’ (2019), Krauth and Nash identify what they call a
‘creative-exegetical genre’ which goes beyond blending or plaiting by collapsing to the two together.
They identify ‘inversion’ as a key characteristic of this genre, which ‘turns upside-down several
established language hierarchies: academic language is put to use in creative situations [...] and
creative language is employed in strategies to make argument [which] requires a radical re-ordering of
comfortable genre preferences’ (Krauth & Nash 2019, pp. 299-300). This inversion (and also
subversion) of hierarchies, not only in language but also in structure, was key to my practice of

deterritorialising the PhD thesis.

3 Nigel Krauth maps these different approaches in ‘Exegesis and Artefact as Woven Work’, identifying the
‘conventional position’ prescribed by some universities as requiring a distinct separation between creative
artefact and exegesis, the ‘open position’ taken by others as not offering specific guidelines around the
relationship between artefact and exegesis, and the ‘radical position’ as overtly welcoming a woven PhD that
can ‘be interpreted across a range of possible structures’ (2018, p. 3).



In my final dissertation, the strands of the ‘creative’ and the critical’ (artefact and exegesis) are not
separated. They are not braided (a braid can be unwoven) but written together as a single text. All of it
is creative writing, all of it is critical writing. It is a fused text, in which structural and formal
experiments take place within the scope of the line, the page, the whole. It is polyphony, where
multiple voices — friend, mother, writer, scholar — are indistinguishable. It is a structure that does not
necessitate a linear reading, that foregrounds repetition, playfulness and collaborative

meaning-making.

To be clear, I am not suggesting that there is no value in established standards and conventions. For
example, in their study Wisker and Robinson (2014) note that several PhD candidates they spoke with
acknowledged the value of conducting a literature review to establish the historical and critical
context for their practice — a sentiment I share. My interest was less in dismissing the logic behind the
literature review wholesale, than in asking whether it always needs to be presented within the
expected or standard format and using the expected or standard language. What happens to knowledge

reception if the review is structured differently, taking on a more playful or experimental form?

Let me offer an example. The section of my thesis that functioned as a ‘literature review’ was two
side-by-side texts, one a satirical ‘guide to writing motherhood’ that plays with the tropes of the
motherhood memoir, and the other a sequenced series of interconnected fragments. In this way, the
‘literature review’ of my thesis both attended to and subverted the function of the traditional literature
review, using satire as a means of creative critique, and fragmentation to situate my subject within
multiple, overlapping historical and contemporary lineages, alluding through structure to the

inevitability of partiality in any literature review.

In this way, the form that my ‘literature review’ took became what I call a ‘minor gesture’, which in

turn became the principle organising element of PhD thesis.

Minor as Form

What I’m interested in is this: the relationship between form and content, subject and structure. What
I’m interested in is how ‘we compose mappings-of-the-self that go beyond genre’ (Rendle-Short
2018, p. 238). How do we ‘dance to lift off the page, so that form works hand-in-glove with content
and is not just a clever trick?’ (Rendle-Short 2018, p. 238) I took your question as invitation,
Francesca, and extended those mappings-of-the-self to mappings-of-the-body, which I in turn

extended to the body of the text, the body of art.



And so, it was through the writing process (practice-led research) that the established theoretical and
disciplinary underpinnings — literary analysis, autotheory, memoir — that I imagined would be
organising principles of my thesis, began to fall away. Other traditional organising elements of

structure and form also began to fall away, replaced by a series of ‘minor gestures’.

Deleuze and Guattari define a minor literature as ‘that which a minority constructs within a major
language’ (1986, p. 16). So, a minor literature is relational in that it is a writing whose condition of
minor-ness is predicated on the existence of the major, and accordingly it is oriented both to and away
from the major. In turn, the minor literature situates itself in dialogue with the major, all the while
subverting or destabilising it; in this way, the minor literature is always both an aesthetics and a
politics. Indeed, one of the key characteristics of the minor literature (or gesture) as Deleuze and
Guattari conceptualise it is a ‘deterritorialization of language’ (1986, p. 18) and, in turn, of structures
and relations. In this way, the minor gesture is not fixed or singular but agile and responsive, working
within the site, or territory, of the major towards new possibilities — what Deleuze and Guattari

describe as ‘lines of flight’ (1986).

In the case of doctoral research, the major territory is the institution, or site, of the thesis itself — its
established conventions of language, form and structure. In my PhD, an embrace of the minor gesture
manifested both structurally and formally. Playing with, or at times completely eschewing,
conventional organising elements including chapters, paragraphs, linearity, voice and, towards the
ends, text itself, the minor gesture manifested as a series of fragments that, taken together, become the

thesis.

These gestures comprise lists and diary excerpts, notes and collages, poems and fragmented essays,
image captions and tongue-in-cheek manifestoes, a multi-directional index (pointing both to and
beyond the text) and a series of prefaces, as well as date stamps, redactions, interruptions,
conversations, white space and images. These gestures sit beside one another in conversation, wherein
ideas and concepts build by accretion, repetition and sideways movement rather than linear

progression.

The minor gesture, then, also became a key organising principle in the collapse of the creative and

critical components of my PhD thesis, allowing for the collaging together of various modes of writing



and thinking. Referencing the Cubists and the Dadaists, Krauth notes the capacity of collage to bring
disparate genres, modes, disciplines and other elements together — an ‘aesthetic and intellectual
manipulation proceeding towards an overall statement’ (Krauth 2018, p. 5). Here, the ‘overall
statement’ of the minor gesture-as-collage was an agile interweaving, and so de-hierarchising, of

modes of knowledge production (critical, creative, hybrid) and, by extension, of reception.

During their research, the creative writing PhD candidates that Wisker and Robinson spoke with
impressed upon them the importance of ‘finding the right form in which to express their creative work
and thinking’ (2014, p. 60). They found in that the act of ‘uniting or linking the creative and the PhD
format could in itself enable a crossing of a conceptual threshold, a learning leap’ (Wisker &
Robinson 2014, p. 60). For me, the minor gesture was a key conceptual threshold crossing, offering a
form for this ‘uniting or linking’ that was not predetermined but inherently in relation to the various
disciplinary and genre contexts of my project, and the specific ‘creative work and thinking’ informing

it.

Paratext as Structure
The writerly text, as Roland Barthes tells us, ‘is a galaxy of signifiers, not a structure of signifieds; it
has no beginning, it is reversible; we gain access to it by several entrances, none of which can be

authoritatively declared to be the main one’ (2002, p. 5).

If the minor gesture manifested, in my PhD, as an elision of the conventional formal elements of the
thesis, then it also manifested structurally, in experiments with paratextuality and devolution, towards
deterritorialising the thesis and the ways we move through it. In doing so, I embraced Barthes’ ‘galaxy
of signifiers’, subverting the elements of the ‘standard model’ — introduction, literature review,

chapters, conclusion — as well as the order and manner of their encounter.

Genette introduced the term ‘paratext’ in his 1987 book of the same name to describe those texts that
exist on the threshold of Text Proper — prelims, endmatter, acknowledgements, preface, index, so on.
The essential function of the paratext, he argued, is to mediate the relationship between a Text Proper
and its public (Genette and Maclean, 1991). In this way, the paratext is at once structural and
functional. It provides scaffolding for the Text Proper and has various uses — navigation, introduction,
instruction, direction. And if the Text Proper is the major gesture, then the paratext is inherently the

minor one.



In the original French, the term Genette uses is seuils, the more direct translation of which would be
‘thresholds’, evoking the idea of the paratext as a space that we move through on our way to
someplace else. In the writing of my PhD, the question for me became: What if we don’t simply move
through the paratext? What if we instead linger on the threshold? What happens if the paratext
becomes text — spills over or across, interrupts, circles back? Through the writing process I found that
we can perform paratextuality (in the Butler-ian sense of actively attending to, of doing) to more
actively guide our reader towards ‘a particular set of reading practices that the individual text affords
or demands’ (Parrish, 2022). We can perform paratextuality, in other words, to deterritorialise the site

of the thesis.

How did this manifest in my PhD thesis? In place of an introduction, a literature review, chapters, it
has multiple epigraphs and prefaces, an introduction that fails as an introduction by any conventional
standard, and a series of fragmented, minor gestures. Zooming out, the Text Proper begins a third of
the way through the dissertation and is finished soon after, thrusting the reader back into paratexts
with another third of the text yet to go. And the third of the dissertation that is Text Proper is
continually interrupted by paratextual elements — extended image captions, acknowledgements

fashioned as debts, parenthetical asides.

By circling through preambles, notes, indexes and postscripts, illustrations, inserts and interludes — by
lingering at the threshold of the Text Proper — ‘this performance called format’ (Berlant & Stewart
2019, p. 5) deterritorialises the conventional or standard model. Rather than build linearly towards a
singular argument, a conclusion, this structure lingers on thresholds and makes familiar textual
elements unfamiliar (a multiplicity of prefaces, an index that points beyond the text, an epistolary
conclusion situated two-thirds of the way through). Performing paratextuality in this way allows for a
more active reading experience, wherein the site of the thesis and its borders are not-so-much linear,

not-so-much-fixed — Barthes’ ‘galaxy of signifiers [...] no beginning [...] several entrances’.

Playing with paratextuality enabled me not to simply refuse existing structures but to be in dialogue

with them — to experiment with them, subvert them, extend them towards lines of flight.

If the creative writing dissertation continues on the trajectory that Krauth predicts, then ‘new, flexible
and dynamic knowledge forms’ (Watkins & Krauth 2016) may demand new, flexible and dynamic

modes of representation. Here, I offer paratext-as-text (or paratext-as-structure) as one such ‘dynamic



mode’, an attempt at de-mystifying and better understanding the role that structural conventions play

in knowledge production and representation.

Canagarajah and Lee write that ‘the realisation that knowledge is frankly value-laden, if not personal
and ideological, has created a readiness to search for alternative ways of representing [or writing up|
research knowledge’ (cited in Watkins & Krauth 2016, p. 10). The paratext-as-text is one such
alternative way of writing up research, using structure to draw attention to the relationship between
text and reader that satirises and subverts notions of completeness and mastery, instead suggesting the

collaborative meaning-making that, according to Barthes, is an essential element in the writerly text.

By ‘performing’ elements of the ‘standard model’, by writing in dialogue with them, I was able to
draw attention to the model as more than just a container, but also an organising (and value-laden)
structure, towards exploring both its limitations and possibilities. In turn, this provided a framework
within which to subvert, reorient and, perhaps, de-hierarchise my own (and my readers’) encounters

with the disparate modes of knowledge (creative, critical, hybrid) presented.

Generative Tension: Lines of Flight

‘In a book, as in all things,” write Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, ‘there are lines of
articulation or segmentarity, strata and territories; but also lines of flight, movements of
deterritorialization and destratification’ (2004, p. 3). In my thesis, experimenting with organising
elements of form become a way of deterritorialising the site of the thesis, eliding its structural
conventions all the while playing with their possibilities towards those glorious lines of flight which,
write Deleuze and Guattari, ‘is what multiplicity is’ (2004, p. 32). In this way, form and structure

contain their own ways of knowing.

The final line of flight that my thesis embraced, the culmination of minoritising form and
deterritorialising structure, is that the dissertation devolves rather than consolidates as it reaches its
denouement. The textual elements that characterise the earlier parts of the project break down into
smaller and smaller fragments, giving way in the end to white space and collaged images and,
ultimately, gesturing (by way of a multi-directional index) beyond the boundaries of the text itself.
In this way, I want a form akin to the image.

Like the Joan Mir6 sculptures in the garden of the Fundaci6 in Barcelona.

Like the opening sequence of Lost in Translation (2003).



Like riding into the wind.

Like taking flight.

My text became one way, one way in a thousand possible ways to ‘dance to lift off the page’ (with
thanks for the provocation, Francesca). If tension is found in the space between two opposing forces —
convention and innovation — then it attempted not to reconcile that tension but to play within it: the

body of the scholar-writer and the body of the thesis-book overlain, interlinked, inextricable.

Craig Batty and Allyson Holbrook write that ‘developing a braided, multimodal or fictocritical work
that combines theory, practice and reflection, thus presenting the thesis as one document that has its
own internal voice and logic’ constitutes ‘presenting research in a novel way’ which, itself, becomes a
contribution to knowledge (2017, p. 12). For my PhD, the minor gesture-as-form and the
paratext-as-structure function as this ‘internal logic’. By focusing on structure as a site of knowledge
production, I became less interested in how to define my PhD thesis and more interested in what it
was doing. | became interested in questioning received structures as a way of actively engaging with

their limitations, affordances, possibilities and implicit (or explicit) values and hierarchies.

Here, I propose that the minor gesture, and attendant paratextual performances, offers a new
methodological approach to the structure of the creative writing PhD, one not fixed in taxonomies
(where it would risk becoming its own site of standardisation) but inherently agile and in relation to
standard or conventional — and overlapping — forms and structures of discipline and genre. In this way,
it offers a roadmap for a creative writing PhD candidate, or scholar, navigating the tensions of
situating creative practice within the conventions of an academic discipline (or even the tensions of
creating new work within existing creative disciplines, which also have orthodoxies and conventional
modes of practice). In this way, the tension of writing within the institution can become a generative

dialogue towards new lines of flight.

‘Academia, like all institutions,” write Watkins and Krauth, ‘relies on the conventional and canonical
to keep its power intact, even though universities are meant to be spaces where new ideas and

innovation are welcomed and encouraged’ (2016, p. 4). In the end, it is my hope that my thesis’



relationship to the ‘conventional and canonical’ of the institution will be, as Fred Moten and Stefano

Harney say, ‘in but not of it” (Moten & Harney 2013, p. 101).

‘Ban: slipped off the sidewalk that ran along the fence in an instant, like milk poured on the ground.’

(Kapil n.d.)

Like milk, poured on the ground.

Like falling, in an instant.

Like flying.
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